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Introduction

Reviewers had strong reservations about Ethan Frome when it first appeared in 1911. They praised Edith Wharton’s artistry—the stylistic elegance of her short novel, with its perfectly calibrated mood of impending doom and accurate rendering of rural New England in winter. But the story made them recoil. It was too cruel, too awful. The Hartford Daily Courant called it “gruesome.” The Saturday Review declared: “We wish we had not read it.” Bookman opened with: “It is hard to forgive Mrs. Wharton for the utter remorselessness of her latest volume.” And the New York Times announced: “Mrs. Wharton has, in fact, chosen to build of small, crude things and a rude and violent event a structure whose purpose is the infinite refinement of torture. All that is human and pitiful and tender in the tale—and there is much—is designed and contrived to sharpen the keen edge of that torture” (Tuttleton 185, 186, 182). Although Ethan Frome now figures as Wharton’s most widely read novel, it makes sense, given these reviews, that the book sold poorly when it first came out. Not until the 1940s, following a popular stage adaptation of the text in the 1930s, did Ethan Frome begin to attract the kind of enthusiastic readership it enjoys today.

Although Edith Wharton regretted the poor sales, she took pride in the reviewers’ praise for her skill as a writer. “They don’t know why it’s good,” she wrote of Ethan Frome to a friend in 1911, “but they are right: it is” (Lewis and Lewis 230). This artistic confidence had not come easily. Born in New York City in 1862 to leisure-class, wealthy, conservative parents, Edith Newbold Jones was not expected to have a profession. It was assumed she would achieve two things in life—marriage and motherhood—and she accomplished neither. Her marriage ended in divorce two years after the publication of Ethan Frome, and she had no children. Rejecting the prescribed trajectory for demure, upper-class Victorian young ladies, Edith Wharton—with few people to guide her—became a best-selling author.

Her childhood, as she recalls it in her memoir, A Backward Glance (1934), was lonely. With two brothers so much older that she grew up, in effect, as an only child, Wharton’s class privilege and gender only further isolated her. Raised by nannies, privately tutored, often ignored by her parents, and frequently uprooted to travel to Europe or the family summer house in Newport, Rhode Island, the little girl felt most alive when she could spend hours by herself in her father’s library, sprawled on the floor reading. Although precocious and intellectual even as a child, she nevertheless as a teenager could not escape the obligatory debut expected of rich young women. Then, continuing along the conventional path expected of her, in 1885, at the age of twenty-three, she married affable Edward “Teddy” Wharton, an upper-class young man twelve years her senior.

By the 1890s it was clear that the marriage had been a mistake. Teddy loved hunting, fishing, the outdoor life; he had no interest in art or literature; he could hold his own in certain conversations but was not witty, subtle, or sophisticated. Edith, by contrast, had a highly developed aesthetic sense and keen, expert opinions about the arts. Her first book was a coauthored study titled The Decoration of Houses (1897), and she played a major role in the design of the main house and gardens of The Mount, the country estate she built in the Berkshire Mountains in western Massachusetts at the turn of the century. Unlike her husband, she reveled in brilliant conversation, numbering among her friends intellectuals, artists, writers, attorneys, and the occasional politician. With such company as Henry James, Theodore Roosevelt, Bernhard and Mary Berenson, Walter Berry, Paul Bourget, and Gaillard Lapsley, her circle was cosmopolitan, urbane, steeped in the life of the mind. Teddy increasingly seemed crude and boorish to his wife, who, in turn, struck him as distant and incomprehensible.

Trapped in an incompatible marriage, Edith Wharton sought medical help for depression in the mid-1890s. She suffered from nausea, weight loss, extreme fatigue, headaches, and profound despondency. At the time, the standard diagnosis for such symptoms was neurasthenia, sometimes called hysteria, and the treatment, as Wharton’s contemporary Charlotte Perkins Gilman chronicled in her famous 1892 story, “The Yellow Wallpaper,” was known as the rest cure. Perfected by the well-known neurasthenia expert Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, the prescribed therapy involved total bed rest, preferably in a hospital, hotel, or sanitarium, where the patient—almost always a woman—was fed, bathed, given douches and enemas, massaged, and in every other way kept dependent and completely immobile for weeks or, if necessary, months. This program of rest required removal from all exciting or upsetting stimuli such as newspapers, magazines, books, letters, visitors, or any other activity requiring mental or physical exertion, no matter how mild, including writing, sewing, and drawing. The rest cure aimed to create a healing calm so that the patient could regain mental health. For Gilman, as her short story records, it was a recipe for insanity. The isolation and forced inactivity drive her protagonist deeper and deeper into depression, until there is no return. But for Edith Wharton, the regimen she experienced as an outpatient at the Orthopedic Hospital in Philadelphia, where she went for treatment in 1898, had a beneficial effect. In large part she recovered because her physician, unlike Gilman’s, encouraged her to pursue her writing, which she avidly did.

As Edith Wharton gained emotional stability, Teddy grew ill. He developed symptoms that today we recognize as manic depression, or bipolar disorder. He suffered from extreme and unpredictable mood shifts lasting for days or months, insomnia, inexplicable physical pains, and uncontrollable spells of anger and rage. Although he spent months in the finest sanitariums receiving the best medical attention, he never recovered mental or emotional equilibrium.

Reluctantly, Edith Wharton divorced her husband. The differences in their temperaments and interests, their individual struggles with depression, and the toll of those struggles on each other all contributed to the dissolution. In addition, as they grew apart, Teddy had affairs with other women and further violated his wife’s trust by secretly gaining access to her money and losing a sizable amount of it. But during the same period of time, it is important to note, Edith Wharton also broke her wedding vows to Teddy. Kept secret at the time and for many years after her death, and revealed only because she explicitly left documentation in a sealed packet labeled, in her own hand, “For My Biographer,” Edith Wharton had a passionate love affair with a slightly younger man, Morton Fullerton, from about 1907 to 1910. As she relates it, the affair exposed her for the first and only time in her life to intense, fulfilling, erotic passion, a reality that respectable late-era Victorian women such as Wharton, brought up to believe sex a necessary and unspeakable evil, were not supposed to experience. The affair ended in 1910, with Wharton and Fullerton remaining friends. A year later she wrote Ethan Frome and in 1913 filed for divorce. It was an extreme move for a woman of her generation and class, for whom divorce represented not merely failure but also, and more important, scandal. She never remarried or, as far as we know, had an affair with anyone else.

Certainly Edith Wharton drew on her own life when she wrote Ethan Frome. Despite clear differences between the author and her characters, the most obvious being class, definite autobiographical themes appear. Neurasthenia and poor physical health play a major role in the narrative; and the text centers on difficult questions concerning marriage, adultery, dreams of personal freedom, and the natural human longing for erotic passion. Although critics of Ethan Frome have sometimes accused Wharton of writing about a world of which she knew little—set as it is in rural impoverished America and concentrating as it does on uneducated, working-class people—she actually understood extremely well the psychological and relational issues involved. The narrative examines with great insight the ways in which emotions such as guilt, anger, fear, and intense jealousy, as well as unexpected and forbidden joys, affect people in their closest relationships, no matter what their position in life.

Indeed, Wharton herself objected to the charge that she wrote about a world in Ethan Frome that she knew only slightly, including at the level of class and economics. While most of her novels, such as The House of Mirth (1905) and The Age of Innocence (1920), do focus on the leisure-class life she knew most intimately, she set both Ethan Frome and her subsequent and highly regarded novel Summer (1917) in the environment she saw at close range in rural western Massachusetts. As she states in an introduction to a 1922 edition of Ethan Frome: “I had known something of New England village life long before I made my home in the same county as my imaginary Starkfield; though, during the years spent there, certain of its aspects became much more familiar to me.” And she continues: “Even before that final initiation, however, I had had an uneasy sense that the New England of fiction bore little—except a vague botanical and dialectical—resemblance to the harsh and beautiful land as I had seen it.” She maintains that Ethan Frome captures not just the rocky natural environment of New England but also the human one, calling her characters “my granite outcroppings, but half-emerged from the soil, and scarcely more articulate,” and explains in another essay, published in Colophon in 1932, that she had aimed to render in Ethan Frome “the lonely lives in half-deserted New England villages, before the coming of the motor and the telephone” (Wegener 259, 262).

Wharton’s insistence on the verisimilitude of Ethan Frome takes aim at well-known late-nineteenth-century New England local-color writers such as Mary Wilkins Freeman and Sarah Orne Jewett, who viewed the region, she believed, through “rose-coloured spectacles” (Wharton 293). She thought their charming, often affectionate portraits of New England glossed over the desperate poverty, the sense of entrapment, and the bitter fear and hopelessness experienced by many of the region’s inhabitants as industrialization and expensive new farming methods undermined the area’s economy and forced its population to leave or endure miserable conditions. Ethan Frome, by contrast, presents an uncompromising perspective on those realities. Seen through the eyes of a middle-class visitor to the region, her characters’ struggle with poverty, illness, and rural isolation delivers a brutal critique of class and the American Dream in the United States. All the hallmarks of the nation’s much-vaunted work ethic are present: relentless effort, stoic determination, grit, discipline. Yet poverty maintains—even strengthens—its hold. By voicing her criticism of fellow writers such as Freeman and Jewett, Wharton defined herself against what she saw as their naive and unrealistically sunny depictions of rural New England and staked a claim for herself in the popular turn-of-the-century genre of local-color fiction, also known as regionalism.

Local-color writing burgeoned from 1880 to 1920 because of enormous social and economic changes taking place in the United States. Although large numbers of German and Irish immigrants had entered the country in the middle of the nineteenth century, settling in cities, small towns, and agricultural areas in the Northeast, Midwest, and South, at the turn of the century unprecedented numbers of new immigrants—more than twenty million—arrived; and most were Jews and Catholics from eastern Europe and the Mediterranean. Coming between 1880 and 1915, they filled jobs in factories, the construction trades, sweatshops, and menial occupations of all sorts. And like the Chinese and the Irish before them, they challenged the dominant-culture U.S. conception of itself as white, Protestant, and Anglo-Saxon. Jews and Italians were definitely not Anglo-Saxons, or even at the time considered to be white (Brodkin; Vecoli). Nor were they Protestant Christians.

In addition to these newly arrived immigrants vying for jobs, the breakdown of Reconstruction in the southern United States caused large numbers of African Americans to migrate north in search of work in cities and major towns. Simultaneously, as Ethan Frome suggests, poverty was forcing rural whites, especially throughout the northeastern United States, to abandon small farms that could no longer produce a living. Speaking of this white agricultural exodus in particular, historian Howard Zinn explains: “Machines changed farming. Before the Civil War it took 61 hours of labor to produce an acre of wheat. By 1900, it took 3 hours, 19 minutes” (Zinn 2.53). This modernization led to countless farm failures. “Farmers unable to buy the new machinery or pay the new railroad rates [for shipping their crops to market] would move to the cities. Between 1860 and 1914, New York grew from 850,000 to 4 million, Chicago from 110,000 to 2 million, Philadelphia from 650,000 to 1 1/2 million” (Zinn 254).

All of this immigration and migration meant that, at the turn into the twentieth century, the United States was undergoing dramatic and, for many people, traumatic change. Most affected, of course, were American Indians, who by the end of the nineteenth century had been forced off 90 percent of their land, catastrophically reduced in numbers, and confined to reservations in a continuation of the pattern of land theft and genocide begun in 1492. Closely connected to that pattern of U.S. colonial expansion and conquest was the confiscation of huge parts of Mexico by means of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, which led to the forced assimilation and relocation of many Mexicans. Building on those internal colonial conquests that had targeted people of color already living in North America—Indians and Mexicans—the United States at the end of the century embarked on becoming an international imperial power. Entering the Spanish-American War in 1898, the nation launched itself into the modern period by extending its empire building to the global stage.

Local-color writing emerged during these tumultuous years of accelerating U.S. imperialism, rapid industrialization and modernization, unregulated economic booms and busts, and unprecedented immigration and internal migration. Given this ferment, one reason for the genre’s popularity seems clear. For many readers, it offered an emotional hedge against all of the change—against the uncertainties caused by international imperialism; against the anonymity and alienation created by modern, urban, industrial life; against the power shifts that might occur because of the dramatic changes in U.S. racial demography. Local-color fiction invited readers, often nostalgically, to revisit and embrace the familiar customs and cultures of small-town and rural America as they had existed for much of the nineteenth century.

The genre sought to capture life in a very specific region or environment: the rough mining camps of Bret Harte’s Far West, the poor-white South of Mark Twain’s Huck Finn, the backwoods black South of Charles Chesnutt’s Uncle Julius, the herb-scented villages of Sarah Orne Jewett’s white New England. Each pictured life as it used to be—or as writers and readers chose to believe it used to be—before factories, packaged food, electric lights, and international militarism started to dismantle an older, slower-paced America, one that cherished personally connected ways of living, especially in small towns and agricultural areas. Because it is often preservationist, local-color writing can be sentimental and reactionary. It can memorialize the past uncritically and reject any and all change that threatens the status quo. Indeed, in many white-authored texts, racism and anti-immigrant themes often emerge to serve just that purpose.

But local-color writing can also make important contributions to progressive social criticism. Concentrating on the specific and the local, it can resist homogenization and critique the impact of modern industrialization and rampant capitalism on the lives of ordinary people. Either directly or by implication, local-color fiction often shows what is lost when mass production erases local economies and customs, as in many stories by Sarah Orne Jewett—despite Wharton’s low opinion of her work. It can reveal how urban pressures to assimilate eradicate ethnic diversity and reinforce white-dominant nativist agendas, as in Sui Sin Far’s stories about Chinese Americans on the West Coast or Anzia Yezierska’s about Jews on New York City’s Lower East Side. And often local-color writing does not romanticize the past or mindlessly endorse dominant cultural values, as stories about rural poverty, homophobia, and imperialism by Hamlin Garland, Sherwood Anderson, and María Cristina Mena illustrate.

Both of these impulses of local-color writing—the reactionary and the progressive—can be seen in Ethan Frome.

In terms of race, Wharton’s text clearly yet subtly participates in nativist racism, mourning the passing of old, white Yankee New England, lamentably shown in decline in this narrative about poor whites’ struggle to make a living on ancestral farms. As scholars point out, Wharton’s public and private writing demonstrates that she was a typical white woman of her class and time, which is to say, she held the usual racist views (Ammons 1995; Kassanoff). She tended to either exoticize or ignore people of color in her published writing; she included casual racist and anti-Semitic remarks in private letters to friends; she read and admired key thinkers in the intellectual movements that underpinned nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century white supremacist discourse, such as Herbert Spencer.

As Thomas Gossett emphasizes in Race: The History of an Idea in America (1997), the overwhelming majority of white Americans at the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries believed in white superiority. Dominant theory at the time maintained that race is a fixed and knowable biological phenomenon and held that a naturally ordained hierarchy exists among the world’s races in terms of intelligence and physical perfection, with Anglo-Saxons positioned squarely at the top of that hierarchy. Given that theory of race (a theory invented by white people, of course), whites had little trouble justifying laws, customs, and institutions that insured their own supremacy. As Gossett underscores, “By the time of the Spanish-American War [1898], the idea of race superiority had deeply penetrated nearly every field—biology, sociology, history, literature, and political science. Then there was no doubt whatever concerning the name of the [superior] race … Anglo-Saxon” (Gossett 311).

Often this white-supremacist thinking expressed itself virulently. With the arrival of record numbers of eastern and southern European immigrants, who were not considered white by the dominant ideology, growing numbers of African Americans in northern cities and towns, and significant populations of Mexican Americans, American Indians, and Chinese in the West, white racist anxiety about its own control and mastery skyrocketed. Violence against people of color, including lynchings, increased. Even more important for Ethan Frome, the eugenics movement, a reactionary, race-focused social ideology obsessed with increasing the population of white Anglo-Saxons in the United States, boomed. No less than the president of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt, an admired friend of Edith Wharton, railed against the dropping birth rate among middle-class whites, labeling it “race suicide.” He called white women who practiced birth control “race traitors.”

How do such ideas influence Ethan Frome? As the Nobel Prize–winning novelist and theorist Toni Morrison emphasizes in Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992), the United States is “a wholly racialized society.” There is no such thing as unraced or raceless space. All American literature, Morrison stresses, engages in an “encounter with racial ideology. American literature could not help being shaped by that encounter” (Morrison 12-13, 16). Race issues, whether overt or covert, find their way into every text in U.S. literature because it is impossible to write about life in the United States without race being a factor. This is as true for white writers writing about white characters, such as Edith Wharton in Ethan Frome, for example, as it is for writers of color creating literature in the United States. Indeed, the more covert a white text is about race, the more overt we need to be in our inquiry precisely because whiteness as a raced category today typically presents itself as invisible, not there. That assertion of invisibility is one of the primary ways that whiteness keeps itself dominant, normative, and uninterrogated.

Because white-authored texts often do not announce what Toni Morrison labels their inevitable “encounter with racial ideology,” she offers this helpful question: “what are the signs, the codes, the literary strategies designed to accommodate this encounter?” (Morrison 16). That is, how do we see race at work in a white text, a text such as Ethan Frome, that might to many readers today appear raceless? Morrison explains that always, or almost always, such texts contain a tip-off, some visible signifier of color, that breaks through the supposed racelessness to tell us that a race narrative is at work.

In Ethan Frome that visible signifier of color appears on the first page. The narrator, describing Ethan’s “great height,” observes: “the ‘natives’ were easily singled out by their lank longitude from the stockier foreign breed.” The story of Ethan, Zeena, and Mattie, we learn in this one small but important detail, takes place in an environment where New England “natives”—Yankees, white Anglo-Saxons descended from the Puritans—are being outnumbered by immigrants of color, “stockier foreign” people. The native-born whites have to be “singled out” from these immigrants—these people lower to the earth (stockier), not really American (foreign), and clearly animalistic (“breed” evokes nonhumans, as in a breed of dogs, and also prolific reproduction, as in the verb “to breed”). We hear no more about these immigrants. But we do not need to. The one clear signifier of color placed prominently at the beginning of the narrative alerts us to the fact that this text, like every other in the national literature, has distinct, even if disturbing, things to say about the country’s most basic theme, the subject of race. Set in an icy, ultrawhite landscape filled with death and dying, Ethan Frome narrates dominant-culture white-racist anxiety about declining white Anglo-Saxon hegemony in the United States, an exclusionary perspective overtly embraced by many whites of the time and one that continues to undergird anti-immigrant racism today.

If race is covert and for certain readers, perhaps, hard to see in Ethan Frome, gender, like class, is overt; and on the issue of gender the text is not committed to preserving the status quo. At the time Ethan Frome was published, women in the United States could not vote. Only with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1920 did that basic human right extend to both sexes. In addition, and for many people an even more important issue, women were second-class citizens economically. Only a minority could afford to complete high school, much less college or university; and the occupations open to them, with or without an education, were few and low paying. In theory, this did not matter because a respectable white woman—the standard-bearer of dominant-culture values—was not expected to work outside the home. She was expected to marry, stay at home, and have children. Her job in life consisted of maintaining the house, obeying her husband, on whom she depended economically, and raising the next generation. If such a woman did remain unmarried, she could work in the public sphere in a few reputable occupations, such as teacher, nurse, or stenographer. But each of these, of course, required training and education, which few could afford; moreover, they were mainly available only to white women. The alternative was work in a factory, sweatshop, department store, retail establishment, hotel, or boardinghouse, with, again, racial segregation severely limiting the availability of jobs for women of color. Otherwise, no matter who she was, a single woman could move in with a relative and serve, often around the clock, as maid, child rearer, all-purpose hired girl, and/or cook in return for room and board. Each of these occupations, from working in a factory to living with a relative, was exhausting, often health impairing or even dangerous, low- or non-paying, and almost always precarious and stressful, since there was no job security and no protection from the whims and abuses, including sexual, of bosses.

Anna Garlin Spencer, a contemporary of Edith Wharton, describes this situation in Woman’s Share in Social Culture (1912), published one year after Ethan Frome. Spencer explains that even women who worked only between graduation from the eighth grade and marriage, that is, from the ages of about fourteen to twenty, often permanently lost their health. “The fact is that because women are the cheapest of laborers and because young women must all work for pay between their school life and their marriage in the case of the poverty-bound, the poorest-paid and many of the hardest and most health-destroying of employments are given them as almost a monopoly” (Spencer 247). Spencer describes the situation faced by young women workers:


In the canning factories 2,400 rapid and regular motions a day in tin-cutting for the girls employed…. In the confectionery business, 3,000 chocolates “dipped” every day at a fever heat of energy. In the cracker-making trade, the girls standing or walking [all day] not six feet from the ovens … as they handle a hundred dozen a day…. In the garment trades the sewing machines speeded to almost incredible limits, the unshaded electric bulbs and the swift motion of the needle giving early “eye-blur” and a nerve strain that enables the strongest to earn only five to six dollars a week…. The law that requires seats in the department stores is so much a dead letter that the girls laugh bitterly at any question concerning its enforcement. In places where five or six hundred girls are employed nineteen to thirty seats may be provided; but to use even these may cost the girl her position. (244–46)



And these are the lucky ones—the young women able to find work in factories or stores, white women who were not, as were most women of color, barred from workplaces because of racism or anti-immigrant nativism.

For all young women unable to find employment in the kinds of jobs described by Spencer or as live-in help in a relative’s home, two options remained: prostitution or domestic service. A young woman could sell her body either in the sex trade or in the household labor market. Both placed her at the mercy of an employer who could abuse and exploit her without many, or even any, other people knowing.

Given these realities, it is not surprising that many poor white women regarded an economically dependent marriage—even if loveless—as the best alternative. Yet even this option, especially in isolated rural areas, carried with it high risks. Domestic abuse, the physical debilitation caused by repeated childbearing, exhaustion from overwork, constant anxiety about the family’s financial survival, and the mental strain of being cut off for days or even weeks from adult contact with anyone other than one’s husband represented serious issues for poor rural wives. Depression, incapacitating illness (real or imagined), and early death were facts of life for many rural married women, especially in the failing farm economy of New England that Edith Wharton saw around her.

Ethan Frome looks at the impact of these feminist economic issues not only on women but also on men. As in all of Edith Wharton’s fiction, situations faced by female characters directly and indirectly affect male characters as well, which means, in this particular text, not only the title character, Ethan Frome, but also the narrator, since the text identifies that figure as an engineer, a profession open only to men at the turn of the nineteenth century. Wharton’s story poses important questions about socially constructed gender roles in white rural America, about marriage as an institution, and about the possibility—or impossibility—of heterosexual love and erotic passion. It interrogates the great American myth that “we” (who?) can start over, reinvent ourselves—join Twain’s Huck and “light out for the Territory.” Also, the text forces us to ask why Wharton makes her narrator male. It may simply be a technical experiment on her part, or it may be that the book suggests some more complicated or hidden argument through this narrative cross-dressing, this adoption by a woman writer of a male narrative persona. How do we interpret this authorial move?

Edith Wharton enjoyed a long, prolific, and very successful career. She published many novels—Ethan Frome was her sixteenth book in thirteen years—and scores of short stories and essays; she made money from her writing and managed to remain productive up until her death in 1937. While most of her work is set in the United States, she started spending less and less time in the States even before her divorce in 1913; and, although she never renounced her U.S. citizenship, she lived most of the last three decades of her life in France. Celebrated in her own lifetime—she won a Pulitzer Prize for The Age of Innocence in 1921 and received an honorary degree from Yale University two years later—Wharton influenced younger writers in the 1920s. The famous white Jazz Age author F. Scott Fitzgerald and the well-known African American novelist Jessie Fauset both acknowledged their literary debt to her. And she ranks as one of a small number of women writers—including Emily Dickinson, Willa Cather, Zora Neale Hurston, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Toni Morrison—who are unequivocally recognized as canonical in American literature. Her work has generated a sizable and distinguished body of criticism, energized in the 1970s and 1980s by feminist critics’ analyses (Wolff; Ammons 1980) and by R. W. B. Lewis’s authoritative biography. Her fiction continues to be reissued, read, translated, and taught in the United States and worldwide.

Frequently readers and critics associate Edith Wharton with Henry James, as we should. The two were friends, and her work, like his, exhibits remarkable stylistic mastery and moral complexity, even though Wharton’s sensibility is more modern and her prose more economical. Ethan Frome, however, evokes a different precursor. In addition to its local-color genealogy, it signals Wharton’s bond not with James but with Hawthorne. Although she began writing her story about Ethan in French as a language exercise in 1910 and remarked in 1922 on the story’s debt to European and British sources, specifically Balzac and Browning (Wegener 260), the finished novel resonates as a deeply American text with very American roots. The New England setting, the character names “Ethan” and “Zenobia,” and the lonely tombstone of “Endurance Frome” that calls up the Puritan past and its lingering effects on the present all evoke fiction by Hawthorne. Wharton’s story has become a classic in American literature because it is not random, isolated, unique. Ethan Frome exists in a continuum with great American texts that ask us to think about human passion and pain and also about the dark places in the nation’s history and ideology, the ways in which myths of progress and celebrations of the American Dream tell lies, the ways in which poverty, the oppression of women, and narrow thinking crush people. Wharton’s early reviewers were right: her story is bleak. But it is also moving and still important today.


Suggestions for Further Reading

Ammons, Elizabeth. Edith Wharton’s Argument with America. Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1980.

_______. “Edith Wharton and Race.” In The Cambridge Companion to Edith Wharton, edited by Millicent Bell, 68–86. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.

Ammons, Elizabeth, and Valerie Rohy, eds. American Local Color Writing, 1880–1920. New York: Penguin, 1998.

Brodkin, Karen. How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2000.

Gossett, Thomas F. Race: The History of an Idea in America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.

Kassanoff, Jennie A. Edith Wharton and the Politics of Race. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004.

Lewis, R. W. B. Edith Wharton: A Biography. New York: Harper & Row, 1975.

Lewis, R. W. B., and Nancy Lewis, eds. The Letters of Edith Wharton. New York: Macmillan, 1988.

Morrison, Toni. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

Spencer, Anna Garlin. Woman’s Share in Social Culture. Philadelphia: J. P. Lippincott Co., 1912.

Tuttleton, James W., Kristin O. Lauer, and Margaret P. Murray, eds. Edith Wharton: The Contemporary Reviews. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Vecoli, Rudolph J. “Are Italians Just White Folks?” In The Social Construction of Race and Ethnicity in the United States, edited by Joan Ferrante and Prince Browne Jr., 264–73. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2001.

Wegener, Frederick, ed. Edith Wharton: The Uncollected Critical Writings. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996.

Wharton, Edith. A Backward Glance. New York: Appleton-Century, 1934.

Wolff, Cynthia Griffin. Edith Wharton: The Triumph of Words. New York: Oxford University Press, 1977.

Zinn, Howard. A People’s History of the United States, 1492-Present. New York: HarperCollins, 2001.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg
EDITH WHARTON
Ethan Frome

With an Introduction and Notes by
ELIZABETH AMMONS

PENGUIN BOOKS





OPS/images/logo.jpg





