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About The Modern Library

The Modern Library has played a significant role in American cultural life for the better part of a century. The series was founded in 1917 by the publishers Boni and Liveright and eight years later acquired by Bennett Cerf and Donald Klopfer. It provided the foundation for their next publishing venture, Random House. The Modern Library has been a staple of the American book trade, providing readers with affordable hardbound editions of important works of literature and thought. For the Modern Library’s seventy-fifth anniversary, Random House redesigned the series, restoring as its emblem the running torchbearer created by Lucian Bernhard in 1925 and refurbishing jackets, bindings, and type, as well as inaugurating a new program of selecting titles. The Modern Library continues to provide the world’s best books, at the best prices. 
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EDITH WHARTON 








Edith Wharton, a prolific writer best known as a novelist of manners whose fiction exposed the rigid mores of aristocratic society in a world that has all but vanished, was born Edith Newbold Jones in New York City on January 24, 1862. Both her parents belonged to long-established, socially prominent New York families. Her mother was the former Lucretia Stevens Rhinelander, and her father was George Frederic Jones. (It is said that the expression “keeping up with the Joneses” referred to them.) She was privately educated at home and in Europe by governesses and tutors. “I used to say that I had been taught only two things in my childhood: the modern languages and good manners,” she recalled in the compelling memoir A Backward Glance (1934). “Now that I have lived to see both those branches of culture dispensed with, I perceive that there are worse systems of education.” Her first publication was Verses (1878), a book of poems privately printed in Newport when she was sixteen. In later life she brought out two other volumes of poetry, Artemis to Actaeon and Other Verse (1909) and Twelve Poems (1926), but her verse never succeeded in conveying the emotion of her prose. 

In 1885 Edith Jones married Bostonian Edward Robbins Wharton, whom Henry James dubbed “cerebrally compromised Teddy,” and over the next decade the couple explored Europe while maintaining residences in New York and Newport. Wharton eventually turned to writing for a measure of fulfillment as she grew dissatisfied with the roles of wife and society matron. In collaboration with architect Ogden Codman she published The Decoration of Houses (1897), an influential work on architecture and interior design. Several of her early stories appeared in Scribner’s Magazine. Three collections, The Greater Inclination (1899), Crucial Instances ( 1901), and The Descent of Man and Other Stories (1904), display an innate mastery of the short story, which she envisioned as “a shaft driven straight into the heart of human experience.” Two novellas, The Touchstone (1900) and Sanctuary (1903), reveal a talent for psychological realism. Wharton’s passion for Italy inspired a first novel, The Valley of Decision (1902 ), as well as Italian Villas and Their Gardens (1904) and Italian Backgrounds (1905), a series of travel sketches. Her subsequent volumes of travel writing include A Motor-Flight Through France (1908) and In Morocco (1920). 

The publication of The House of Mirth in 1905 marked Edith Wharton’s coming of age as a writer. An immediate bestseller, this brilliant chronicle of upper-class New York society helped secure her reputation as America’s foremost woman of letters. By then Wharton was living at “The Mount,” a grand home she had built in Lenox, Massachusetts. Over the next years she wrote Madame de Treymes (1907), a novella of Jamesian inspiration about young innocents abroad; The Fruit of the Tree (1907), a novel of social reform; The Hermit and the Wild Woman and Other Stories (1908); and Tales of Men and Ghosts (1910), a collection of supernatural thrillers. Then in rapid succession Wharton produced three of her greatest novels: Ethan Frome (1911), a tragedy of relinquished passion set against the austere New England countryside; The Reef (1912), a richly nuanced story of unrequited love hailed by Henry James as “a triumph of method”; and The Custom of the Country (1913), a fierce indictment of the materialism that ruled America in the so-called Gilded Age. 

By the time Wharton divorced her husband in 1913 she had settled permanently in France. With the outbreak of World War I she became active in relief work and reported on life at the front in articles for Scribner’s Magazine, later collected in Fighting France, from Dunkerque to Belfort (1915). In 1916 she was decorated with the Cross of the Legion of Honor for her services. During the war years Wharton also wrote Xingu and Other Stories (1916); Summer (1917), a companion piece to Ethan Frome; and The Marne (1918), a poignant novel of World War I. French Ways and Their Meaning, a collection of essays in praise of her adopted countrymen, came out in 1919. 

Wharton was awarded a Pulitzer Prize for The Age of Innocence (1920), a masterful portrait of desire and betrayal set in the New York of her youth. Her other acclaimed books of this period include Old New York (1924), a quartet of linked novellas that endure as a social history of the city from the 1840s to the 1870s, and The Writing of Fiction (1925), a compilation of essays. But critics agree that novels such as The Glimpses of the Moon (1922), A Son at the Front (1923), The Mother’s Recompense (1925), Twilight Sleep (1927), and The Children (1928) signaled a decline in the quality of Wharton’s work. 

Wharton was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1930 and remained highly productive during her final years. Continuing to pursue her lifelong passions for travel, gardening, and interior design, she completed Hudson River Bracketed (1929) and The Gods Arrive (1932), two interrelated novels that analyze the personality and life of a writer. In addition she turned out five more volumes of short stories: Here and Beyond (1926), Certain People (1930), Human Nature (1933), The World Over (1936), and Ghosts (1937). Edith Wharton died of a stroke at her villa near Paris on August 11, 1937, and was buried at the Cimetière des Gonards in Versailles. The Buccaneers, a novel unfinished at the time of her death, appeared posthumously in 1938. 

“At best, there are only three or four American novelists who can be thought of as ‘major’ and Edith Wharton is one,” judged Gore Vidal. “Despite her reputation as being a stuffy grande dame, she had always been the most direct and masculine (old sense of the word, naturally) of writers; far more so than her somewhat fussy and hesitant friend Henry James. Spades got called spades in Edith Wharton’s novels. . . . Traditionally, Henry James has always been placed slightly higher up the slope of Parnassus than Edith Wharton. But now that the prejudice against the female writer is on the wane, they look to be exactly what they are: giants, equals, the tutelary and benign gods of our American literature.” 

“Many other writers have attempted to delineate the New York society of old brownstone and new wealth,” noted Wharton biographer Louis Auchincloss, “but the reason that Edith Wharton succeeded where almost all of them failed is that, in addition to her great gifts as an artist, her lucidity, her wit, her style, she had a tight grasp of just what this society was made up of. She understood that it was arbitrary, capricious, and inconsistent; she was aware that it did not hesitate to abolish its standards while most loudly proclaiming them. She knew when money could open doors and when it couldn’t, when lineage would serve and when it would be merely sneered at. She knew that compromises could be counted on, but that they were rarely made while still considered compromises. She knew her men and women of property, recently or anciently acquired, how they decorated their houses and where they spent their summers. She realized, in short, that the social game was played without rules, and this made her one of the few novelists before Proust who could describe it with profundity. . . . The society of which she wrote was an integral part of the American dream—the American myth—the American illusion.” 
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WILLIAM LYON PHELPS



AS MRS. WHARTON SEES US 



In this present year of emancipation it is pleasant to record that in the front rank of American living novelists we find four women, who shall be named in alphabetical order—the only order that makes the world safe for democracy; much appreciated by opera impresarios, managers of stock companies and other great diplomats. The big four are Dorothy Canfield, Zona Gale, Anne Sedgwick, Edith Wharton. From the first we have thus far had no new novel in 1920; but the year must be counted as a notable one in the history of American prose fiction when it has seen the appearance of three works of the distinction of Miss Lulu Bett, The Third Window and The Age of Innocence. Any modern British novelist might be proud to sign his name to each and all of these books. 

Mrs. Wharton’s admirable career is a progression from the external to the internal; she began as a decorator and is now an analyst. She has always been an expert in gardens and in furniture. Her first book was called Decoration of Houses, written in 1897 in collaboration with O. Codman, and in 1904 she produced a work on Italian villas and their gardens. These studies of interior decorating and landscape gardening are much in evidence in her novels; I do not remember when I have read a work of fiction that gives the reader so vivid an idea of the furnishing and illuminating of rooms in fashionable houses as one will find in The Age of Innocence. 

Those who are interested in good dinners—and who is not?—will find much to admire in these brilliant pages. Many years ago when reading about prehistoric banquets in Dickens, I determined that some day I would write an essay on novelists from the culinary point of view. I have never “got around to it”; but this story would loom large in such a disquisition. The formal and elaborate dinner parties in New York in the seventies are described here with a gusto that the steady undercurrent of irony quite fails to conceal; there were epicures in those days who sallied from their Fifth Avenue mausoleums not to talk, but to dine. They were professional diners-out, who noticed details—why does she allow her butler to cut the cucumbers with a steel knife? 

It was The House of Mirth (1905) that gave Mrs. Wharton an international reputation; if one wishes to see how far her art has advanced since that popular book, one has merely to compare it with The Age of Innocence. By the side of the absolute mastery of plot, character and style displayed in her latest novel, The House of Mirth seems almost crude. That austere masterpiece Ethan Frome stands in a room all by itself, it is an illustration, however, of the fact that our novelist, who knows Paris and Continental urban scenes so well, was equally at home in a barren American village. 

I was not at all impressed by The Custom of the Country (1918); the satire became burlesque, and the writer’s habitual irony—most impressive when most subdued—fell into cascades of feminine shrieks. Like her idol and master, Henry James, she is forever comparing America with Europe, to the latter’s advantage. I have no quarrel with her on this score, for, after all, it is simply a matter of taste, so far as questions of art are concerned; but it is only occasionally in this latest book that the direct comparison is made. Describing a hot day in Boston: 


Archer found a cab and drove to the Somerset Club for breakfast. Even the fashionable quarters had the air of untidy domesticity to which no excess of heat ever
degrades the European cities. 


It is a matter of no importance, but I do not believe that statement to be true. I should not like to compare my knowledge of Europe with hers; Mrs. Wharton has either missed city scenes in Europe in the dog days, or has shut her eyes. 

The two previous novels in her career which most clearly foreshadow the power and technique displayed in The Age of Innocence are Madame de Treymes (1907) and The Reef (1912). I think, with the exception of the novel now before us, The Reef is her finest full-length story. In one of the many intimate letters written to her by Henry James, and now published in the already famous two volumes, we find the following admirable remarks on The Reef, and if one will read them immediately after finishing The Age of Innocence, one will see how perfectly they apply to Mrs. Wharton’s style at its best: 


In the key of this, with all your reality, you have yet kept the whole thing, and, to deepen the harmony and accentuate the literary pitch, have never surpassed yourself for certain exquisite moments, certain images, analogies, metaphors, certain silver correspondences in your façon de dire, examples of which I could pluck out and numerically almost confound you with, were I not stammering in this in so handicapped a way. There used to be little notes in you that were like fine, benevolent finger marks of the good George Eliot—the echo of much reading of that excellent woman, here and there, that is, sounding through. But now you are like a lost and recovered “ancient” which she might have got a reading of (especially were he a Greek), and of whom in her texture some weaker reflection were to show. For, dearest Edith, you are stronger and firmer and finer than all of them put together; you go further and you say mieux, and your only drawback is not having the homeliness and the inevitability and the happy limitation and the affluent poverty of a Country of your Own (comme moi, par exemple!). 


The style of The Age of Innocence is filled with the “silver correspondences” spoken of by Henry James; and the book would be a solid satisfaction, as it is an exquisite delight, had the writer only possessed the homeliness, the rugged simplicity that is lost under the enamel of finished sophistication. The English critic R. H. Hutton said that Goethe was the wisest man of modern times that ever lacked the wisdom of a little child—this particular kind of wisdom is not to be found in the works of Mrs. Wharton, though we find everything but that. 

Yet I am in no mood to complain. Edith Wharton is a writer who brings glory on the name America, and this is her best book. After reading so many slipshod diaries called “novels,” what a pleasure it is to turn the pages of this consummate work of art. The common method today of writing a novel is to begin with the birth of the hero, shove in all experiences that the author can remember of his own childhood, most of which are of no interest to anyone but himself, take him to school, throw in more experiences, introduce him to the heroine, more experiences, quit when the book seems long enough, and write the whole biography in colloquial jargon. 

Here is a novel whose basis is a story. It begins on a night at the opera. The characters are introduced naturally—every action and every conversation advance the plot. The style is a thing of beauty from first page to last. One dwells with pleasure on the “exquisite moments” of passion and tragedy, and on the “silver correspondences” that rise from the style like the moon on a cloudless night. 

New York society and customs in the seventies are described with an accuracy that is almost uncanny; to read these pages is to live again. The absolute imprisonment in which her characters stagnate, their artificial and false standards, the desperate monotony of trivial routine, the slow petrifaction of generous ardours, the paralysis of emotion, the accumulation of ice around the heart, the total loss of life in upholstered existence—are depicted with a high excellence that never falters. And in the last few pages the younger generation comes in like fresh air. Mrs. Wharton is all for the new and against the old; here, at all events, her sympathies are warm. She would never, like Solness, fear youth knocking at the door. 

The two young women of the story are contrasted in a manner that is of the essence of drama without being in the least artificial. The radiantly beautiful young wife might have had her way without a shadow on it, were it not for the appearance of the Countess Olenska, who is, what the other women are not, a personality. Newland Archer, between these two women, and loved by both, is not at all to be envied. The love scenes between him and Ellen are wonderful in their terrible, inarticulate passion; it is curious how much more real they are than the unrestrained detailed descriptions thought by so many writers to be “realism.” Here is where Mrs. Wharton resembles Joseph Conrad and Henry James, for the love scenes in this book are fully worthy of those two men of genius. So little is said, so little is done, yet one feels the infinite passion in the finite hearts that burn. I wonder what old Browning would have thought of this frustration; for the story is not altogether unlike “The Statue and the Bust.” 

I do not believe I shall ever forget three scenes between Archer and Ellen—the “outing” at Boston, the night carriage drive from the ferry in New York, and the interview in the corner of the Museum of Art, with its setting of relics. These are scenes of passion that Conrad, or Henry James, yes, that Turgenev might have written. 

I wonder if the horrible moment when Newland Archer, looking at his incomparably lovely and devoted young wife, suddenly has the diabolical wish that she were dead, is a reminiscence of Mrs. Wharton’s early studies of Sudermann. In a powerful story by that writer, “The Wish,” not only is that momentary impulse the root of the tragedy, but it is analyzed with such skill that no one is likely to forget it. It comes into this novel like a sudden chill—and is inexpressibly tragic. You remember what the doctor said in Sudermann’s tale? 

The harmony of Mrs. Wharton’s management of English sentences is so seldom marred that I wish she would change this phrase, the only discord I found in the book: “varied by an occasional dance at the primitive inn when a man-of-war came in.” 

And is not Guy de Maupassant out of place in the early seventies? Archer is unpacking some new books: “a new volume of Herbert Spencer, another collection of Guy de Maupassant’s incomparable tales, and a novel called ‘Middlemarch,’ as to which there had lately been interesting things said in the reviews.” I suppose Mrs. Wharton knows her Maupassant thoroughly; but unless I am quite at fault, it was not in the early seventies but in the early eighties that his tales began to appear. 

But these are flecks. The appearance of such a book as The Age of Innocence by an American is a matter for public rejoicing. It is one of the best novels of the twentieth century and looks like a permanent addition to literature. 


—The New York Times Book Review, 

October 17, 1920                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



WILLIAM LYON PHELPS, one of America’s greatest critics, was for over forty years a professor of English literature at Yale. 



E. M. FORSTER 





Goethe made a rather bitter epigram on Good Society: it is “good,” he said, if it offers no opportunity whatever to poetry. Mrs. Wharton applies this epigram without bitterness; she would certainly prefer poetry to society, and a performance of Bérénice to a polo match, but she is not emphatic, and more inclined to chaff her worldlings than to ex-communicate them. For this reason her career (or such of it as she has chosen to describe it) has few moments of high tension; the dominant impression is comfort—comfort honestly enjoyed and generously shared, but extending uninterruptedly from a New York childhood through Continental trips down to a residence in France. . . . Because of her intelligence and self-control, this constant prosperity does not spoil her work, but it does make [in A Backward Glance] for autobiographical monotony. 

Mrs. Wharton belongs to a tradition which is ending. She realises this, and surveys without asperity the succeeding chaos. It is essentially an American tradition, though not one which has been able to flourish in America. Rooted in Puritanism and financial stability, it has put forth in Europe the flowers of a conscientious and distinguished art—an art which could not bloom until it had been transplanted. 

The atmosphere, though artificial, is not exotic. And the art, though cosmopolitan, is never international. It is connected with great cities and with the country houses dependent on them, and takes no stock of a new social order. . . . 

How much did the war destroy? It destroyed “good society” though the butler still brings the tea out under the cedar on occasion. Did it damage poetry too? And will writers ever recover that peculiar blend of security and alertness which characterises Mrs. Wharton and her tradition, and which has served her art so well? 


—From “Good Society” in The New 

Statesman & Nation, June 1934 






INTRODUCTION TO THE MODERN LIBRARY EDITION OF THE AGE OF INNOCENCE 





Following the outbreak of World War I, Edith Wharton threw herself into the struggle in Paris by opening a workshop for women who had lost their jobs because of the war and organizing hostels to take care of Belgian and French refugees. Victory, four long weary years later, found her exhausted and wondering if the seemingly rootless and tradition-flaunting postwar world was worth the sacrifices that its preservation had entailed. She discovered herself looking back now to the quiet, settled New York of her childhood that she had once found so stultifying and wondering if she had not in her critical youth undervalued it. She wrote in her memoirs: 


When I was young it used to seem to me that the group in which I grew up was like an empty vessel into which no new wine would ever again be poured. Now I see that one of its uses lay in preserving a few drops of an old vintage too rare to be savored by a youthful palate. 


It was in this mood of apology that she wrote The Age of Innocence, a novel bathed in the same rich mood of nostalgia that permeates the chapters of her own childhood in A Backward Glance, a mood in which she tries to recapture a little girl’s vision of the “mild blur of rosy and white-whiskered gentlemen, of ladies with bare sloping shoulders rising flower-like from voluminous skirts, peeped at from the stairtop while wraps were removed in the hall below.” 

Wharton’s remarkably detailed memory enabled her to re-create the New York of the early 1870s with a richness of color that justifies Edmund Wilson’s description of her as the pioneer and poet of interior decoration. We are reminded that her first book was The Decoration of Houses. When Martin Scorsese filmed the novel, with infinite research and pains, some critics complained that he had made the city of that era too opulent. They forgot that surviving interiors of that day are usually shabby and that nothing is drabber than chipped panels showing white plaster. With plenty of money and cheap labor the rich burghers of that time kept their houses brightly painted and filled with flowers. In Wharton’s novel the old Academy of Music, with its red and gold boxes, its carefully brushed, white-waistcoated, buttonhole-flowered gentlemen; the Julius Beauforts’ conservatory, where camellias and tree ferns arch their foliage over seats of black-and-gold bamboo; May Archer’s living room, with its little plush tables covered with silver toys and efflorescent photograph frames, the small bright lawns and big bright sea of Newport, succeed each other like colored slides. 

Wharton had picked an era, needless to say, before the arrival of the “lords of Pittsburgh,” although Julius Beaufort might be regarded, with his showy ballroom and his shady deals, as a kind of advance scout. “Old New York” is still in serene possession of the social scene, and Mr. and Mrs. van der Luyden, when they condescend to come down from their Hudson River estate, are the undisputed sovereigns. Wharton chooses for her protagonist Newland Archer, a young lawyer of impeccable antecedents, who is just liberal enough to feel that his taste for modern French literature and his acquaintance with a very few writers and artists justifies him in feeling intellectually bolder and freer than most of the denizens of the solid brownstone society that he at heart deeply venerates. It will be Ellen Olenska who will bring about his truer and much more dangerous liberation. 

She is of the same background as Archer, being indeed a first cousin of May Welland, to whom he is engaged, but she has been unhappily married to a dissolute and fabulously wealthy Polish count from whom she has fled to the uncertain welcome of a New York grandmother and aunts who can never countenance divorce and regard even a justified separation with distaste. Life in Europe has liberated Ellen from the prejudices of Knickerbocker Manhattan, but its effect has not been to make her feel superior to her old friends and relations, as Archer’s reading, but to revive in her a respect for the values of the “age of innocence” of her childhood which, in contrast to the evil to which she has been exposed in a too sophisticated Europe, now seem to her the guideposts of a purer and more ethical society. 

Finding Ellen’s nostalgia for her New York childhood a bit flippantly expressed on their first meeting after her return from abroad, Archer remarks a bit stiffly: “Yes, you have been away a very long time.” 

“Oh, centuries and centuries,” she replies; “so long that I’m sure I’m dead and buried, and this dear old place is heaven.” Which strikes him as a disrespectful way of describing New York society! 

Archer, for all his book reading and supposed tolerance, is still a good bit of a stuffed shirt. The novel, like Henry James’s The Ambassadors, is seen largely from the point of view of a single character, but whereas Strether has an imagination capable of grasping every subtlety of his Parisian initiation, Archer, at least in the early chapters, is still too limited to take in all that is happening to him, and Wharton must intervene as the omniscient author to inform the reader what he hasn’t yet learned. Passion will be his great instructor. When he falls in love with Ellen, after at first putting up a stiff fight and even advancing the date of his marriage to May in the vain hope that his wedding vows will protect him from folly, he suddenly sees the society that he has once deemed the indispensable support of civilized life as a hollow ritual standing between him and the only happiness that now seems worth having. 

Not so Ellen. Though equally in love, she knows that she cannot build any true happiness on the ruined life of May, who is now not only Archer’s wife but the expectant mother of his child. Archer complains that after giving him his first glimpse of a real life, she is asking him to go on with a sham one. But even he cannot walk out on a pregnant spouse, and he is trapped forever in a mild but loveless (at least on his side) marriage, while Ellen must return to Europe, not to her husband, but to live a single life in Paris on the income that her old grandmother has finally agreed to cough up. In the end Ellen and even Archer must agree that this is the only solution. And I have no doubt that Edith Wharton felt the same. 

Had Archer left his wife and followed Ellen to Europe The Age of Innocence would have become Anna Karenina. Ellen has foreseen that. When Archer pleads that they go away together to a world “where we shall be simply two human beings who love each other, who are the whole of life to each other; and nothing else on earth will matter,” she simply replies: “Oh, my dear—where is that country? Have you ever been there? I know so many who’ve tried to find it; and, believe me, they all got out by mistake at wayside stations: at places like Boulogne, or Pisa, or Monte Carlo—and it wasn’t at all different from the old world they’d left, but only rather smaller and dingier and more promiscuous.” 

The only way that Ellen and Archer can convert their love into a thing of beauty is by renunciation. And the twist of the plot is that the value of renunciation has been taught them, not, after all, by Europe with all its art and history, but by the very society of brownstone New York that the young Ellen and the mature Archer found so stuffy and limited. Ellen tells Archer: “It was you who made me understand that under the dullness there are things so fine and sensitive and delicate that even those I most cared for in my other life look cheap in comparison.” 

But there is another, final twist. At the farewell dinner that Archer and May give for the departing Ellen, Archer suddenly realizes that all his guests are of one mind about him: 


The silent organization which held his little world together was determined to put itself on record as never for a moment having questioned the propriety of Madame Olenska’s conduct, or the completeness of Archer’s domestic felicity. All these amiable and inexorable persons were resolutely engaged in pretending to each other that they had never heard of, suspected, or even conceived possible, the least hint to the contrary; and from this tissue of elaborate mutual dissimulation Archer once more disengaged the fact that New York believed him to be Madame Olenska’s lover [which he had never been]. He caught the glitter of victory in his wife’s eyes, and for the first time understood that she shared this belief. 


In the final chapter, an epilogue that moves us a quarter of a century on, we learn that Archer, now a widower, has had a moderately happy marriage, two fine bright sons, and a daughter as dull as her mother. Under the influence of his friend Theodore Roosevelt, he has run for the State Assembly and been elected but not reelected. After that he has confined himself to “obscure if useful municipal work” and writing articles for reforming weeklies. 


It was little enough to look back on; but when he remembered to what the young men of his generation and his set had looked forward—the narrow groove of money-making, sport and society to which their vision had been limited—even his small contribution to the new state of things seemed to count, as each brick counts in a well-built wall. He had done little in public life; he would always be by nature a contemplative and a dilettante; but he had had high things to contemplate, great things to delight in; and one great man’s friendship to be his strength and pride. 

Louis Auchincloss 
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