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  Context


  In America's Gilded Age (between 1876 and 1901, approximately), the rich got much richer, and the poor got much poorer. It was a time of great industrial expansion in the United States and a time when the stock market was doing very well. Great cities such as New York became worlds of extremes, where on one block lived millionaires in mansions and on another block lived immigrant families in tenements. It is in this environment that Edith Wharton chose to set her first major novel.


  Wharton knew the upper-crust New York society well because her family was in it. She was familiar with the politics of that society and knew how cruel it could be. It was her intent to satirize this society, but also to show the profoundly tragic suffering that goes on inside it.


  To be sure, The House of Mirth is a novel that condemns the elitist world of women like Bertha Dorset; it does so by promoting the age-old ideal that you can't buy happiness. The most content person in the novel may be Lawrence Selden, who is comfortable with his modest wealth and remains a detached observer of the upper-crust. Lily Bart, the protagonist, is trapped by her obsession with money, which prevents her from marrying the man she really loves because he is not wealthy enough.


  Perhaps more importantly, Wharton wanted to write a "novel of manners" (see "The Novel of Manners" section) with a particularly American spin. She wanted to portray American aristocracy in a time when that aristocracy was doing so well. Moreover, she had a fascination with the small details that comprise a study of manners. The House of Mirth, consequently, is a novel that stresses each aspect of a person's social behavior, because each detail can have implications. When Lily is seen alone with George Dorset at a train station one night, others immediately assume that the two are having an affair, and Lily is punished with expulsion from society. In this world of manners, the past never dies, but instead can always come back to haunt people.


  Finally, it is important to keep in mind that The House of Mirth was written at a time when the realist movement in literature was thriving, spurred on by the publication of the enormously influential realist novels of French writer Emile Zola. The type of realism seen in Wharton's writing is particularly influenced by Darwinism, best described as the survival-of-the-fittest concept. Applied to literature concerning human society, this means an interest in creating portrayals of society and human interaction governed by the principle that only some members of society are cut out for success, while others are doomed to failure and extinction.


  Plot Overview


  Lily Bart is an attractive woman with some important social and family ties, but at the age of 29, she is still not married. Since the death of her mother, who had an intense hatred for "dinginess," Lily began to live with her aunt, Mrs. Peniston. However, Lily spends much of her time staying at the Bellomont, the out-of-town estate of the wealthy and well-establish Gus and Judy Trenor. At the Bellomont, Judy regularly throws extravagant parties that are attended by most of the New York upper-crust. They play bridge for money, which is problematic for Lily because she has a gambling addiction and cannot stop gambling, even though it ruins her financially.


  Lily has two main goals in the book: marriage and wealth. It is her hope to marry a rich man, thereby securing her place in society, but due to her own indecision, she passes up numerous chances, always thinking she can do better. Unfortunately, Lily's true love, Lawrence Selden, does not have enough money for her to marry him.


  Lily hears about the stock market at the Bellomont and decides that she would like to get involved in investment. She asks Gus Trenor to invest her small sum of money for her, and he readily assents because he is secretly attracted to Lily and wants her to spend time with him. The investments pay off, and as Lily begins to make money from Wall Street, she begins to spend lavishly. Later, to her horror, Trenor tries to proposition her, and she learns that he has not been investing her money—of which there is none—but rather his own; he has been giving her his profits. He says that she may pay him back by spending time with him, but Lily withdraws quickly from his presence and resolves that she will somehow pay him back, although she does not know how.


  Lily takes a sudden vacation to the Mediterranean with George and Bertha Dorset and the young Ned Silverton, but she soon learns that she is being brought along to distract George while Bertha has an affair with Ned. When Lily begins to associate with European royalty, Bertha becomes jealous and kicks her off the cruise yacht, starting a nasty rumor that Lily and George are having an affair, which leads to Lily's expulsion from society. Lily returns to America to learn that her aunt has died, leaving her with only $10,000, which is just enough to pay off her debt to Trenor, although Lily cannot have the money until one year has elapsed. In the meantime, Lily tries desperately to rebuild her reputation in society, but fails and moves in with Gerty Farish, Selden's cousin. She takes up jobs as a secretary and milliner (hat maker) before finally moving into a boarding house and leading a meaningless life. She begins to take sleeping pills to help her get away from her fear and loneliness until the day when her check from her aunt's estate finally arrives. She pays off all her debts with the money, then overdoses (perhaps intentionally) on sleeping pills. The next day, Selden shows up at her apartment with the intention of proposing marriage to her, only to find her dead, with all her debts paid off.


  Character List


  
    Lily Bart - Lily, the novel's protagonist, is an unmarried 29-nine-year-old woman who desires to be a social success. Her mission is to marry a relatively wealthy man, thereby ensuring her financial stability and a place in the higher levels of New York society. Unfortunately, though, her desire to marry someone wealthy clashes with her feelings for Lawrence Selden, a man of modest means whom she truly loves. She also suffers from an inability to make decisions, which causes her to pass up several good marriage opportunities in hopes that she can do better. Book Two chronicles Lily's gradual expulsion from society after a false rumor spreads that she has had an extramarital affair. She eventually joins the working classes before dying at the end of the novel from a sleeping medicine overdose.

  


  
    Lawrence Selden - Selden is a detached observer of the New York society that Lily aspires to join. He is a lawyer by profession, but he is not particularly wealthy, which prevents Lily from marrying him even though they love one another. Throughout the novel, Selden struggles between his desire to remain detached from society and his wish to court Lily and convince her to marry him. At the end of the novel, he resolves finally to propose marriage to Lily, but his decision comes too late—he finds her dead in her apartment.

  


  
    Bertha Dorset - The wife of George Dorset. Most of the characters (including perhaps her husband) know that she has a history of extramarital affairs, one of which may have been with Lawrence Selden. She is described as a nasty woman who enjoys making other people miserable, especially her own husband. She invites Lily on a cruise with her, her husband, and Ned Silverton around the Mediterranean, but only so Lily will distract George while Bertha has an affair with Ned. Bertha, the novel's antagonist, spreads the rumor that Lily and George are having an affair, then uses her money and influence to keep Lily out of society forever.

  


  
    Gerty Farish - Gerty is Selden's cousin. She is a kind, generous woman who does a lot of charity work. In Book Two, she becomes one of Lily's only friends, giving her a place to stay and taking care of her when everyone else abandons her.

  


  
    Simon Rosedale - Rosedale is a dedicated social climber who owns many stocks and lots of property. At the end of the novel, he asks Lily to marry him, an opportunity that she passes up at first. Later on, he becomes her friend, and visits her after she becomes very poor and very sick.

  


  
    Gus Trenor - Trenor, the husband of Judy, is a lonely, moody man who has a particular liking for Lily even though he is married. In Book One, Lily asks him to invest her money for her in the stock market. Instead, Trenor invests his own money and gives Lily the profits. When Lily finds out that the money is not truly hers, she resolves to pay Trenor back rather than agree to be his friend.

  


  
    Percy Gryce - Gryce is a young, rich, eligible bachelor on whom Lily sets her sights early in the novel. Unfortunately, just as Lily decides she must marry him, he announces his engagement to Evie Van Osburgh. He is another missed opportunity for Lily.

  


  
    Judy Trenor - Judy, a close friend of Lily's, is the social overseer of the events at the Bellomont, her out-of-town estate. She regularly hosts large bridge parties and gives Lily a place to stay for up to weeks at a time. She all but disappears in Book Two.

  


  
    Carry Fisher - Carry Fisher is known for bringing newcomers, such as the Brys, into society. After Lily has been expelled from the upper class by Bertha, Carry is one of the few people who still shows compassion toward her, offering Lily support and money.

  


  
    George Dorset - The husband of Bertha, George does not factor into the novel regularly until Book Two, when he begins to realize that his wife is cheating on him with Ned Silverton. To complicate the matter, George seems to fancy Lily, although she will not ever see him again after people spread rumors that the two of them had an affair.



OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to The House of Mirth



		Title Page



		Context



		Plot Overview



		Character List



		Analysis of Major Characters



		Themes, Motifs & Symbols



		Summary & Analysis		Chapters 1-3



		Chapters 4-6



		Chapters 7-9



		Chapters 10-12



		Chapters 13-15



		Chapters 1-3



		Chapters 4-6



		Chapters 7-9



		Chapters 10-12



		Chapters 13-14



		The Novel of Manners



		Analysis









		Important Quotations Explained



		Study Questions & Essay Topics



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The House of
Mirth

Edith Wharton






