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Abstract -

o

The thesis examines some major American novels in the light of Rene
.
Girard's theory of desire, first elaborated in his Deceit, Desire, and

v

the Novel. Girard's nuight is that\gll desire i? mediated, never. the
simple movement of a subject toward a desired object. The subject seeks
\;o appropriate for himself the apparently great;r autonomy "of another,
by desir;;g what this other desires. )

In the "Introduction,” I outline Girard's thesis and briefly

consider Twain's Huckleberry Finn, Cooper's The Pioneers, Crane's

Maggig, and Howells's The Rise of Silas Lapham to point out the scope

and show.the applicability of Girard's ideas. I
In the remaining three chapters, 1 examine in detail the processes

\
of mediated desifz in Sister Carrie's 'king?om of greatness,' in The

L

House of Mirth's society of negatives, and in Isabel Archer's quest for

" “the ‘aristocratic situation' in The Por#Pait of a Lady.

*
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I. Introduction 3\ V4

Rene\Girard's influential book Deceit, Desire, and’ the-Novel! opens with

the following passage from Q?Q Quixote, in which the main character is

addressing Sancho Panza, his companion: ... :
_'I1 want you to know, Sancho, that famous Amadis of Gaul was
one of the most perfect knight erfants. But what am I saying,
one of the most perfect? I should say the only,-the first, the
unigue, the master and lord of all those who existed in the
world.... I think...that, when a painter wants to become famous
for his art he tries to imitate the originals of the best
masters he knows; the same rule applies to most important jobs
or exercises which contribute to the -embellishment of republics;
thus the man who wishas to be known as careful and patient
should and does imitate Ulysses, in whose perfection and works
Homer paints for us a vivid portrait of carefulnes and
patience, just as Virgil shows us in the person of Aeneas the
valor of a pious son and the wisdom of a valiant captain; &M it
is understood that they depict them not as they are but as they:

> should be, to provide an example &f virtue for centuries to
come. In the same way Amadis was,K the pole, the star, the sun for

_ brave and amorous knights, and\we others who fight under the

banner of flove and chivalry should imitate him. Thus, my friend
Sancho, I reckon that whoever imitates him best will come
clpsest to perfect chivalry.' (Part I, chapter 25)

The central idea of Girard's work is the concept of 'mimetic' or
'triangular' désire. According to Girard, "The standard view [of
imitation], derived from Plato's mimesis via Aristotle's ggggigga has
always ?xc%uded one essential human behavior froewphe types subject to
imitation--namely, desire and, more fundamentally still, '
appropriation.”? Girard maintains that a character desires an 'object,') )
hot for itself, but for the value'lént 10 if\by“the desfre of another.

Don Quixote, for example, believes'that true chivalric existence ;an be

lived only through a careful imitation 5: : is 'of Gaul, who Seems to

him to personify ideal knightlyﬂbehaviour. Don .Quixote's desire is thus,

1Rene Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary
Structure, trans. Yvonne Preccero (Baltimore. Johns Hopkins UP, 1965).

whh®

iRene Girard, a'b double business bound": Essays in Literature, Mimesis,
and Anthrogglggx (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins vp, 1978) vii. s_\\// .

&




to use Girard's term, 'mediated,f rather th;n self-inspired: the
disciple pursues objects that ar;\détermined for him by the 'mediator’
of | desire.

According to B“ch éassoff, "This triangle of subject, object, an®¥
mediator is simil;r to Thoré;ein Veblen's model of 'conspicuous
consumption, " where 'keeping up wi4h thézboneses‘ means desiring what
they possess regardless of the real value of the~55ject."’ But Bassoff
then goes on to poiht out the différence between the two concepts:
"Bécause the real goal of this desire is the strength and autonomy of

the mediator rather than the concrete qualiflgi\of the object, this
desire can also be called metaphysical.”* In other words, in Girard's
view, it is not a question of desiring what thevJoneses possess but of
desiring what they themselves appear Qﬁ be. This is why GirarQ calls the
desire "metaphysical,” because it is aimed gt the mediator's being.
Veblen describes the phenomenon in only one of its ménifeSta;ions: in

"
economic behaviour. The two desires are essentially the same, obeying

y
|

the saﬁe laws, but, thnough‘anhekkengive analgsis of major ‘European
literary texts, Girard unravels the complicated $trategies of mimetic
-désire,‘explores thg depths and ways in which iE can operate;'and
provides numerous exampléshéf its incréasingly devastating effects on
human relatjons. He éoints out,/fof instance, thaﬁ:mediated desire may
affect one's entire life: virtual}Y‘EII Bf Don'Quixotd's'adventureé'aré
determined ﬁy his imitation of Amadis'of Gaul,igust‘gs Huck Finn's
journgy down the Mississippi,.one could argue, is laggély controlied by
Tom Sawyer's spiriE, Mediation of desire, in thg féfm of a ;hance

o ————————— o ——— — - .

3Bruce Bassoff, The Secret Sharers: Studies in Contemporary Fictions
(New York: AMS Press, 1983) 126.

whewr ~

‘Bassoff 126.

1 ~
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encounter, for examplé, can alse jolt one out of a peacéful and
&

contented existence into a tumultuous new way of life, as practically
v .
N . L]
all the novels on the theme of the "Young Man from the Provinces”

illustrate.
Girard argues that certain great novels are stchtured throuéhout
by the dynamics of t;iangular desire. And, in addition to Don Quixote,
-
Girard'é.book deals with several works bf Flaubert, Stendhdl, Proust,
and Dosfoersky. ' T - - )
The mediation of’whiéh Don Quixote and Emma Bovary--who desires

mostly throudh the romantic heroines‘tha; fill her imagination (see

chapter six of Madame Bovary)--arg assenting victims- is predominantly

\'e#ternal,' the mediator being remote and ideal. In th{s kind of

mediation, the suﬁjeéf and his mediator are in perfgct harmony because

" there is no contact whatsoever between their two different spheres. The

distance separafing ihem is, however, not merely geograShical: it is

spiritual, for.the model and,his disciple never desire the same objects,

L [ 3

and rival}y betwéen the two remains, therefore, out of the question.
“While we still find this form of medi;tion in Julien Sorel's

f&itatign of Napoleoﬂ, it is really f§nternal ﬁédiation' that pervades

the ‘social world of sggndhai's The Red-and the Black. Whereas the hero

——— — S——— ——
14

in 'external mediatiog' can opéhly proclaim his desires, in 'internal
.mediation,’ the subject carefully Pides his, for now the mediat?r is on

the same level as the subject: he has come down to earth and may very

’

well appropriate the dbject of desife. At this point, the mediator, also
~ sy . v

called the Other, is transformed from a model who is imitated into a
. ¢ /

rival whc; is combatted. The proces's becomes very complex because rivalry
) ) - .

aggravates mediation, and mediation breeds mbre mediation: often without

> : <
. : . s

/
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realizing-it, the subject and th!‘modél end up imitating one another. AS

‘internal mediation' intensifies, the initial importance of the desired

e

object diminishes, the hero's sense of reality is lost, and his judgment

paralyzed. In his. survey of the history of desire through a study of the

A ]

Eurcpean novel, Girard identifies different stages of desire and

o

i
observes that, in contrast to Don Quixode's elementary state of desire,

Dostoyevsky s underground 4/pfrepresents the most advanced or the flnal

~N

stage in the evolution toward abstract desire. ‘But the 'simple’ and the

‘complex' states c3h also be found in the same work.

!
N f

G}rard's perception is Hegeliqp Lh origin, for the §tartgng point
of his arguéent can égoiréced to Hegel"s analysis of the birth of
self—conscioﬁsnes;. For Hegel, "all human, anthropogenic Desire--the
Desire that generates Self-Consciousness, the human reality--is,

finally, a function of the desire for 'recognition.'"*® Girard takes this

notion further when he obsérves that what individuals desire is not only
. B »

“recognition but perfection, being, metaphysical autonomy, divinity,

.

Another way of looking at Girard's concept of 'triangular desire’

-

-is to see it as an attempt to determine whether free will or imitation ~

is the source of desiré or action in a character. In this respect, .the
s .

directions taken and the influences exerted by vanity, snobbery,- hatred,

envy, jealousy, resentment, emulation, and rivalry form the cen;¥§ of

- Y

Girard's critical interest. ) P

»

' © .
Girard argues that, as’the novel¢ approacles its conclusion, there

is a convergence of hero ahd“novelist, until often, at or near the end,

—————— e e —— e ————— .

sAlexandre Kojeve, Introdqctlon to the Readlng of Hegel (Ithaca: Cornell

Up, 1969) 7.
* kN N

] ..
¢Girard describes the novels that actively reveal the presence of the
mediator as "novelistic" and those. that merely reflect that presence as
"romantlc ,

b4
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<] . .
both speak with almost the same voice. For Girard, the great novelist is-

thus the artist who, by laying bare his own.and his character's

<«

illusions, repudiates his earlier romantic attitudes. 3

Deceit, Desire, and the Novel is a rich and provocative stuhy of

s

the European novel. Its arguments have serious implications for
aesthetic theory; for example, Girard's focus on the>dynanics of human
relationships gives flexibility to the concepts of genre and pefiod.4As
his subsequent works demonstrate,‘the notion of mediated desire is

applicable to other literary genres and is 'not restricted to the novel

-

“as well, Girard's Viglence and the Sacred traces the phepomenon of
o

mimetic desire from the beginnings of human civilization down ta the

strategies of modern advertizing, designed to convince us that an object

is desirable, not for itself, but because other“people'(especially those
. ) . - a .
- we admire) also desire it. Rene Girard's idea that "internal mediation

N triumphs in a universe where the differénces between men areogradually

rerased"’ seems also relevant to modern times and makes the American
<3 S

novel a patticularly appropriate fieldvfor testing his thesis.
In the next pages of this "Introduction," therefore, 1 propose a

brief examination of four major American works in _the 1ight ot Girard's

c

_"ocept of minietic desire. I have chosen to begin with Twain;s,

-

Huckleberry Finn ‘because of its central position in American fiction;

-

. Richard Poirier actually cails the novel "a kind of history of American~ »

literature."' Ilthen look at’ Cooper s The Pioneers as an example of the

-

early American novel Crane s ggig, the work I consider next, is

usually regarded as the first naturalistic America_n novel of any real /

3 -

" 'Girard 14. - ‘ : ; ‘ s
12221 © : . -

sRichard Poirief A World Elsewhere: The Place of Style in American |
Literature (New York: pxford Ul;, 1966) 16.




vlgnifilcance; moreover, the setting of Maggle 1s a great contrast to

that of The Pioneers. Finally, 1 examine Howells's The Rise of Silas
Laphan as an example of American realism. Notwithstanding their
ditterences 1n per1od or genre, these four hovels have 1n common mimet1c¢

desire as therr central subject.

The maln body of the thesis will provide a detailed examination of

workings of mimetic desire 1n Drelser’'s Sister Carrie, Wharton's

c e
\
“use of Mirth, and James's The*Portrait of a Lady. In spite of some

obvious differences, particularly between James's and Dreiser’'s war
4

AN

1
ditterencds that form the basils for Lionel Trxlllng'Wall in
America’  the three novels 1nvy(e/special scrutiny because they deal
' 4
with individuals 1n a developed soclety (as opposed to individuals
against a background of nature!: soclety 1n fthe widest and crudest sense

in Dreiser, more limited and refined i1in Wharton, and European society 1in
James. Though Sister Carrie comes after The Portrait, Dreiser presents
desirfe 1n a simpler form--so, for all her qreaEer sophlstiggtlon, does
Wharton. Of course, in a way, this is only to restate the obviomss in a
different way--for the usual view is that Dreiser is the simplest,
Wharton more complex, and James the most complex. The transition from
Dreiser to Wharton to James might be defined as the Wdvance of

metaphysical at the expense of physical desire. In Sister Carrie? the

characters’ desires are mostly for crude objects, and Dreiser himself

do€§ not seem fully convinced of the need to transcend material things.

Thé House of Mirth portrays an intermediate form of desird in that the
characters seek to enter or maintain their position in New York society.
The Portrait of a Lady, with its more complex and fully realized

protagonists, presents desire at its advanced stage as Isabel Archer



attempts to transcend worldly attachments altogether in her progress
toward abstract desire. In addition to this concern with desire, the

AN
thiee novels centre on the lives of three hexoxnps\who have other things
in common: Carrle Meeber, Lily Bart,land Isabei Archer are uprooted
characters 1n that they lack a real home, a real family, and a
sustaining tradition. It 1s worth noting that Dreiser and wWhar ton set
the opening scenes ol “r novels 1n raillway stations as 1f to stress
the sense of geographical and social mobility 1in the lives of their main
protagonists. Th1; uprootedness makes the charatters 1nevitably
susceptible to human mediation. As well, both Carrie and Lily, we are
tcld, need the advice and’help of either a counsellor or a friend. In
this respect, Robert Ames, Lawrence Selden, and also Ralph Touchett can
be SQld to represent, with varying degrees of success, the mentor

figures for three heroines confronting the different manifestations of

desire in Sister Carrie, The House of Mirth, and The Portrait of a Lady.




Most 1nfluential c¢ritics of American literature agree that Adventures QE
Huckleberry Finn 1s a masterplece. Lionel Trilling, for instance,

descr itbes Twaln's novel as “one of the world’'s great books and one of
the central documents of Amertican culture”*; Peter Coveney, in his
“Introduction”™ to the Penguin edxtibn, ¢laims that Huckleberry Finn is

“certainly the most 1mportant novel of the American nineteenth

century, "'° and Richard Chase locates the greatness of Huckleberry Finn
1n “the simple clairvoyance of the truth it tells.”"!'!

Opinions differ, however, as to how one should understand Huck
Finn's relationship with Tom Sawyer, especially in the episode which
begins when Huck arrives at the Phelps' farm and Tom reappears. Chase
does not bélleve that ¢he relationship poses any problems at all; for
him, the function of the novel is "to sweep silliness out of existence”
since "Huck Finn," he arqgues, "frees himself of the romance imagination
of Tom Sawyer...by saying in various contexts: I don't take no stock in

11.7'¢ However, Leo Marx, 1n his famous essay "Mr. Eliot, Mr. Trilling,

and Huckleberry Finn,” rejects the other two critics’' unqualified praise

of the novel and calls the ending a "great flaw.”'?’ Before him, Bernard

»
De Voto, a well-known authority on Twain, had observed that "in the

whole reach of the English novel there is no more abrupt or more
*Lionel Trilling, "The Greatness of Huckleberry Finn," Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn, eds. Sculley Bradley and others, 2nd ed. (New York:
Norton, 1961): 319.

LA B 2 2

'°pPeter Coveney, introduction, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966) 9.

LA A 8
t1Richard Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradition (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1957) 142.

TRWWw )

13Chase 145.

LA B B \

'3Leo Marx, "Mr. Eliot, Mr. Trilling, and Huckleberry Finn," The
American Scholar 22.4 (Autumn 1953): 424.




chilling descent”!* than the ending of Huckleberry Finn.

In his book A World Elsewhq£§, Poirier identifies an important
phenomenon in Huck Finn's attitude toward Tom Sawyer--a phenomenon that
can, if properly understood, throw some new light on Twain's novel as a
whole. Writing on how the society depicted 1in Huck Finn sﬁapes its
ﬁeﬁbers, Poirier.notes that

[Huck] consistently imitates {Tom], and to that extent is, ‘like
the rest of this society, imitating "books" and "authorities.”
He repeatedly cites Tom as his own authority for tricks and
adventures that are conspicuously at odds with both his feelings
and self-interest.!'?

The kind of relationship Poirier describes between Huck and Tom reminds
us of the one between Don Quixote and Amadis of Gaul, his 1deal\
embodiment of the chivalric code. A few examples from Twain's novel will
‘sgffice to show the great extent to which i&ization determines Huck's
desire for Tom's style. His adTiration for Jom cén be clearly discerned
as early as chapter seven, in which Huck degcribes his bold and

imaginative escape from the old log hut in whjich his father had

imprisoned him:
4
1 did wish Tom Sawyer was there, I kndwed he would take an
‘interest in this kind of business, and throw in the, fancy
touches. Nobody could spread himself like Tom Sawyer in such a
thing as that.?!¢

Huck is not convinced that his escape can really be labelled a complete
N ’

success because the model was not present to give his approval. Huck's

words make it clear ﬁhag\fhere is nothing in the manner of the escape

~ which can be said to be at odds with his feelings or his self-interest; .

L 2.2 8 4

1spoirier 190. ” ,

L2 2 24 .

1sSamuel Langhorne Clemens, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, ed. Sculley
Bradley and others, 2nd ed. (New York: Norton, 1961) 31. Subsequent

references are from this edition.

’




10

4

in fact, Huck's trick serves to prove his inyentiveness and his
-

7

cleverness on the one hand and the gullibility of the society he is
fleeing on the other. But, in spite of this shrewdness, Huck considers
Tom a superior model because the latter has both daring and style.

Tom's influence on Huck proves so strong that one can legitimately

arqgue that Jim and Huck's journey down the Mississippi remains largely
- K
controlled by Tom's spirit. Just as Tom seems obseSsed with doing things

the right way because literature ‘has determined his view of experience,
Huck is concerned with doing things in Tom's way. Huck is in fact

constantly revealed as acting out of adherence to an externally imposéa

~.

code. In chapter twelve, when Huck and Jim chahce upon the Sir Walter

Scott, Huck once more invokes his model to explain to a reluctant Jim
\

why they ha to' board the steamboat:
%

'Do you reckon Tom Sawyer would ever go by this thing? Not for
pie, he wouldn't. He'd call it an adventure--that's what he’'d
call it; and he'd land on that wreck if it was his last act. And
wouldn't he throw style into it? wouldn't he spread himself, for
nothing? Why, you'd think it was Christopher C'lumbus
discovering Kingdom-Come. I wish Tom Sawyer was here.' (57)

That Huck's admiration for Tom is unequivocal shows how Huck does 'take
stock' in Tom's extravagant style. And ;hen cieatly understood, such a
style reveals the character's desire for glory, the desire to be
recognized,d as someoﬁe inordinately clevér.

Contrary to what Leo Marx thinks, Huck does not part company with
Tom as early as the end of chapter three; nor does he reject Tom{s
romanti;izing of experience after chapter fifteen, as Poirier claims
when he observes that "It is only at this point [when Huck humbles

o

himself to Jim], not at any earlier one, that Huck doe$ separae himself

’

from Tqm."%’ Toward the end of chapter twenty-eight, when Huck has

‘’Poirier 192. L . _ . .



»
managed to trick Mary Jane, her relatives, and the King and the Duke, he

again compares his achievement to Tom Sa&yer's abilities:
I felt very good; I judged I had done it pretty neat--I1 reckoned
Tom Sawyer couldn't a done it rﬁmeater himself. Of course he
would a throwed more style into it, but I can't do that verw
handy, not being brung up to it. (154) N
Although Huck's present trick is a noble ene--since he manages to chaat
\ 0
the two scoundrels of their prize--he still feels the need for an
audience and for Tom's approval in particular: Tom's style remains
’ &}
desirable this late in the novel.
Huck Finn's dependence on Tom Sawyer and his reluctance to part

company with Tom once and for all put into ques$tion the very nature of

Huck's learning. Is Huckleberry Finn a novel of education in the manner

of Great Expectations, for instance? In "Why Huckleberry Finn Is a Great

world Novel," Lauriat Lane Jr. argues-that Mark Twain's book "gains its
place as.a world novel by'its treatment of one of the most important
events of life, Fhe passage.{rom youth into maturity. The novel is' a
novel of educat;dn:... One of the central patterns of the novel is the

progress .of [Huck's] learning” (2). But Richard Chase finds that "There

is no real change in Huckleberry Finn during the course-of the book"

IS

because "Huck ijwélready initiated."!s ; .

. . L .
Huck'zgaiﬁériences down the Mississippi do bring out his latent

qualitiés. His memorable resolution in chapter thirty-one to "go to ﬂ

"helX (169) springs from his passibnate readiness to ignore what others

~ , = : . .
will think\of him; his decision not to betray Jim reésts on nothing more
" than feeling--unmediated feeling. Such passionate moments are, howeyer,

so infrequent in the story that one cannot talk with confidence about

Hugk's maturity because his education.is by no means complete by the end

'
[y

1sChase 144. ° ‘ o

‘e

J .
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Poirier's idea that "'imitation' [in Hucklebe Fipa] s shown to

of the novel.

result in the loss of 'self-command' and an enslavement; to social forms
of expression that distort genuine feelings™?® is correct in showing the
extent to which imitation has enslaved Huck to Tom's mediatioﬂ; ifﬁother

~> .
words, imitation has made Huck passive, and that in itself explains why
he is remarkably quieglin the last section of the novel, i; wh;ch Tom
Sawyer resorts to his ridiculously elaborate and extravagant plans to
free an already free Jim. This loss of vitality of reaction in Huck is a
clear indication of Tom's influence.

Mimetic desire is also at the heart of two\major episodes of the

-

novel, episodes in which Huck is involved only as a witness. The
Q

Granger ford-Shepherdson feud in chapters seventeen and eighteen, very

reminiscent of the Capulet-Montague feud. in Romeo and Juliet, can best

be defined in mimetic terms. In spitqjqf their deadly rivalries and
their interminable cycle of revenge, the twp clans, és Huck's language
reveals, have much more in common than one would at first imagine; after
describing the Grangerfords at lengtﬁ, Huck goes on to introduce their

rivals:

There was another clan of aristocracy around there—%%ive or
six families--mostly of the name of Shepherdson. They was as
high-toned, and well born, and rich and grand, as the tribe of
Grgngerfords. The Shepherdsons and Grangerfords used the\same
steamboat landing... (88)

. —

The emphasis on the similarities between the two families highlights the
imitative character of their relationships: the two clans are embarked

upoh an endless.process of copying one another's behaviour. This

reciprocal efnulation can again be observed in the narrator's description
wm, . R N

s

¢
- ..

17poirier 191. . | : ;
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of the church service he attends| with thé Grqngerfords: "Next Sunday we
all went to church.... The men took their guns along, so did Buck, and
kept them between their knees or stoéd them handy against the wall. The
Shepherdsons done the same” (90). The resemblance between the two clans
has grown so strong that each has become the mirror iﬁégenof the other.
To perceive the mimetic rivalry between the two houses is to realize the
fptility of the knightly code of honour controlling their lives (and

2 —
deaths), and to understand why the Grangerfords and the Shepherdsons are

trapbed'in an .increasingly violent reciprocity.

-The other major épisode thatlbrilliéntly illudtrates the novel's
concern witﬁ mediated desire is thé”scene in which, in obedience to the
dictates of a 'gentleman's' code, Colonel Sherburn shoots old Boggs.
Henry Nash Smith, while condemning Sherburn's cold-blooded murder- of a
helpless drunkard, believes that Mar5 Twain shares his character's
attitude toward human beings. Smith notes that Sherburn anticipates_ such

"transcendent figures" of Twain's later work as Hank Morgan in 34

Connecticut Yankee; Pudd'nhead Wilson; and Satan in A Mysterious

Stranger. Thgse figures, Smith argues, "are isolated by their
intellectual superiority to the -community; they are contémptuous of
mankind in general; and they have %ore than ordinary power."?*® It is
true that in chapter.tﬁenty-two Coionel Sherburn appears in an oddly
favourable light when, alone but sure of himself, he scornfully braves,
defies, and cows the crowd that had set ouf to lynch him. Sherburn's

' extraordinary Ppower, it seems to me, derives from his uncanny knowledge

of the dynamics of mediated desire. And it is precisely this knowlbdge

. ) . . _
that enah‘hs him to triumph over the excited mob. The confrontation

IS

voHenry Nash Smith, Mark Twain: The Development of a Writer (1962)  *
113-17. - R - T S
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begins- /with a brief 'struggle of consciousnesses,' which Sherburn easily

wins; as Huck reports,

Sherburn never said a word--just stood there, looking down. The
stillness was awful creepy and uncomfortable. Sherburn run his
eye slow along the crowd; and wherever it struck, the people
tried a.little to outgaze him, byt they couldn't; they dropped
their eyes and looked sneaky. Then pretty soon Sherburn sort of
laughed; not the pleasant kind, but the kind that makes you feel
like when you are eak{ng bread that's got sand in it. (118)

Because the members have surrendered their separate identities to form’

the crowd, none of them dares take it on himself alone to break the

silence or to outgaze Sherburn, whose look is deliberately focused on
each one of them; his scornful and dismissive laugh, meant to cow the
mob further, is a prelude to his no less contemptuous long speech:

- ‘Do I know you? I know you clear through.... Your newspapers
call you a brave people so much that you think you are braver
than any other people....

'Your mistake is, that you didn't bring a man with you.... You
brought part of a man--Buck Harkness, there--and if you hadn't
had him to start you, you'd a taken it out in blowing.

'You didn't want to come.... But if only half a man--like Buck
Harkness, there--shouts "Lynch him, lypch him!" you're afraid to
back down--afr#id you'll be found out to be what you are--
cowards--and so you raise a yell and hang yourselves onto that
half-a-man's coat tail.... The pitifulest thing out is a mob;
that's what an army is--a mob; they don't fight with courage
that's born in them, but with courage that's borrowed from their
mass, and from their officers.' (118-19)

In a sense, the subject of Sherburn's speech is the degradation of
human character that results from a loss of independent thought and “
_action; in essence, Sherburn is exposing the mimetic process that leads

- to ther formation and strength of 'aﬁrowd. By posing t}uestiogé andg*
> -
offeging the answers, he is able to explain to the mob members how their

presumed- bravery is not self-inspired, but merely sugéestéd to them by

their newspapers, or copied from other members of the crowd. In spité of

-~
.

his arrogance and his lack of remorse, Sherburn possesses an.accurate

sense of what constitutes self;_his idea that the crowd is simply swept
‘ . - 4 .

-
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_ by the contagious nature of desire finds corroboration in Huck's

description of how the notion to lynch Sherburn had girst started:

Well, by-and-by somebody said Sherburn ought to be lynched. In
about a minute everybody was saying it; so away they went, mad
and yelling, and snatching down every clothes-line they come to,
to do the hanging with. (117)
- -
In the larger context of the novel, the Bricksville episode brilliantly

demonstrates the total disintegration of perscnality when the latter is
caught in the stream of mediated desire. By the end of the novel,

therefore, we come to realize that mediation of desire constitutes one

of the ggég/fandamental concepts dramatized in Adventures of Huckleberty

’

Finn

Twain had already explored this phenomenon in some of his earlier
£
writings; for instance, in "The Boys' Ambition" (1875,, the young

narrator's description of his aspirations is very revealing:
I first wanted to be a cabin-boy, so that I could come out with
a white apron on and shake a table-cloth over the side, where
all my old bomrades could see me; later I thought I would rathér
be the deck-hand who stood on the end of the stage-plank...
because he was particularly conspicuous. (66)3*?

No matter how often the desire changes, its uUltimate object remains the

rS
-

same: like Pip in Great Expectations, the narrator wants to be

different, to be uncommon. He does not, however, get the chance to leave

o

his small town; but one of his friends does, and for a long time:

At last he turned up as apprentice{engineer or "striker” on the
steamboat. This thing shook the bottom out of all my
Sunday—school teachings. That boy had been notoriously worldly,
and I just the reverse; yet he was exalted to this eminence, and
I left in obscurity and misery. There was nothing\generous about
this fellow in his greatness. He would always manage to have a
rusty bolt to scrub while his boat tarried at our town, and he
would sit on the inside guard and scrub it, where we all could
see him and loathe him. And whenever his boat was laid up he
would come home and swell around the town... and he used all

1:15elected Shorter Writings of Mark Twain, ed. Walter Blair (Boston:
‘t Houghton, 1962).
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sorts of steamboat technicalities in his talk, as if he were so
used to them that he forgot common people could not understand
them. He would speak of the "labboard” side of a horse inggn
easy, natural way that would make one wish he was dead.... Two
or three of the boys had long been ‘persons of consideration
among us because they had been to St. Louis once and had a vague
general knowledge of its wonders, but the day of their glory was
over now. They lapsed into a humble silence, and learned to
disappear when the ruthless "cub"-engineer approached.... If
ever a youth was cordially admired and hated by his comrades,

this one was. .
This creature's career could produce but one result, and it

speedily followed. Boy after boy managed to get on the river®
(66-67)

The narrator's reaction to his friend's conspicuousness is a cembination
)
of criticism, hatred, envy, and admiration. He is perspicacious enough

to see through the striker's poses and his calculated moves to impress

his former friends with his superior standing; the narrator realizes
~ - .

“»

that the apprentice engineer's eminence and glory are spurious because
they are the result of studigd effects. However, tha general
consideration that comes with such a glory, and the natu;al and easy
manner that results from it provek too enticing for the young‘;afrator
and for the other boys in town to be easiiy relinquished.“The Strik;r
has thus become everybody's model: they all hope to be like him. What
. »
the narrator fails to see is that the model himself needs the adhiring
looks of everybody to maintain his eminence: his,greagyess is itself
mediated through his comrades' envy and admiration. The narrator is yet
unaware of the dynamics of double mediation. Twain's "The Boys'
Ambition" cleariy demonstrates the effect of mediation on the
characters“ lives, particularly the contagious nature of mimetic desire.

The kind of empiy glory which the apprentice engineer enjoys in

"The Boys' Ambition" will agéin be Twain's object of satire in an
oS v

imporﬁsnt episode in Pudd'nhead Wilsoncgiggd); when the Italian twing,

"the handsoﬁest, the best dressed, the most distinguished-looking pair

\



17

N

of young fellows. the West had ever seen"?*? come to live with the
Coopers, a local family, the whole town of Dawson's Landing is

. ]
overwhelmed with joy and admiration:

Rowena [Mrs. Cogper's daughter] was in the clouds, she walked on
air; this was to be the greatest day, the most romantic episode
in the colorless hist@ry of that dull country town, she was to
be famlllarly near the source of its glory and feeél the full
flood of it pour ever her and about her, the other glrls could
only gaze and envy, not partake. (28) .

The following day, as Rowen; and her mother receive the townspeoplé, who
have come to meet the "illustrious foreigners,"

Eager inquiries concerning the Twins were pouring into their
enchanted ears all the time; each was the constant centre of a
group of Breathless listeners; each recognized that she knew now

. for the first time the real meaning of that great word Glery,
and perceived the stupendous value of it, and understood why men
in all ages had been willing to throw away meaner happihesses,
treasure, life itself, to get a taste of its sublime and supreme
fby. Napoleon and all his“kind stood accounted for--and
ustified. (29) .

Twain's ifftent in these two passages is clearly to debunk the Coopers'
cheap version of glory--cheap precisely because such a glory amounts to
nothing more than being in the_public"eye. In their chanée and lucky
‘association with people of "distinétion and styie" (92), Rowena and heri
mother suddeniy f;;d themselves basking ih social conépiéuousnézg as’
they become the ceA‘;e of attention of Dawson's Landing. For the |
cOopers{ glory is entirely rooted in ﬁhe degree of admiratio? and
jealous envy elicited among their friends -and neighbours}'To deride this
narrqu\and«émgfy’conceétion of<glory, Twain reduces glory to_a conecrgte

thing that Rowena can feel as it overflows all around her; the Coopers

are also said to have at last fully grasped the exact value of what has

always mopfvated, a.mi)\&xcuse‘d, ambitious men.of hi{tory. 'l;his episode in

22pudd’ nhVWilson and’ Those Extraordinaxj{ Twins, ed. Sidney E. Bvarger
(New' York: Norton, 1980) 27.
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Puddsnhead Wilson illustrates Twain's conviction that for Rowena and her

mother, -typi¢al citizens of DawsonZQ\Panding, glory is significant only
when it is oriented toward an eager and a braathless audience. As the.
next section ok Coop%r demonstrates, it is precisely such a conception
-
| K

of glory, such a desire for social recognition, that motivates a group
|

of pioneers in a totaily different setting and at a much earlier time in

-
-

American history.
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In his Studies in Classic American Literature, D. H. Lawrence calls

James Fenimore Cooper's novel The Pioneers "a beautifuft resplendent
iﬁ(gcture of life.” He then goes on to add, "Fenimore phts in only the.

glamour. Perhaps my taste is childish, buf these scenes in Pioneers seem

to me marvellously beautiful.... Pictures! Some-df the lovéliest, fhost

LS

glamorousApictures in all literature.l{’ What Lawfeﬁce perceives as the
idyllic quality‘of the scenes seems to me to be at odds with the novel's
ironic tone, énd the main episodes of the story, if carefully
considered, reveal an&thing‘but harmongxbetween the Templeton seItIe;;"
and nature, and among the settlers themselves.
~ The most fo;ceful imp;ession conveyed by The Pioneers is one of
chéhge. The passages of natural‘description and tﬁe drama of human
relatiogships in the process of settlement work well to show that
lcverything in the novel is caught up in a cycle of constant:and rapid
transforpatign. On entering Templeton for the first time after an
absence of four years, Elizabeth Temple dwells "on a scene which was so
rapidlyﬂaltc}ing under the hands Qf man, that it only reseﬁbled,‘in ifs
ouclines, the picture‘she had so otteﬁ_s&gdied, with delight, in
childhood."2?* The changes are so.swift and furdamental that Elizabeth's
nostalgic recollections of her past seem unreal. Going throqgh.the°
streets of‘Tcmpleton; ElizabethAcomes across more‘alte;ations in the
aspect of hé;tvillaqeé o < _",

e

Not only mew oCcupations,'but,names'that were stangers to her
ears, met her gaze at every step.... The very houses. seemed
changed This had been altered by an addition, that had been ‘~\

23p, H, Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Lite:ature (Harmondsworthz

Pénguin, 1923) 6l. - .. .

**** . 3

2¢James Fenimore Cooper, The Pioneers, text estaplished by Lance B

Schachterle and Kenneth M. Andersen, Jr. (Albany: State U of New York P,
 1980) 40. Subequent references are from tiris editioh.

3
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patnted; another had been erected on the site of an old
acquaintance, which had been banished from the earth, almost as
soon as 1t made its appearance on it. (113

The nostalglc tone of the passage suggests the 1nevitable sense of loss
involved 1n the stream of change that 1s affecting the whole village.

More 1mportant, however, are the changes taking plaEe among the
settlers. The members of the community are frequent}y engaged in vyilng
with ohe anothef for social prestige, and are generally involved in
numerous con;lxcts and 1nterminable disputes, giving the novel an

~

atmosphere rich in competition, emulation, boasting, jealousy,
ppseﬁtment, and personal rivalries--in short, an atmosphere congenial to
mimetic behaviour.

Marmaduke Temple's residence, for example, represents the most

fashionable dwelling in the villagel Its architects, Richard Jones and

Hiram Doolittle, the "rival geniuses” (43) of Templeton, we are told,

"had not only erected a dwelling for Marmaduke, but they had given a

fashion to the architecture of the whole c0un‘{?3). It is, therefore,

<

not surprising that in a wery short time, as Cooper explains,

The castle, as g;dge Temple's dwelling was termet in common
parlance, came to be the model, in some one or other of its
numerous excellencies, for every aspiring edifice within twenty

miles of it. (43)
The real significance of such a residence lies not in the physical
comfort it provides its inhabitants but in the feeling of admiration it

produces in whoever happens to look at it. RicQFrd Jones himself is

.

fully aware of this fact: .

A chief merit in a dwelling was to present a front, o;\qgishever
side it might happen to be seen; for as it was exposed to all

T eyes in all weathers, there should be no weak flank, for envy or

unneighbourly criticism to assail. (44)

Richard's words cast the human interaction in Templeton in terms of a
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5
struggle for social pre eminence; he sees one's possessions as means of

impressing one's neighbours. But of Richard Jones more anon.

In addition to the judge’'s mansion, other buildings 1n the village
seem 1nfused with the prevailing spirit of contention and, like thelr
owners, engage in endless rivalries; 1in chapter thirteen, we learn of
how, second only to the judge's Mans 10my, the "Bold Dragoon,”™ the village
inn, has become by far the most conspicuous edifice in the place; and,
as Cooper explains, "This conspicuousness, aided by the characters of
the host and hostess, gave the tavern an advantage over all 1ts future
competitors, that no circumstances could conquer™ (145). But another
edifice soon begins to challenge the supremacy of the "Bold Dragoon":

At the corner diagonally opposite [the'inn], stood a new
building, that was intended, by its occupants, to look down all
opposition. It was...one of the three imitators of the
Mansion-House.... The exterior was painted white, on the front,
and on the end which was exposed to the street; but in the rear,
and on the side which was intended to join the neighbouring.
house, it was coarsely smeared with Spanish brown. (145-46)

The buildings in Templeton”become symbolic extensions of their owners;

\
the prominence of the facade, which suggests the characters' compulsive

tendency to boast, reflects the vanity and the beiliégg;nt attitudes of.

the settlers.

L

Evefl Judge Temple, the leading citizen in the whole community, is
not free from this spirit of contention, as the opening scene of the
dispute over the deer shot ¢n the road to Templeton clearly indicates;
to Natty Bumppo, who rightly argues that the judge could not_have killed
the animal, Judge Temple explain; his real interest in the dispute:

'Nay, Natty, it is for the honour that I contend. A few dollars
will pay for the venison; but what will requite me for the lost
honour of a buck's tail in my cap? Think, -Natty, how I should
triumph over that quizzing dog, Dick Jones, who has failed seven
times already this seasqn, and has only brought in 6éne
wood-chuck and a few grey squirrels.' (22)

) |
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Metaphysical desire, the need to triumph over his cousin, is the judge’s
real object, not the mere killing of a deer; displaying the buck's tail,
the judge hopes, wouyld put an end to Richard Jones's nagging questions.
This opening scene exemplifies the pattern of development of most of the
episodes in The Pioneers and represents in miniature the progression of
the novel as a whole.

Everywhere in the novel one encounters characters bickering,
grumbling, and boastxng,:all for the sake of social glory. Faced with
Dr. Todd's display of Latin, Lippet, the village lawyer, thinks to
himself that "It was dangerous...to appear to be outdone in learning 1in
a public barroom, and before so many of his clients; hé therefore put
the best face on the matter, and laughed knowingly” (151). The

v
importance Richard Jones puts qn the 'front' of a dwelling translates
1tself here into Lippet's 'best face.' But the lawyer has every reason
’

to be careful, for the doctor enjoys being a showman; during a surgical

operation in chapter six, we watch as
[Dr. Todd] stretched his long body to its utmost elevation,}
placing his hand on the small of his back, as if for support,
and looked about him, to discover what effect this disfplay of
professional skill, was likely to produce on the spectators.
(79) &

During the fishing expedition, the judge fears that "'there will soon be
ill blood'"™ between Ben Pump and Billy Kirby:,for, as he explains, .
"*Benjamin is a fearless boaster, and Kirby...thinks one American more
than a match for-six Englishmen'" ; the judge also marvels "'that Dickon
is silent, where there is such a trial of skill in the superlative!'"
(255) Ben and Kirby's quarrel, we should note, concerns the respective

merits of fresh and sea water. The turkey shoot in chapter seventeen
=]

brings into "open collision™ the "jealous rivalry, on the point of skill



with the rifle” (191) between Nafty BUmépo nd Billy Kirby. The scene

also offers a glimpse into the the beginnings of the emulation process:
All the boys in the village...stood gathered around the more
distinguished marksmen...listening eagerly to the boastful
stories of skill that had been exhibited on former occasions,

and were already emulating in their hearts these wonderful deeds
in gunnery. (190)

Judge Temple's housekeeper, Remarkable Pettibone, who wouzd like "to
level all human distinctions” (169), resents Wlizabeth Temple's return
to preside over the judge's househo;q, becausg the housekeeper thinks
"That the idea of being governed, or of‘being compelled to pay the
deference of servitude, was_absolutely intolerable” (168). The overall

\

mood of the*29ve1 is one of hostility, resentment, and rivalry--a fact
that underscores t;e.mimetic nature of the characters' interactions.
Richard Jones, the judge's cohsin, a notqble citizen of Templeton
and eventuaily its sheriff, is t»z novel's worst example of mediated
behaviour. It is no exaggerat‘on to say that Richard is so much the
. « -
epitome of self that virtually every one of his actions is calculated to
draw more gratifying attention to himself by impressing the other
séttlers with his showmanship, his apparently inexhaustible skills, and
his seemingly unsurpassed achievements in architecture, medicine,
surgery, music, religion, fishing, hunting, and horses. When he
acccompanies the “judge and Elizabeth back to the village, Richard
suddenly devotes his whole attention "to a display of his horsemanship,
,to the admiration of all the gaping women and children, who thronged the
. o .

windows, to witness the arrival of their landlord and his daughter”
(57). Such is Richard's typically disruptive stance throughout the
novel: he frequently tries to steal‘the show by refdirecting the

spectators' attention onto himself. Richard's.sense of self is totally

L4 °
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dependent on the gaping admiration of the onlookers. He does not,
however, realize that, in whqt the novel calls his "zeal for
pre-eminence” (180), he has enslaved himself to his audience's

expectations.

In a conversation with Elizabeth in chapter sixteen, Richard lays
> '
out the fungamental principles governing his, and to a great extent the

judge's, conduct in the Templeton community:
'Why, 'duke is your father, Elizabeth, but 'duke is a man who
likes to be foremost, even in trifles. Now, as for myself, I
care for no such things, except in the way of competition; for a
thing which is of no moment in itself, may be ma of importance
in the way of competition. So it is with your fagCer, he loves
to be first; but I only struggle with him as a competitor.'’
"It's all very clea., sir,' said Elizabeth; 'you would not
care a fig for distinction, if ‘there were no one in the world
but yourself; but as there happen to be a great many others, why’
you must struggle with them all--in the way of competition.’
'Exactly so...' (180-81)

The striking thing about this crucial passage is its explicit emphasis
on the role of the mediator in the lives of the prominent citizens of~
Tgmpleton; the object of desire is relegated to the background, while
the mediator assumes his importance in the foreground. It is with sﬁch‘a
view of exper;ence that Richard struggles with his cousin over the
ownership of Aggy, the black slave; gloats over the chance to humiliaté
the judge for pretending to have killed the deer (56); envies Natty's
skills with the rifle, while lamenting this "'damn'd envious world'"

(54); and .burns with "his desire for a participation in [John Mohegan's]

glory"” (88). :
wWhen Richard is made sheriff, the law becomes a means of giving
his self-importance a-certain ceremonial air, and his excessive and

anarchic desires take on legal significance. During the numerous scenes

of seemingly senseless destrﬁc;ion of the county's natural resources, s:%
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the sheriff makes sure he is not outdone by any other settler.®To
d;sélay his shooting abilities, fér example, he fires a cannon du;ing
the pigeon massacre in chapter twenfy—two; in the next chapter, he
gcoffs at what he callé\the judge's "'nibble, nibble, nibble'"™ ways in
fishing, and, 1h what Eonstitutes a parody of commungl effort, sets out

'
with other members of the! settlement to catch hundreds of fish, most of

L4

. which will be left to rot on the shore. But wpat has generalli been

considered irrational waste turns out to have been the result of
Richard's excessive desire for social glory. In short, the determination
to échieve(recognition by triumphing over one's real or imagined rivals
dominates the very process of settling Templeton.

" Most commentators on The Pioneers see the significance of the
novel in the conflict between Judge fempie and Natty Bumppo, when the

latter shoots a deer out af season; the thematic centre of the

sharrative, they argue, lies in the contrast between Natty's natural

~ .

-

freedom and the judge's attempts to impose social law on the settlement.
The real conflict igvzgg Pioneers, it seems to me, is between Natty's
restraint and self;sufficiency and Richard Jones's subversive and
rampant desires.

. In the strong wave of change that has‘engulted Templeibn,»Natty‘
Bumppo's strong principles, his integrity, his solid sense of himself,
and what the noG:I calls his "napural right" (112) to.the place
represent a cle#r contrast to Richard's ;acuous pretensions to social
eminence. Natty's 'right' and his self-definition are rooted “in the
history of the county, in his»brmvery,'his proven skills,'and in his
harmonious relationship with nature--unlike Richard, Natty appropfiatos

only so mych of natural bounty'as he can personally use.

<
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Richard's fascination with 'display,’' with 'fronts,' and with
‘power ' make§ him Natty's real opposite. Such a fascination indicates
Richard's intrinsic hollowness, his lack of being, and his total
dependence on spectators; in effect, Richard Jones exists only when
there are people to 1look ét him. &

The opposition between the-two men becomes the focus of the last
few chapters, when Richard, "burning with a desire” to examine the old
man's cabin, leads his forces to assault Natty's stronghold. Richard's
claim that Natty "has set an example of rebellion to the laws, and has
become a kind of out-law” (355) is largely a justification for the
sheriff's injured pride, when he sees that his authbrity and social
importance are openly challenged by Natty's resistance.\

~

In Natty Bumppo, the novel presents a way of life that is passing
and that is being replaced by Ricﬁard;s Spi;it of contention and intense
competitiveness. Natty, living significantly on the outskirts of the
village, finds himse}f outside the current of change and outside the
socialhlaws governing the lives of the iettlers in Templeton; and, as
Nattf‘s melancholf voice makes itself less and less audible in the.world
of ggé Pioneers, Richard Jones's loud and boastful voice is to be heard

everywhere in the settlement.

Cooper's novel is not a record of a happy time when American

" settlers lived in harmony with nature, as D. H. Lawrence suggests. The

settlers did live close to nature, but only in a strictly physical
. ,

N
sense. The Pioneers is, among other things, a record of a tumultuous

time when the settlers in Templeton competed with one another for .social

conspicuousness.

S
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Just as setting does not, therefore, play a decisive role in the

pibneers' lives, the Bowery environment, generally regarded as the most
important feature of Maggie, the next novel to be considered in this

-study, becomes less significant when we examine the preoccupation of

Crane's characters with the concept of social respectability.



Ever since g%ephen Crane himself wrote in a copy of Maggie::A Girl of
the Streets which he sent to Hamlin Gariand that the book "tries to show
that environment is.a tremendous thing in the world and frequently
shapes lives regardless,”2?® the novel has often been treated for its
historical significance as a pioneer work of the naturalistic movement
in American'litefhture; it is said to deal realistically and
straightforwardly with the sordid like of the slums. As an extreme form
of realism, naturalism resulted from the adaptation of the principles of
scientific determinism to literature. According to these princi;les, man
is a weak and helpless animal subject to internal and external forces
beyond his control. ' ’

In one sense, Maggie is about environment, for the novel abounds
in descriptions of violénce, drunkenness, fights, squalor, éorruption,
and prostitution. But, as Donald Pizer corgectly observes,

The novel is not so much about the slums aﬁ a physiéal reality
as about what people believe in the slums and how their beliefs

- are both false to their experience and yet function as operative
forces in their lives.?* .

-

When examined closely, these beliefs suggest the importance of human
mediation in the lives of the Bowery people. The intensé desire for

. social recognition, the strong need to prove to others that one is

-

respectable, virtuous, great, or physically desirable, constitutes the
]

real subject of Crane's hd&el. For instance, in chapter two, when Jimmie
strikes his sister, his father, who is taking the Ehildren back home,

cries, "'Stop that, Jim, d'yeh hear? Leave yer sister alone on the
. }

~

2s3Stephen Crane: Letters, eds. R. W. Stallman and Lillian Gilkes (New
York: New York UP, 1960) 14. . .

L2 2 3 4 . <
i¢ponald Pizer, "Stephen Crane's ggle and American Naturalism,"
Criticism 7 (1965&::}69
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street.’'"?’ Crane's irony, discernible 1n Mr. Johnson's prepositional
phrase, exposes the father's misdirected concern; like the major
characters .in the s®™ry, he tries to give the optside world the
impression that his family enjoys a sense of decency and respectability,
and that his children are well-behaved Secause they have been well
brouyght up. |
fhis way of thihking, which stresses a character's preoccupation
with how he is seen by the others, constitutes a recurring pattern in
: ’
Crane's novel. It can again be discerned'in Maggie's relationship with
Pete, the flashy bartehder. On his first visit to the Johnsons' home,
Pete shows himself for what he really is: a poseur, keenly awa?e of his
audience. As Jimmie and he are exchang;pg tales descriptive of their
prowess; Pete suddenly takes note of Jimmie's sister, and ,
As he became aware that she was‘listenAng closely, hé grew still
more eloquent in his descriptions of various happenings in his
career. It appeared that he was invincible in fights.... He
walked to and fro in the small room, which seeped then to grow

even smaller ard unfit to hold his dignity, the attribute of a
supreme warrior. (19)

s

Maggie is taken in by sth tales of bravery, but the reader is not
because the ironic intention of the passage is clearly meaAt to expose
Petes vanity and undermine his inflated self-importance. The extra
'eloquence‘ reflects his deliberate desire to impress th; inequrienced
Maggié by his seemingly inordinate brave;y.

And, of course, he succeeds, beéause, as Girard note;; "The sudden
prestige which [the subjeét] gives to an unfamiliar way of life always

' coincides with his meeting a being who awakens this desire.”?* Maggie

215tephen Crane, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, ed. Thomas A. Gullason
(New York: Norton, 1979) 7. Subsequent references are from this edition.

T

3sGirard 53.
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now begins to transfigure her object of desire as she "marvelled at
[pPete] and surrounded him with greatness. She vaguely tried to calculate
the altitude of the pinnacle from which he must have loocked down upon

her™” (19). Her perception of her whole life and its surroundings is als»

forever altered:

The broken furniture, grimy wg}ls, and general disorder and dirt
of her home of a sudden appeared before her and began to take a
potential aspect. Pete's aristocratic person looked as if it
might soil. She looked keenly at him, occasionally, wondering 1if
he was feeling contempt. (18-19)

and when Pete has left, Maggie's imagination grows even more fertile:

Maggie contemplated the dark, dust-stained walls, and the scant
and crude furniture of her home. A clock, in a splintered and

(\ battered oblong box of varnished wood, she suddenly regarded as
an abomination. She noted that it ticked raspingly. The almost
vanished flowers in the carpet-pattern, She conceived to be
newly hideous. Soge faint attempts she had made with blue
ribbon, she now saw to be piteous. (20)

Maggie is experiencing a common phenomenon: by\contrast( Pet;'s
'aristocratic' being brings out hgr smallness and the insignificance and
spabbiness of her surroundings. The intensity, indeed the violence, of
her reaction--which can be discerned in such terﬁs as 'soil,’ RN
:contempt,' ‘abomination,' ‘raspingly,' ‘'hideous,' and 'piteous’'--
reflects Maggie;s heightened new awareness of\per being. Because mimetic
desire is exclusively concerned with the realm.of.appéaragge and
display; Maggie's new consciouanss is ébrrespondingly aesthetic. She
comes to believe that the flashy Pete would perhaps not care for her; in

4

fact, she has already lost to Pete what Girard calls "the struggle of

consciousnesses."?’ Her desires are no longer self-inspired, for,

thoughts. of Pete came to Maggie's gan to have an intense

dislike for all her dresses” (25). Pete, who has now become her
. » . : . /

** Girard 111. | - =
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mediator, has begun to suggest to Magygie fee}@pgs and desires she did
not have before. Maggie's initial réaction'to Pete's 'greatness’ and her
desire to make her appearance, dress, and person meet with his approval
enslave her to furfﬁer mediation and prepare the stage for ‘her sexual

surrender to him. .

Bent on proving her desirability to Pete, Maggie fails to realize

4

that his 'ariétocratic' situation is spurious because Pete, unable to
enjoy his 'gr;étness' by himself,.tegls>compe11ed to display it~to
others; when, in chapter twelve, he takes Maggie to a bar, Pete derives
a keen satisfaction from other ﬁ;n's admiring glances at pi&\girl: "At |

times men at other*tébles regarded the girl furtively.'Pete, aware of

it, nodded at her and grinned. He felt proud” (39).

When he has seduced and "abandoned Maggie, Pete retfé;;% inte Ehe

air of respectability of the bar in which he works. In a very brief\‘~
chapter devoted to Pete's rejection of Maggie's plea for help, Crane

uses the word ‘'respectability’ six times to reduce Pe;e's desire for

-

respectability to a convenient justification for irresponsibiliﬁy and

cruelty. Pete's moral poses turn out to be hypocritical shams adopfed to

“

- saﬁe himself and to deceive others.

Pt v
‘The Johnsons' reaction to Maggie's 'fall' indica&es how much their

concern is for their public image, not for Maggie's plight. Crane makes
Jimmie's hypocrisy and his ext
- " Jimmie publicly damne§ his sister that he might appear on a higher

ious: "Of course

social plane” (42). And his suggestion to his mother that they allow

" Maggie to return home is*not the result of any generous feelings on his

*
v

‘part either;‘”'iﬁ 'ud be better if we keep dis.t'khg dark, see? It -

¢ queers us! See?.... deh way it isrnow she can queer us! Don' che see?'"”
. - 1

-

~
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\ .
(40-41). Jimmie's fear of ridicule and his apprehension lest his family

appear 'queer’' to their neighbours blind him to?his inability to

understah& his sister’'s ordeal. The desire to secure the good name of

A=Y

the family far outweighs any wish to help Maggie. Even with Jimmie, who
has fought her on numerous occasions and who has witnessed her various

stages of drunkenness, Mrs. Johnson, for her part, strongly clings to

her illusion of respectability:

'What! Let 'er come an' sleep under deh same roof wid her mudder
agin!... Shame on yehs, Jimmie Johnson, fer sayin' such a t'ing
teh yer mudder--teh yer own mudder! Little did I t'ink when yehs
was a babby playin' about me fe‘? dat ye'd grow up teh say sech
a t'ing teh yer mudder--yer own mudder.' (40) '

That Mrs. Johnson should formally call her soﬁ by his full name
indicat%s’the mother'§ tactic of making him feel guilty for having
momentarily forgotten the importance o? their family name. Mrs. Johnson
goes on to a&bpt the same moral posture when her neighbours, the_
mediators, ask about her daughter's whereabouts: "Maggie's mothen,f:

Crane writes, "paced to and fro, addressing the doorful of eyes,

expounding like a glib showman at a museum” (48). The simile works well

-

té suggest the mother'§ insincerity and her theatricality.

Among Crane's numerous critics, only Dofilald Pizer has come close

to identifying the phenomenon of mediated.conduct in Maggie:

The moral values held by the Johnsons are drawn almost
- entirely from a middle class ethic which stresses the home as

" the center of virtue, and respectability as the primary moral
goal. It is a value system oriented toward approval by others,
toward an audience.... The Johnsons' moral wvision isgdominated
by moral roles which they believe are expected of them. The
roles bring social approbatlon, and they are also satisfying

- because the playing of them before an audience encourages a
gratifying emotionalism or self-justification.3®

The widespread view which considers environment as both shaping force

sepizer 171. " * -
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and dest{yczive\power in the book and which sees .in Maggie's 'fall’ agg
death a dramatization of man's pathetic weakness in the face of cosmic

’ P2
power does not do justice to the novel's pervasive irony and ignores the ¢

deceptive and self-deceiving theatricality of the main characters in

Maggie: A Girl of Eﬁg Streets, a theatricality adopted for thé
mediators' sake.

To classify Maggie, therefore, under the convenient and extremely}ﬁ,
elusive label of naturaiism is to overlook the work's éecpl;ar and
dynaﬁic strhctdre; it dis a failure to perceive and to unravel the
) complex process of strategies and delusions that underlies the
characters' desire in Crane's work. But Maggie is not the'only novel to
suffer under such é reductive categorizing. As -the next section on The

a

B v
Rise of Silas Lapham demonstrates, the real subject of Howells's novel

is not the mere realism of objects, but the much richer and more

)
fascinating "realism of human relations."??

o

31Bruce Bassoff, "Interview with Rene Girard," Denvér Quarterly 13
(Summer 1978): 28. T e
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The reputation of William Dean Howells has suffered much from the charge
of many modern c¢ritics that Howells's scope was too limited. It 1s
ataqued, tor example, that his insights 1nto human nature were based on
tenets no longer applicable to the complex realities of the present.
Howells's unwillingness to deal with sex and violence in his work and
>
his characters’' failure toﬂexperience intense passions and obsessions
are ci1ted as evidence. But to support such charges is to undlerestimate
the nature of Howells's achievement and to endorse the view that a

wilter 's subjects should be dictated to him by the critic; and as Henry

his subject, his 1dea, his donnee: our criticism is applied only to what

.

he makes of it."*:

Execution of th¥ subject 1s what Howells should be judged on; and,

1n this respect, a careful examination of The Rise of Silgs Lapham, the

author's most popular work and in many ways his masterpiece, aill show
N i

that the novel, in spite of the criticism that its plot is too thin, is
in fact rich in intense passions and overwhelming obsessions, and that
Howells's moral vision of life is universal and possesses both depth and

)

The Rise of Silas Lapham tells the story of a man who has been led

breadth.

giﬁray from the honest values of his simple life in Yermont by the
corfuptlng influence of wealth; more specifically, the corruption begins
when the Laphams attempt to emulate the Coreys' sophistifated way of
life-?that is to say, when they fall victims to mimetic desire.

“. JIn the interview he gives Bartley Hubbard in the opening chapter,

Sgias Lapham explains why he decided not to sell his parents' old farm

Leon Edel (New York: Vintage Book#, 1956) 17.

-
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in Vermont:

"All my brothers went West and took up land; but 1 hung on to

New England, and 1 hung on to the old farm, not because the

paint-mine was on it, but because the old house was--and the

graves.... Had a family meetinj there last year; the whole

connection from out West.'*®?
The juxtaposition of the graves, a symbol of the past, and the paint,
the agent for the future, polnts to the threat that personal ambition
and social opportunitieé represent to Lapham's family tradition. For the
time being, however, the hold of the ancestors and the igportance of
place are still strong, and bapham’'s identity is powerfully rooted 1n
the past; he is proud of his firm sense of continuity and of the family
values of devotion and love. Indeed, these are the values that have so

<

far shielded the Laphams from cutside influences. Chapter two stresses
the fact that the Laphams, although now living in cosmopolitan Boston
after having left Vermont and its natural environment to follow the
fortunes of their paint, still make up a strong family unit,
self-reliant, self-sufficient, and at peace with themselves-and with one
another. They have, for example, managed to live quite contentedly, for
twelve years, in the same place in Nankeen Square, where their
relationship to nature is more or less still preserved: "They had seen
the saplings planted in the pretty oval round which the houses were
built flourish up into sturdy young trees” (20). Each of the Laphams
also enjoys a strong inward self:

They had not a conceit of themselves, but a sort of content in

-+ their own ways that one may notice in certain families. The very
strength of their mutual affection was a barrier to worldly
knowledge; they dressed for one another; they equipped their

house for their own satisfaction; they lived richly to
themselves ... (22)

33William Dean Howells, The Rise of Silas Lapham, ed. Edwin H. Cady
(Boston: Houghton, 1957) 7. Subsequent references are from this edition.
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The striking thing in this passage is the waf 1n.wﬂich the Larhems' life
seems free from external human influences; the family appears tc enjoy
1ts solidarity and its trpnquil existence 1n its own sm;ll garden of
tden. In a very real sense, the rest of the stoirv demonstrates how such
a peaceful way of life is upset whHen the hold of the past is weakened

" and the faphams become obsessed with the idea of getting into Boston

soclety; the intrusion of the Coreys into the Laphams' life precipitates

hitherto unkown social adventures.

However, the Laphams' social rise and their coming to Boston have
already brought out new attitudes and different habits in the family;

for instance, Howells notes,

[fhe Lapham daughters] were not girls who embroidered or
abandoned themselves to needle-work. Irene spent her abundant
leisure in shopping for herself and her mother, of whom both
daughters made a kind of idol, buying her caps a laces out of
their pin-money, ahd getting her dresses far beyond her capacity
to wear. Irene dressed, herself very stylishly, and spent hours

on her toilet every day.... They all three took long naps every
day, and sat hours togéther minutely discussing what they saw
ouf of the window. (21-22) -

The money from the paint is,beginning to make the family idle, wasteful,

~and vain; it has also turned Mrs. Lapham into a model for her daughters.

*

While family unity has helped protect the Laphams from outside
influences, it has also made them socially ignorant, now that the money

has suddenly begun to come in abundantly, and they do not know what to
do with it:

A certain amount could be spent on hcrses, and Lapham spent it;
his wife spent on rich and rather ugly clothes and a luxury of
household appointments.... they decorated their house with the
costliest and most abominable frescoes; they went upon journeys,
and lavished upon cars and hotels; they gave with both hands to
their church and to all -.the charities it brought them acquainted
with; but they did not know how to spend on society. (21)

Money catches the Laphams unprepared and takes them into hitherto
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unexplored walks of life, where, as Howells suggests, they lack taste

-~

and discrimination to guide them in their spending. The Laphams are also
€

socially shy: they "had no skill or courage to make themselves
noticed.... They lurked helplessly about in hotel parlours, looking on
. ®

and not knowing how to put themselves forward” (22). In short, because
the Laphams are too rustic for the sophisticated city fashicn, they are
also ripe for the process of emulation, the next step in their social
rise.

It is mrecisely at this poin{ that Ere human mediators make the:ir
appearance in the Laphams' existence. The effects of such an intrusion

on the family unit are far-reaching: to begin with, they will be

stampeded into building a new house in the more fashionable Back Bay

district of Boston.

Everett Carter has observed that "Howells wrote [The Rise of Silas

Lagham].about a house, the building of which becomes, in élmost every
respect, neatly symbolic of thérmoral rise and material fall of its
bullder, Silas Lapham."** The house is indeed one of the central symbols
of the novel, but the question as to hgw the Laphams first conceived the

idea of building on the Back Bay has generally been overlooked. The

.

answer can be traced back to the ramifications of an important but
chance encounter between the Laphams and the Coreys, a fashionable
Boston family. In chapter two, Howells explains how

The fact that [the Laphams] lived in an unfashionabie
nelghbourhood was something that they had never been made to
feel to their personal disadvantage, and they had hardly known
it till the summer before this story opens when Mrs. Lapham and
her daughter Irene had met some other Bostonians far from
. Boston, who made it memorable. They were people whom chance had
- " brought for the time under a singular obligation. to the Lapham
"Everett Carter, Howells and the Age of Realism (Philadelphia:
‘Lippincott, 1954) 164. i
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ladies, and they were gratefully recognisant of it. (20)
The intrusion of the Coreys into the Laphams' lives has often been seen
as Howells's means of adding a romantic dimension to enrich an otherwise

thin plot. More importantly, however, the encounter between the two

pre

families marks the beginning of the Laphams' fall into mimetic desire;
it 1s as if they are discovering the realm of feelings for the first

ti1me, and, as a consequence, their awareness of themselves and of the

outside world finds itself suddenly and decidedly altered.

For example, the reaction of Irene, the younger daughter, in whom
. ) 3.
young Tom Corey appears interested at first, is significant; before%

Tom's appearance, Howells remarks,

If she dressed well, perhaps too well, it was because she had
the instinct of dress; but till she met this young man...she had
scarcely lived a detached, individual life, so wholly had she
depended on her mother and her sister for her opinions, almost
her sensations. She took account of everything he did and said,
pondering it, and trying to make out exactly what he meant, to
the inflection of a syllable, the slightest movement or gesture.
In this way she began for the first time to form ideas which she
had not derived from her family. (22-23)

~

Irene’'s natural tendency to follow her ‘instinct of dress,' even if she

~

sometimes overdresses, will now become a thing of the past. Her
S~

scrupulous attention to Tom's words and gestukes reflects her intense
fascination with the ideas and suggestions of her new acquaintance;
later in the story, she never fails to run to acquire any book Tom

happens.to praise. The fact that Irene and her family are socially

awkward makes them all the more‘impggssionable and vulnerable to

external suggestionsk.The mother herself, ‘as she tells her husband, is

equally impressed with the Coreys: 4

'Well, I can tell you that if you think they were not the nicest
people you ever saw, you're mightily mistaken. They had about
the best manners; and they had been everywhgre, and knew
everything. I declare it made me feel as if |[we had always lived
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in the backwoods. I don't know but the mother and the daughters

would have let you feed so a little, if they'd showed out all

they thought; but they never did; and the son--well, I can't

express it, Silas! But that young man had about perfect ways.'

(23)
Mrs. Lapham admires the Coreys"L manners and worldly knowledge, precisely
two qualities she and her tamil} lack. Unable to articulate the extent
of her clear admiration and secret envy, Mrs. Lapham resorts'to'
superlatives and absolute statements, thus revealing the distance
between her family and the Coreys. And the latter have already planted
the seévs of desire in her mind; in talking about her new friends; Mrs.
Lapham teels ashamed of her way of living, because the Coreys'
soéhistication has made ﬁ;r feel like a savage. In a wgy, because she
cannot ignore what she now.knows, her words remind one of Othello's when
‘seeds of doubt are planted in his mind: "O now, forever/ Farewell the
‘tranquil mind! Farewell confept!"

As the intimacy between the two families increases, so does the

effect of mediation; the.next time the Coreys visit, the Lapham pride is
seriously wounded: . |

In the winter [Mrs. Corey and her daughters], who returned to’
town very late, came to call on Mrs. Lapham. They were again
very polite. But the mother let drop, in apology for theix

- calling almost at nightfall, that the coachman had not known the
way exactly. .

'Nearly all our friends are on the New Land or on the Hill.'

There was a barb in this that rankled after the ladies had
gone; and on comparing notes with her daughter, Mrs. Lapham
found that a barb had been left to rankle in her mind also. (24)

The ;imple and direct folk from Vermont are suddenly thrust into 'the
struggle of consciousnesses' and the realm of insinuations. Mrs. Corey
éf suggéﬁting that nobody who is anybody knows the Laphams because they -
live both literally and figpratively on the margin of Boston society;
they are "in the wrong neighbourhood” (25), as Mrs. Lapham herself tells’

\

\



her husband later. Twelve years of contented existence in Nankeen Square
r

are abruptly put into quﬁstion. The mediator suggests even the place

where the Laphams should build if they want to gain acceptance into

Boston society.

»

For his part, Silas Lapham is dimly aware that_what his family »
lacks is style; he is, however, too proud to actually admit the fact,

even to his wife:

'Guess we could live [on Beacon Street] pretty much as we live
here. There's all kinds of people on Beacon Street; you mustn't
think they're all big-bugs.... You can have just as much style
as you want, or just as little. I guess we live as well as most
of 'em now, and set as good a table. And if you comeé to style, I
don't know as anybody has got more of a right to put it on than
what we have.' (27)

Lapham's ‘'right’' to style reflects his unbounded faith in the power of
his money, reduces his understanding of 'style' to keeping servants and
setting a good table, and shows what a crude braggart he really 1is.
However, in spite of his apparent indifference to Beacon Street,
Lapham is already contemplating the social success that a fine house may
.bring, particularly if it ensures his acceptance fﬁﬁb the world of the
Bromfield Coreys and if it makes him one of the "Solid Men of Boston”
(3). Clearly, until the appearance of the Coreys, Lapngg had never been
/
so motivated by so much external display.
His view of Tom Corey's interest in one of his daughters indicates
' f
how secretly but mightily delighted he is with a possible connection
with the young man's family:
He could see the young people [Tom and Irene] down on the rocks,
and his heart swelled in his breast. He had always said that he
did not care what a man's family was, but the presence of young
Corey as applicant to him for employment, as his guest, as
the possible suitor of his daughter, was one of the sweetest
flavours that he had yet tasted in his success. He knew who the

Coreys were very well, and, in his simple, brutal way, he had
long hated their name as a symbol of splendour which, unless he

1
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shoul5\TTVe to see at leastlthree generations of his descendants
gilded with mineral paint, he could not hope to realize in his
own.... Nothing had moved his thick imagination like this day's
events since the girl who taught him spelling and grammar...had
said she would have him for her husband. (74-75)
Howells's somewhat patronizing cbmments bring out the extent of Lapham's
inward satisfaction with the prospects of ag alliance with an
aristocratic family, since his daughter's marriage would move him closer
to his mediators, wﬁb appear to enjoy the kind of magnificent existence
that Lapham had always envied. Indeed, Lapham's ultimate desire is to be
like Bromfield Corey, to enjoy the latter's "worldly splendour” (119);
but because of his pride, Lapham would not acknowledge the fact, when he
recounts to his wife how Bromfield has actually thought it proper to pay
him a visit in his paint office: "'There's no sort of business about’
him. I don't know just how you'd describe him.... Didn't seem to be
dressed very much, and acted just like anybody'” (118). But, as Howells
elaborately explains, Lapham is‘hot telling the whole truth of how awed
and elated he actually was by such a call:
e was not letting his wife see in his averted face the struggle
that revealed itself there--the struggle of stalwart achievement
‘not to feel flattered at the notice of sterile elegance, not to
be sneakingly glad of its amiability, but to stand up and look
at it with eyes on the same level. God, who made us so much like
himself, but out of the dust, alone knows when that struggle
will end. The time had been when Lapham could not have imagined
any .worldly splendour which his dollars could not buy if he
chose to spend them for it; but his wife's half discoveries,
_taking form again in his ignbrance of the world, filled him with
helpless misgiving. A cloudy.vision of something unpurchasable,
where he had supposed there was nothing, had cowed him in spite
of the burly resistance of his pride. (118-19)
Bromfiel's visit has enabled Lapham to catch a glimpse of the impalpable
and unpurchasable realm of culture and manners that lies beyond the
visible world of extravagance and display; he is beginning to sense that

his own insistence on wealth and will-power as the sole bases for
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repufébility and pride is rather naive, and that money cannot really

bridge the aesthetic and intellectual distance separating him from

Bromfield Corey.

-

Although Bromfield is referred to as a study in 'sterile
elegance,' the man commands respect and admiration for his integrity_and
judiciousness. He is neither condescending nor arrogant, just as he
honours neither family prejudice nor social prestige, and for all his
social staﬁdiné, unlike Silas Lapham, he does not have an inflated sense
of himsqlf: as he reminds ﬁis strongly class-conscious wife, "'There was
a long time in my misguided youthjwhen I suppoged myself some sort of
porcelain; but it's a relief to be of the common clay, after all, and to
know it'" (83).7

Lapham's glimpse of the aesthetic, intellectual, and moral
qualities of his model prbves too short,to have any lasting effect on

!

what Howells calls Lapham's "thick imagination" (75). He remains
convgnéed that Bromfield's abstention from work repr;sents an honorific
and meritorious act, and a clear proof that his model can afford
elegance and splendour. Lapham's belief makeé the mediator;s life of
leisure even more attractive. And, before he can overcome his gross
appetiteé_and cqntrol his overwhelming social obsession, Lapham musé be
taught lesson after leﬁson.

The dinner party in chapter fourtéen, the most frequently
discussed scene of the novel, serves the double function of revealing
the Coreys' snobbishness and the Laphams' mimetic behaviour. As one

critic has correctly observed, "by exposing the Laphams, the Coreys hope

to save themselves from an alliance with a family that neither speaks

)
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grammatically nor has the habit of wine at table.”** The Coreys'
invitation is\&ndeed a calculated move, since, as Mrs. Coréy and her
daughters agree, "it would be perfectly easy to give Jhe dinner just the
character they chose, and still flatter the ignorance of the Laphams”
(141). The mother and her daughters are determined to dazzle their"

unsuspecting guests and to cow them iAto a social retreat.

>

The invitation produces confusion and panic amongAthe Laphams; ;he
mutual affection that used to unite them is giving way to disagreements
and role-playing. Mrs. Lapham's reaction, for example, reflects
uncertainty and social awkwardness:

She did not find it so simple a matter to accept the invitation.
Mrs. Corey had said "Dear Mrs. Lapham,” but Mrs. Lapham had her
doubts whether it would not be a servile imitation to say "Dear
Mrs. Corey” in return; and she was tormented as to the proper
phrasing throughout and the pregise temperature which she should
impart to her politeness. (147)

The Coreys' influence is drawing Mrs. Lapham into the sphere of artifice

and gesture, while it is making her comically but intepsely

J

self-conscious.
7/

. Her husband, for whom the invitation signals the realization of
his social ambition, is obviously delighted at the chance to dine with
the Coreys, while claiming,ali along that he is acting only in Irene's

interest:.
» . )
He had determined not to say anything more about the matter
before the girls, not choosing to let them see that he was
elated; he tried to give the effect of its being an everyday
sort of thing, abruptly closing the discussion with his order to
“Mrs. Lapham to accept; but he had gemained swelling behind his-

newspaper during her prolonged struggle with her note. (147) N

And to his\gffe, who suggests that they can all just Sgnd some excuse at

3sJohn E. Hart, "The Commonplace as Heroic in The Rise of Silgs Lapham, "
Modern Fiction Studies 8 (Winter 1963): 380.

\ o
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the last moment if they do not want to go, Lapham braggingly replies,
"'l guess we can carry out, and I guess wé shan't want to send any
excuse.... If we're ever going to be anybédy at all, we've got to go and
see how it's done'"” (147). Lapham's naféety can be diécerned in his

notion that social greatness, as he understands it, can be both seen and

copied.

”

The Laphams' determination to demonstrate that they are the
Coreys' equals farces them to try to dress according to their hosts’

R “

expectatxowﬁ the attempts turn out to be both comic and 1nadéquate

Mrs.- Lapham, fdr example, reveals her fears to her husband: "'I don't
know what I'm going to wear; or the girls either. I do wonder--I've
heard that people go to dinner in 1ownecks. Do you suppose it's the
custom?'” (148) Lapham, who pretends to be unmoved by the anxiety and
agitation of his wife and daughters, suggests their buying imported
dinner dresses, thus revealiné once aniﬁ his habit of relying on money
and experts to make up for his and his family's lack of taste.

As feverish preparations for the dinnef are under way inhhis
household, Lapham continues in his pretensé; but, as Howells notes,
"Finally, all‘that dress—-making in the house began to scare gim with
vague apprehensions in regard to his own dress” (149). when his family
" suggests that he too buy himself an imported dress-coat, hg scoffs at
the idea,~assuring them that he“does not really care about how he -
dresses. But, with the hour of the formal dinner drawing nearer and the
Coreys' influence growing stronger, Lapham's sense of reality is lost,
his judgment.is paralyzed, and his pretense can no longer be maintained:

. He held out openly, but on his way'home the next day, in a
sudden panic, he cast anchor before his tailor's door and got

measured for a dress-coat. After that he began to be afflicted -
about his waistcoat, concerning which he had hitherto been



airily indifferent. He tried to get opinion out of his family,
but they were not so clear about it as they were about the
frock. It ended in their buying a book of etiquette, which
settled the question adversely to a white waistcoat. The author,
however, after being very explicit .in telling them not to eat
with their knives, and above all not to pick their tee\h with
their forks--a thing which he said no lady or gentleman\ever
did--was .still far from decided as tfa the kind of cravat Colon
Lapham ought to wear: shaken-on other poihts, Lapham had bkgun
to waver also concerning the black cravat.

Drops of perspiration gathered on Lapham's forehead. He
groaned, and he swore a little. (150) .

Lapham's desire for social recognition is turnihg into a long ordeal.
For all his anxiety and the suddenness of his movementsf Lapham remains
‘ remarkably passive, like a puppet whose actions are precipitated by

»

outside invisiﬁle forces. Indeed,,phe most striking thlng about the
above passage is its emphasis on Lapham s inabllity to be the author of -
his own choices. Besides exposing Lapham's social inadequacies, the
passage wo;ks, more importantly, to show hlm in the grip of_imitative
desire; his being afflicted and shakee, his wavering, groaning, and
swearing, end his perspiration ‘and panic stfongly point to Lapham's
serious concern with what the Co;eys think of him. In despe;atien over
the problem of what kind of glgves he should wear, and whether he should
wear them in the first place, Lapham eyes Tom CoreYlfor inspiration: "He
bad an aw&ul longing to find out from'queY'how he ought‘to go" (150).

Lapham's social ordeal intensifies with the dinner party After
comnitting a few social blunders on his way to the cOreys dining-room,
he at 1ast "fetched a long sigh of relief when hé sank into hisg chair
and felt himself safe from error if he kept a sharp 1ookout and did only -
what the others did“ (15;;. The dinner party includes several incidents
clearly intended to liken his behaviour to that of a monkey, for |

B

instance, Howells tells us,

Bellingham [one of the guests] had certain'habits which he

s
L4
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permitted himself, and one of these was tucking the corner of
his napkin into his collar; he confessed himself an uncertain
shot with the spoon, and defended his practice on the ground of
neatness and common-sense. Lapham put his napkin into his collar '
too, and then, seeing that no one but Bellingham did it, became
alarmed and took it out again slyly (156)
"y
Bel;é?gham's idiosyncrasy makes him both eccentric and comic, but the °

real intention behind the anecdote, it seems to me, is"to render the

o~
mimetic process tn its crudest form; and it is incidents such as these
that help us see through Lapham's sociaa pretentibns. ’
‘ 5

As Lapham perceives it, the ‘'dinner party represents his
N ' L 3

opportunity to shine among the CoreYs and their likes by showing his

e
L

mediators that he, Silas Lapham, is capable of ';holding his end of the
, .

rope” (167), as he phrases it. After sucgeeding 1nimonopollzlng the
convérsatlon, he, therefore, embarks on telllng the company about his

new house, his mineral-paint, his business su&pesses, his war
A Y X,
- . ‘\ -
AN

experiences--punctuating his dramatic monologue witﬁ hammering his
arm-chair with the thick of his hand for emphasis. And, "After this
proof of his ability to interest them,” Howells explains, \

he would have liked to have Mrs. Lapham suggest again that he
was unequal to their society, or to the society of anybody else.
He surprised himself by his ease among men whose names had
hitherto ovérawed him.... He told Charles Bellingham that he
liked him, and assured James Bellingham that it hag always been
his ambition tQ know him, and that if anyone had sa@d when he
first came to Boston that in less than ten years he should be
hobnobbing with Jim Bellingham, he should have told:that person
he lied.... Ten years ago he, Silas Lapham, had come ‘to Boston a
little worse off than nothing at all...and here he was now worth
a million, and meeting you gentlemen like Qne of you.

He was in this successful mood when word came tik,jm that Mr's.
Lapham was going. (169)

Now that Lapham is drunk1 his carefully hidden anx1et1es and desires are
A

brought lnto the open; in fact, Lapham's rambling drunkenness may be

regarded as theAnqvelist's appropriate device to reveal his character's

compulsive need for recognition. Laphém is convinced he has'achievedéhis
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ambitions, since he has been able to move, as he thinks, from being

'overawed'--with the religious suggestion that the Coreys and their

friends had at one time been his idols--to feeling comfortable in their

N

presence. However, in his zeal to impress his auditors with his massive

aéhievement, Lapham ends up oppressing and embarrassing the company with
his arrogance,~tondescension, and i;propriety. | .
Although he realizes, when he wakes up in "the cold grey light of
the [next] morning" (171), that, betause of his conduct, he has failed
mxserabl‘.fo achieve social recognltlon, Lapham beglns to'understand
somethlng of self; and his reallzatlon is cast in moral terms, for he
now sees that his feeling of hqﬁiliat;on comes from what Howells calls
"the sense of wrong" (174); he understands that in his detefﬁination td’

pfpvé that hg is a gentl%yah,‘he has actually brought~shame on himself;
on his family, and on his host; as he admits to Tom Core;, "fI‘was the
only one that wasn't a gentleman there! I diséraced you!»I disgraced my
family! I mortified’your‘fathe; before his friends!... I shoyed°that 1
wasn't fit to go with you'" (171—72)..The force of Lapham's exclamations
reflects the strength of his new awareness; ﬁi§ words contradict hi§ P
former pretenéibns to gentility and represent"an unequivocal

fenunciation of his former br;ggiﬁg self. This recognition engenders a
nevw relationship to himself and to others; he -is no lgnger concernad
on‘ly‘wit_h his ;elf—gfatification,’and his vision has broadehed to
include the feelings of pedp;e around him. He also bravely accepts the
fact that, thodgh he is 'worth a million,' he, more importantly, lacks
’the'propriety and manners to Pe a’'true gentleman.
The destruction of iaphap's still uﬁtin;shed Beacon Street house,

the symbol’bf his former social obsession, may.be regarded as a
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cnnrlnuatxc; of the process of self- discovery: the fire has effectively
consumed an extension of Lapham's former self, so to speak. John E. Hart
:1ahtly notes how
[Howells's] interpretation [o( human nature] 1in The Rise of
Silas Lapham follows the form and pattern long used for the hero

of myth and romance: heroism is a discovery of self that
involves the hero in an unmistakable ordeal that amounts to a

symbolic dying and rebirth.’*
Lapham's humiliating drunkenness, the destruction of his new house, and
a series of other financial disasters work well to diminish the t‘
braggart's self-importance. In the last few pages of the story, we meet
a much-changed Laphdm, whose "bragging note,” Howells remarks, "[1is]
rarely sounded” (290), and who, in the last paragraph of the novel,
appropriately describes his understanding of his 'reb1rth' to Mr.
Sewell, the minister: "'Seems sometimes as if it was a hole opened for
me, and 1 crept out of 1t'" (299). In a real sense, Lapham has emerged
‘from the imprisoning fantasies of his pride, and if he has lost ais
~§ortune, he has also gained the knowledge that his integrity and
>hum111ty are worth more. He now comes to understand that sociel
dlStiACthnS, like monetary ones, often have little relevance to true
va‘ue. After shaking himself free from the hold of Boston society,
Lapham returns to Vermont, to be at peace with himself and with his

fami¥y, and no longer a victim of his social pretensions. Howells's The

Rise of Silas Lapham is, as several critics have pointed out, concerned

with Lapham's financial fall and moral rise; t, as I have tried to

show, the novel can also be read in terms Lapham's experience with

‘mediated desire, an experience that also involves a fall and a rise.

3¢Hart 375.



11. Sister Carrie's Kingdom of Greatness

Trite though it may seem, it 1s well to remember that in life,
after all, we are most wholly controlled by desire. The things
that appeal to desire are not always visible objects. Let us not
confuse this with selfishness. It is more virtuous than that.
Desire is the variable wind which blows now zephyrlike, now
shrill, filling our sails for some far-off port, flapping them
idly upon the high seas in sunny weather, 3cudding us now here,
now there, before its terrific breath, speeding us anon to
accomplishment; as often rending our sails and leaving us
battered and dismantled, a picturesque wreck in some forgotten
harbor.? ‘

1t is by now well established that desire constitutes the real subject

of Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie, and indeed of his other major

novels. Several important critics of American literature have
established this fact. For example, in an article significantly entitled

"Desire as Hero," Randolph Bourne claims that "The insistent theme of
’ [

Mr. Dreiser's work is desire, perennial, unquenchable.... His hero is
really not Sister Carrie, or the Titan or the Genius, but that desire

within us that pounds in manifold guise against the iron walls of

experience.”? Irving Howe, in his "Dreiser: The Springs of Desire,’
finds that "In Dreiser's early novels most of the central characters are
harried by a desire for éersonal affirmation, a desire they can neither
articulate nor suppress.”?® Donald Pizer is more specific about what
Sister Carrie, for example, actually desires: "Of the major forces in
her life, it is primarily her desire for objects that furnish a sense of
physical and mental well-being--for fine clothing and furniture and

attractive apartments and satisfactory food--which determines much of

-

1Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie (U of Pensylvannia P, 1981) 97.
Subsequent: references are from this edition.

L 2 2 & 4
thandolph Bourne, "Desire as Hero,” in Critical Essays on Theodore
Dreiser, ed. Donald Pizer (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1981):A243-44{

LA A 2]

2Irving Howe, Decline of the New {(New York: Harcourt, 1970) 140.
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her life."* Walter Benn Michaels, for his part, observes that in
Dreiser's novel "What you are 1is what you want, in other words, what you

atren’'t.”s Finally, a comprehensive study of Dreiser's work, publj}shed

only tour years ago, begins the section on Sister Carrie thus: "Desire
o

1s the protagonist of Sister Carrie. The principal supporting players

include a young small-town girl drawn by undefined dreams to the great

1ty and the men she meets during her search for YQifillment."*
These various views rightly stress the importance of desire in
Dreiser's work, particularly in Sister Carrie, where desire is perceived

. 7
as an 1rrepressible, unfathomable, and overwhelming power over which the

character has virtually no control. In fact, the character appears Sso
passive and helpless that desire, accordiqé to Lawrence Hussman Jr., has
become the novel's new protagonist. This subordination of character to

, .
desire 1s also what Richard Poirier suggests when, describing what he
thinks characterizes most American novelists of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuriles, he points out that "their vision often moves

pancramically across the massed phenomena of social and economic

~

structures, and it is only within these that they can see the hero at

all.””

While I agree with these views on the centrality of desire to
Dreiser's thQught, I want to suggest that the phenomenon of desire in

Sister Carrie is really not as unfathomable as we are asked to believe;
‘Donald Pizer, "Late Nineteenth-Century American Naturalism,
*Carrie, ed. Donald Pizer (New York: Norton, 1970) S572.

L2 8 B4

'Walter Benn Michaels, "Sister Carrie's Populér Economy,” Critical
Inquiry 7 (Winter 1980): 382.

W RW
‘Lawrence E. Hussmén, Jr., Dreiser and His Fiction: A Twentieth-Century
Quest (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1983) 18.

L2 8 2 1

Sister

"Poirier 213.
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whe; carefully conside®ed, desire in this novel is not some kind of
mysterious and overpowering force that hurls Carrie Meeber, its subject,
toward the objects she desires. Within the 'massed phenomena of social
and econo&ic struc{ures,‘ we can cl;arly perceive the prominent place
occupied by the human mediator. Sister Carrie; along with a host of
other characters im the novekﬂ thoroughly dramatizes Rene Girard's
concept of mediated behaviour: Carrie desires an 'objett,’ not for
itself, but for the importance lent to it by the desire of another’
character. My purpose is, therefore, to isolate and show the relevance
of the pattern of mediation that heavily underlies the dynamics of
desire in Sister Carrie. //

To be subject to mediation means to imitate another person's
actions or Eesires.,Dreiser himself 1is awgfe that his characters cannot
really escape mediatiofi, and, as we shall see later, he clearly suggests
Carrie’'s need for a good model, well before the events of her story are
under way. Carrie's desires and her very self-definition are invariably
affected by4her experiences with Drouet, Hurstwood, and Ames; various
other minor characters, who make up the rest of her human environment,
also contribute to shaping her conduct both in Chicago and in New York.
With the notable exception of Ames, whose significance will be explained
later, the rest of the 6ther characters are also, very much like C?rrie |

sherself, subject to mediated desire.

Despite its title, Sister Carrie is not a study of a family;

indeed, the story opens as Sister Carrie is

City to go to seek her fortune in Chicago. Hpﬁ departure\ thus abruptly
severs her already fragile links to the past, and, as Dreiser indicates,

"the threads which bound her so lightly to girlhood and home were

<
&

'
“‘;

-



irretrievably broken” (3). In fact, in the light of the absence of any
subsequent references to Carr(T's past, it seems doubtful that one can
speak of her ever having been rooted. In her life in the city, the
influence of Carrie’'s family and background seems to be virtually
non existent. She seems to have no sustaining tradition to guide her at

~

all, and, in a very real sense, Carrie is a character with no effective e

.

past.

while this kind of freedom and mobility theoretically enables
Carrie Meeber to 'create' herself and to acqui%e her distinct identity,
it also makes her intensely susceptible to outside suggestions and
influences that her life in big cities like Chicago and New York will
inevitably bring; so that her-<situation ét the outset of the novel is,

as Dreiser points out, full of danger, for

The city has its cunning wiles... There are large forces which
allure, with all the soulfulness of expression possible in the
most cultured human.... Half the undoing of the unsophisticated
and natural mind is accomplished by forces wholly superhuman....
Without a counselor at hand to wlrisper cautiQud interpretations,
what falsehoods may not these things breathe o the unguarded
ear! (4) .

The passagé makes clear Dreiser's conviction that someone like Carrie, |
who has no iradition to reiy on and thﬁis, furthermore,»"posSessed of a
mind rudimentary in its poﬁer of’observation'and analysis” (4), needs a
good and reliable model to explain to her the seemiﬁgly bewildering and
intimidating 'wqnders' and attractions of Chicago. In other Qords,

. ~
Carrie needs a friend to guide her safely through the various
temptations and to save her from the dangers of the city. But, as I hope

<

to show in the next few pages, the so-called 'superhuman’' forces of the

city can be ultimately traced to the strategies, deceptions,

misunderstandings, and conflicts that underlie the relationships between
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the novel's characters.

The first words literally whispered in Carrie's ear as her train
is approéghing Chicago come not from a friend but from Charles Drouet, a
flashy travelling salesman, who quickl; manages to find out tha{ Carrie
>
is not familiar with Chicago and that she is indeed on her first visit
to the city. This initial meq@ting is signi:ZEant, for it reflects
Drouet's habit of asserting his importance through boasting and display;
for instance, he uses hig knowledge of Chicago to impress an

|
inexperiencea country girl:
'You want to See\Lincoln Park,' he said, 'and Michigan Avenue.
They are putting up great buildings there. It's a second New
York, great. So much to see--theatres, crowds, fine houses--oh
you'll like that.' (7) -
Drouet's real motive in this outburst is to impress on Carrie his
familiarity and association with the)'grqat' world of the city, and to
intimate tAat he regularly partakes of the delights and pleasures of
Chicago—ja/city, he s%ggests, busy imitating New York.

Drouet's glamorous account inevitably affects Carrie, for the
description makes the sights and agtractions of Chicago seem indeed
desirable; as Dreiser accurately observes, "There was a little ache in
her fancy of all he described. Her insignificance in the presence of so
much magnificence faintly affected her” (7). The seeds of desire,
discernible in her 'ache' and in her sense of her own 'insignificance,'
are so firmly plantéd in Ca;rie's imagination that she grows suddenly
‘and inescépably~conscious of her appearance; thus, after having studied
Drouet's elegant dress, "She became consciohs of ‘an inequality. Her own
plain blue dréss with its black cotton tape trimmings realized itself to
her imagination as shabby. She felt the worn state of her shoes” (7§f

Carrie's new perception springs from dissatisfaction, for in contrast to
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Drouet's showy dress, the simplicity of Carrie's apparel is amplified to

become shabbiness. The jump from the descriptive and neutral term

-

'plain' to an evaluative word like 'shabby' corresponds to Carrie’s
abrupt movement toward self-consciousness; as Girard points out, "it is

the medlator who makes the imagination fertile.”®
A}

However, at this point in their relationship, Carrie does not yet
realize that Drouet is merely a poseur, whose "dress or manners,”
Dreiser tells us, "are such as to impress strongly the fancy, or elicit

the admiration of susceptible young women” (5). Just as Carrie will

-

henceforth try to measure up to Drouet's standards of dress by imitatding

his elegance, Drouet himself dresses and behaves so as to conform to the

{

expectations of young women like Carrie; Drouet and Carrie are thus
caught in the process of mutual mediation.

Before they arrive in Chicago, Drouet has one more decisive card

to play:
\

He reached down in his hip pocket and took out a fat purse. It
was filled with slips of paper, some mileage books, a roll of
green-backs and so on. It impressed her deeply. Such a purse had
never been carried by any man who had ever been attentive to her
before. Indeed a man who traveled, who was brisk and experienced
and of the world, had never come within such close range before.
The purse, the shiny tan shoes, the smart new suit and the air
with which he did things built up for her a dim world of fortune
around him of which he was the centre. (8-9) .

Once again, as in his reiteration of the word 'great' in the earlier
example, Drouet's appeal appears simple and somewhat crude: the purse
looks 'fat,' the 'roll of green-backs' is clearly visible, the new suit
is 'smart,' and the tan shoes are strikingly 'shiny.' If Carrie appears
deeply impressed, it is becguse of her inexperience; and under the

~

circumstances, we should, therefore, not be surprised if the style with

sGirard 87. \
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which Drouet does things seems to her to be that of an experienced man
of the world. Carrie also feels flattered that she should come so close
to such a desirable mediator. This first encounter ends naturally in

favour of Drouet, who knows h to arouse Carrie's interest; in this

e

episode, Dreiser himself appears perfectly aware of the workings of

-

)
mimetic desire:
»

How true it is that words are but vague shadows of the volumes
- we mean. Little audible links they are, chaining together great
inaudible feelings andjpurposes.... [Drouet] could not tell how
his luring succeeded. She could not realize that she was
drifting, until he secured her address. Now she felt that she
had yielded something--he, that he had gained a victory. Already
they felt that they were somehow associated. Already he took
control in directing the conversation. His words were easy. Her
manner was relaxed. (9)
Drouet and Carrie's association cannot be considered a master-slave
relationship, but the fact remains that Carrie has now become virtually
dependent on him. In a way, she has lost what Girard calls the 'struggle
of consciousnesses' when she has succumbed to Drouet's strategies, to
what Dreiser has earlier identified as the 'cunning wiles' of the city,
the 'wholly superhuman' and 'large forces which allure' the
unsophisticated mind. But the episode also goes to show that these
'superhuman' powers cgfrrespond in reality to the profound effects of
human mediation. ¢
Carrie's strong dependence on Drouet can again be seen at the end
of the first chapter, as Drouet takes his leave and Carrie goes to meet
her sister at the station: "She felt something lost to her when he moved
away. When he disappeared she felt his absence thoroughly. With her
sister she was much %lone, a lone figure 4n a tossing, thoughtless- sea”

(12). Carrie seems like a child abandoned, and the'gap created by the

absence of the 'charming' Drouet can hardly be filled by Minnie, who is,
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in sharp contrast to him, both "dull and commonplace” (13).

In fact, from now on, Carrie will consistently rei:rt to Drouet's
"high' standards to evaluate and judge the people she meets and the
places she goes to. At the back of hep mind, Drouet's approval or
disapproval will generally determine what she thinks and even what she
does. For instance, when she reaches Minnie's flat, we are told that
"somethlng about the place irritated her, she did not know what. She
ogly knew that, {the] things [inhéhe flat], to her, were dull and
commonpiace" (13). Dreiser tries to gxplain this irritation by
attributing it to Carrie's "sixth sense” and to her vague and
undeveloped sense of harmony; he thinks tpat, though she is "Too
ignoran%‘touunderstand Qnything about the theory of harmony, Carrie yet
felt the lack of it" (13). But, wheq carefully considered, her reaction
stems from her encounter with Drouet; Carrie is actually ashamed to let
Drouet, whom she has asked to call on her at her sister's, see where she
resides. Even though she has given him Minnie's address, she suddenly
thinks to herself that "He could not come here.... My sister's -place is
so small” (14); Carrie's reasoning suggests that she worries ‘about what
Drouet will think of the flat and in what unfavourable light she herself
will appear to him. As we shall sée later, Carrie will experience a
similar feeling of shame when she decides to avoid seeing Mrs. Vance,
her wealthy New-York neighbour, rather than give her the address of tne
small and plain apartment she shares with Hurstwood.

This feeling of shame, strongly indiéative of mediated desire,
consistently informs Carrie's job-seeking experience in Chicago as well.
It is fair to say that Carrie appears really more concerned with her\

public image than with finding a job; with her eyes on the mediators,

4
. -
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she often loses sight of what she shouid be after. For;example, we ar§m
told that "As she contemplated the wide windows ;nd imposing signs [on a
busy Chicago street}, she became conscious of being gazed upon and
understood for what she was-—-a wage-seeker"” (18). In the world of
interngl mediation in which virtually anyone can becuw? some@u‘ﬁs
mediator, Carrie has.made the 'mistake’ of openly revealing her desire,
of clearly showing that she bédly needs a job. But she quickly moves on
to her next strategy, and N

To avoid conspicuity and a certain indefinable shame she felt at

being caught spying about for some place where she might apply

for a position, she quickened her steps and assumed an air of

indifference supposedly common to one upon an errand. (18)
The quick steps are provoked by the gaze of the mefilator, and the
assumed air of indifference, itself imitated, fails to conceal Carrie’'s
preoccupation with what other péople think of her; and, under the
circumstances, her conduct becomes both ridiculous and unprofitable,
for, as Dreiser goes on to explain, "In this way [under the indifferent
air] she passed many manufactgring and wholesale houses without once
glancing in" (18). For Carrie, looking for a job has turned into a
virtual flight from the mediators, and the oﬁject of~3fsire itself has
been put aside, so that physical desire has unexpectedly become

N

metaphysical.

Because Carrie is under the sway.of mimetic desire, she invariably
considers herself eithg; insignificant ér miserable whenever she
encounters people who seem to her to be superior models; she compares
herself to them and repeatedly concludes that they enjoy a self-:

sufficiency of which she remainéldeprived. For instance, when, in

‘chapter three, her job-hunting adventures take her into a fashionable

Chicago store,
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s

Not only did Carrie feel the drag of desire for all éf this
which was new and pleasing in apparel for women, but she
noticed, too, with a touch at the heart, the fine ladies who
elbowed and ignored her, brushing past in utter disregard of her
presence, themselves eagerly enlisted in the materials which the

store contained. (23)
0 B
Such an experience heightens Carrie's self-awareness, particularly her
realiZation of her unimportance. Irving Howe's notion that the
characters.in Dreiser's early novels suffer from a "desire for personal
affirmation” is correct and can be said to describe Carrie's situation
well; such a notion, however, overlooks the role of human mediation in
the characters’' need for 'affirmation.' For instance, it does not take
into consideratioh the mechanism apparent in the fine ladies’ haughty
conduct toward Carrie, and in her own envious perception of them. For
Carrie, personal affirmation can only be attained when she is no longer
treated as if she did not exist. Her desire is, therefore, for
recognition, and not, as Donald Pizer thinks, merely for clothes and
material comfort. In this respect, the subsequent episode with the shop
girls in the same store is worth examining: -
’
Carrie was not familiar with the appearance of her more
fortunate sisters of the city. Neither had she before known the
nature and appearance of the shop girls, with whom she now
compared poorly. They were pretty in the main, some even
handsome, with a certain independence and toss of indifference
which added ... a certain piquancy.... [W]herever she
encountered the eye of one, it was only to recoghize in it a
keen analysis of her own position--her individual shortcomings
of dress and that shadow of manner which she thought must hang
about her and make clear to all who and what she was. A flame of
envy lighted in her heart. (23) ’
To be intensely coriscious of one's appearance is to be in the grip of
mediated desire, to engage in constant mental comparisons between

oneself and other people. In her estimation, Carrie feels that, in

comparison to the 'fine’ iadies and even to ‘the shop girls, she lacks
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‘being’' and that her very identity seems transparent. At the source of

a

Carrie's strong subjectivity, we, therefore, come to see the human
mediators'’ ov;iwhelming significance. Her flame of envy is all too
logical under®the circumstances, for she wants to acquire what makes
those girls superior: their metaphysical qualities of independence,
indifference, and piquancy.

Carrie's low self-estimate colours even her understanding of other
people's behaviour. In chapter six, for example, when Drouet, who had
promised’ to call on Carrie at her sister's, has apparently forgotten to
keep his word, she quickly jumps to the CO?S ion that "Drouet was not
coming and somehow she felt a Jittle resentful, »litﬁle as if she had
been forsaken--was not good enough” (52); Drouet's neglect serves to
reinforce Carrie's low opinion of herself. But her reading of Drouet's
action is ac#ually absurd when we recgll that she had earlier written to
him expressly asking him not to call on her at Minnie's embarrassinglf
small flat,

At o£her times, however, Carrie's mere connection with Drouet
makes her feel superior to other women and also to their men. At the

shoe factory where she eventually gets her first job, Carrie has to work

-

" alongside girls who "had goung men of the kind whom she, since her

experience with Drouet, felt above... She [slso] came to thoroughly
dislike the light-headed young fellows of the shop” because "Not éne of
them had a show of refinement” (56), and "who beside Drouet seemed o
uncouth and ridiculous” (40). Once the refined ana sophisticated Drouet °
has established or pointed out what seems desirable, Carrie will settle
for nothing less. Thus, Carrie's perception of herself and of her human

environment derives largely from her brief but momentous encounter with

R
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such a 'superior’' model as Drouet. .
But what is the exact naturexof the superiority Carrie persists §n
attributing to Drouet? Is he really as 'great’ and self-sufficient as
she believes him to be? Or is he in fact as much a victim of mimetic
desire as she? In chapter five, Dreiser explains why Drouet frequently
spends his free evenings at Rector's, a famou§ thcago restaurant:

8

Rector's, with its polished marble walls and floor, its
profusion of lights, its show of china and silverware, and above
all its reputation as a resort for actors and professional men,
seemed to him the proper place for a successful man to go. He
loved fine clothes, good eating,‘and particularly the company
and acquaintanceship of successful men. (42)

Dreiser leaves no doubt as to what attracts ﬁrouet to Rector's; like

Carrie, like all the characgsts who have helped to give Rector's its

reputation, Drouet loves the company and acquaintanceship of the

successful. He haunts the restaurant because his mediators’' prestige

seems imparted to the place. At the outset,vtherefore{ the only
“
R
difference between Carrie and Drouet is that she thinks he is

'succeéstul.' But her perception is the result of her inexperience; so
) .
that as she gains experience the difference between them, as the novel

amply shows later, dissolves, and with it goes her desire for his

company.
.at.Drouet depends on the atﬁosphere‘bf places like Rector's to
feel himself alive is made’abundantly clear’in'several o;ﬁer episodes of
the.story. We are told, for instance, that»when Drouet dines out, "it
was a source of keen satisfaction to him to know that Joseph Jefferson
was 'wont tqgome to this same place at some time or another, or that
Henry E. Dixey, quite a well-known performer of tﬁe day,.was there only

a few tables off" (42). In a real sense, Drouet is a vaniteux, one who,

according to Girard, "will desire any object so long as he is convinced’

o
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that it is already desired by another person whom he admires."?® Drouet's
intense satisfaction derives obviously not from the quality of the food
but frém his conviction that his temporal or spacial proximity to his
mediators endows him with some of théir prestige; to be dining at the
same place as Joseph Jefferson or Henry E. Dixey makes Drouet feel he
belongs to their 'glamorous' world. Because his desiré is thus largely
mediated, some of Drouet's actions become comic but also very revealing;
at Rector's, for instance, he would sometimes overhear somgone mention
the présence of some popular figure, and "When these things would fall
upon Drouet's ears, he would straighten himself aflittle more stiffly
and eat with solid comfort. If he had any vanity, this augmented it, and
if hé had any ambition, this stirred it” (42). Drouet's meéhaniéal
reactioh to the presence of hisvﬁediators reminds us of Carrie's quick
steps when she realized other people were watching her as she Qas
looking fgr a job. In the present instance, Drouet cannot feally hide
the imité;ive nature of his desire. The actions of straightening himself
:a little more stiffly' and of eating with 'solid comfort' have nothing
spontaneous about ‘them; the presence.of the 'illustrious' mediators has

brought ;hem about. The passagé also shows how Dreiser can sometimes

intuitively comprehend and unambiguously portray the laws governing
! «

mimetic desire: he makes Drouet, the subject of desire, to be a

puppet whose actions are automatically precipitated by ghe mediators’

presence. In a perfect spirit of emulation, Drouet, Dreiser info
"would be able to flash a roll of greenbacks too someday. As it was,\
could eat where they did" (42). Again, Drouet's ultimate désire remai

-

social préstige, a display of his wealth.

%girard 7. .
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Another fashionable rssori Dreovet frequents is Hannah and Hogg's,
“a gorgeous saloon from a Chicago standpoint™ (42), as the novel
describes 1t. The reasons for the place's popularity with Drouet and
others ot his type are worth considering because they ultimately point

us, ohce agaln, to the mediator’'s role. Dreiser explains how
+

The fact that here men gather, here chatter, here love to pass

and rub elbows, must be explained upon some grounds. It must be
that a strange bundie of passions and vague desires gives rise

to such a curious social institution or it would not be.

Drouet, for one lured as much by his longing for pleasure
as by his desire t‘ine among his betters. (47)

Drelser traces the existence of the saloon to a human environment made
up of what he loosely designates as 'a bundle of passions and vague
desires, ' but Drouet's example shows us that desire for social
recognition rep}esents an essential element in the very creation of
Hannah and Hogg's. The clear motive for tie gathering and the rubbing of
elbows is, therefore, to impress others and to prove oneself worthy of
their attention. The relationship between Drouet's search for pleasure

and his eagerness to shine among his betters indicates the movement from

physical to metaphysical desire.
what has been said about Drouet applies equally to the numerous

other people who are irresistibly drawn to the saloon; as Dreiser

indicates,

The many friends {[Drouet] met here dropped in because they
craved, without perhaps consciously analyzing it, the company,
the glow, the atmosphere, which they found.... The worst effect
such a thing could have would be perhaps to stir up in the
material-minded an ambition to arrange their lives upon a
similarly splendid basis. In the last analysis, that would
scarcely be called the fault of the decorations, but rather of

° the innate trend of the mind. That such a scene might stir the
less expensively dressed to emulate the more expensively dressed
could scarcely be laid at the door of anything save the false
ambition of the minds of those so affected. (47)

I will later examine in more detail Dreiser's attitude toward desire,

[4 L]
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but 1 point out here that his view of emulation seems ambivalent in this
passage, for though he describes the tendency to imitate others--to
arrange one's life upon their standards--as an 1nborn quality of the
human mind in general, he also suggests that emulation remains the false
ambition of a particular kind.of mind, the kind permanently affected by
desire, like Drouet's, for instance.

As far as Drouet is concerned, the 'innate trend of the mind' 1s
forever at work. When he takes Carrie out go dinner, he carefully and
purposefully "selected a table close by ‘the window... He loved the
changing panorama of the street--to see and be seen as he dined” (58).
Mixed with Drouet’'s love of the varied street spectacle 1s his own
desire to be noticed by others, to draw their attention to himself; and
Drouet is more than just grégarious: the preceding example indicates how
his self-esteem increases when he knows that other people, Carrie
included, assqgiate him with the city's fashionable public places.

Drouet's success with Sister Carrie and his power over her depend
precisely on his ability to make her feel the elegance of his manners
and the superiority of his taste; unable to perceive Drouet’s
limitations, Carrie continues to lead a major part of her life in
Chicago according to his expectations. Perhaps one of the most telling
examples of Drouet's influence over Carrie's actions occurs in chaptef
elevenl‘;s Carrie and Drouet, who are now living together, are taking a
walk for the first time:

Drouet had a habit...of looking after stylishly dressed or
pretty women on the street and remarking upon them.... He saw
how they set their little feet, how they carried their chins,
with what grace and sinuosity they swayed their bodies.... He
would turn and follow the disappearing vision with his eyes....
He loved the thing that women love in themselves, grace. At

this, their own shrine, he knelt with them, an ardent devotee.
'Did you see that woman who went by just now?' he said to

[ 4
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Carrie, on the very first day they took a walk together.

It was a very average type of woman they had encountered,
young, pretty, very satisfactorily dressed so far as appearances
went, though not in style. Drouet had never seen the perfectly
groomed ladies of the New York social set, or he would have been
conscious of her defects. )

'"Fine stepper, wasn't she?’

Carrie looked again and observed the grace commended.

‘Yes, she is,' she returned cheerfully, a little suggestion
of possible defect in herself awakening in her mind. If that was
so fine she must look at it more closely. Instinctively she felt
a desire to imitate it. Surely she could do that too.

when one of her mind sees many things emphasized and
re-emphasized and admired, she gathers the logic of it and
applies accordingly. Drouet was not shrewd enough to see that
this was not tactful. He could not see that it would be better
to make her feel that she was competing with herself, not with
others better than herself. He would not have done it with an
older, wiser woman; but in Carrie he saw only the novice. Less
clever than she, he was naturally unable to comprehend her
sensibility. He went on educating and wounding her, a thing
rather foolish in one whose admiration for his pupil and victim
was apt to grow. (99-100)

I am quoting the entire passage because the incident of the 'fine
stepper ' represents one of the novel's clearest illustrations of Rene
Girard's concept of mimetic desire. Carrie, who suddenly finds the other
woman's style of walking desirable because Drouet has commended it,
yearns to appropriate to herself the sort of admiration the 'fine
stepper ' enjoys in the eyes of men like Drouet. But Carrie's struggle is
really not with the other woman, but with Drouet, the mediator, who
indirectly and unwittingly hints at his mistress's shortcomings by
openly praising other women in her presence. Instead of "whisper[ing]
cautious interpretations”™ (4), Carrie's self-appointed counselor incites
her to emulation.

In addition to his insensitivity, to his being, in short, a bad
counselor, Drouet is unable to hide or even restrain his admiration for
women; he tends to reveal his desires too much, a habit indicative of

his crude and tactless nature. But his desire retains its metaphysical
‘ -
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dimension, as the terms 'grace,' ‘'shrine,' and 'devotee’ indicate: what
Drouvet admires is not the woman herself, but her style, her manner of
carrying and holding herself. Since Drouet generally .cares to judge anfl
be judged by appearance, his understanding of ‘'grace’' and ‘style’ does
not go Beyond the level of externals and surfaces.

The superficiality of Drouet's perceptions and his being wholly
controlled by his desires make it hard for Carrie to engage his
attention for very long; her efforts in that direction cannot really
succeed, for "Drouet wds a man whom it was impossible to bind to any one
object for long. He had but one idol--the perfect woman” (105). Because
of her own pride and her deternfination to meet Drouet's standards of
what constitutes the desirable, Carrie frequently finds herself copying

\ ] .
whatever Drouet directly or indirectly recommends. The 'fine stepper' 1is
not an isolated episode in the novel; chapter eleven provides us with
another equally telling instance of Drouet's .influence over Carrie's
behaviour, when he praises their neighbour's daughter:

wWhat Drouet said about the girl's grace...caused Carrie to
perceive the nature and value of those little modish ways which
women adopt when they would presume to be something. She looked
in her mirror and pursed up her lips, accompanying it with a
little toss of the head as she had seen the railroad treasurer's
daughter do. She caught up her skirts with an easy swing, for
had not Drouet remarked that in her and several others, and
Carrie was naturally imitative. She began to get the hang of
those little things which the pretty woman who has vanity
invariably adopts.

She used her feet less heavily, a thing that was brought about
by her attempting to imitate the treasurer's dayghter. How much
influence the presence of that young woman in the same house had
upon her it would be difficult to say. (104) .

Richard Poirier's argument that Dreiser "derive[s] his creative
energy fron a kind of fascinated surrender to the mysteriouﬁ'forccs that

4
in the city destroy freedom and even any consciousness of itsiloss"l'

1opoirier 5.
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surely overlooks Dreiser's ability to depict the complex but logical

dynamics of imitation; Dreiser clearly identifies the process of

emulation as a powerful shaping forge in the heroine's life. If Carrie's
)

treedom is destroyed, it is because her actions are not self-inspired,

byt copied from another's. As Dreiser suggests in the last sentence of

the preceding passage, human influence, that is to say human mediation,

constitutes an active agent in Carrie's actions. The examples of the

"fine stepper’' and the treasurer's daughter show us that desire in

Sister Carrie is not as unfathomable and mysterious as we are made to

think.

Drouet's influence over Carrie leads her into a world of artifice,
in which her gestures are conscious imitations of one woman oOr
another's. Howéver, such an influence cannot go on forever because
Carrie soon begins to see through Drouet's limitations, particularly the
crudity of his desires. Even if Drouet had earlier impressed Carrie with
his apparent sophistication and his knowledge of the world, Dreiser has
made the point several times that "In reality Carrie nad more

imagination than [Drouet] did, more taste” (69). Drouet's temporary

power over Carrie can be traced back to her lack of a sustaining family
tradition and, therefore, to her susceptibility to the external
suggestions and pressures exerted by individuals such as Drouet. Only
her inexperience had made her dependent on him, for, as Dreiser points

out in chapter ten:

She really was not enamoured of Drouet. A little living with
him convinced her of that. She was more clever than he. In a dim
way she was beginning to see where he lacked. If ‘it had not been
for this, if she had not been able to measure and judge him in a
way, she would have been worse off than she was. She would have
adored him. She would have been utterly wretched in her fear of
not gaining his affection, of losing his interest, of being
swept away and left without an anchorage. (92-93)

a
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Carrie is experiencing what Girard describes as "metaphysical
disappointment,”'?! a common phenomencon among the subjects of mimetic
desire. Her experiences and familiarity with Drouet gradually help her
to reduce him to his objective qualities. When she keénly felt her
insignificance and desired Drouet's good opinion, she was eager to
please him, embracing his high standards and obeying his slightest
intimations; in other words, when Carrie was subject to Drouet's
mggiation, she was unable to see things clearly; her sense of Drouet's
reality and importance was distorted. But, as often happens, the
relationship between subject and mediator changes when the former's
admiration for the latter begins to wane. Dreiser accurately predicts
Carrie's eventual state had she not begun to perceive brouet‘s
weaknesses: mimetic desire would have enslaved her to him, he would have
become her idol. Dreiser's speculation strongly reinforces Girard's
observation that "This movement [of mimetic desire] toward slavery is
one of the basic principles of novelistic structure."!?

The presence on the scene gf a new and apparently better model
than Drouet contributes significantly to the change in Cartie's attitude
toward Drouet. George Hurstwood, the manager of Hannah and Hogg's and
the second man in Carrie's life, seems to her definitely superior to the
first: "When Hurstwood called she met a man who wa$ more clever than
Brouet in é hundred ways.... [and whose] great charm was attentiveness"”
(93). In many respects, Hurstwood shows himself to bé Drouet's opposite:
far from wounding Carrie's sensibilities or suggesting her shortcomings,

Hurstwood gives her his undivided attention and makes her feel both

. AN

11Girard 88.
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13Girard 170. .
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important and special. As we learn in chapter thirteen, Carrie is
convinced of his difference from and superiority to Drouet:
He seemed to radiate an atmosphere which suffused her being. He
was never dull for a minute and seemed to make her clever. At
least she brightened under his influence until all her best side
was exhibited. She felt she Was cleverer with him than with

others. At least he seemed to find so much in her to applaud.
There was not the slightest touch of patronage. Drouet was full

of it. (117)
Even without Dreiser's repetition of the verb\'seemed,' we can still
sense that Hurstwood is too attentive to Drouet's mistress; the truth is
that the manager is purely and simply attracted to Carrie, a fact that
neither she nor Drouet suspects at present. Hurstwood's elaborate
strategy to gain Carrie for himself can be rightly regarded as part of
what Dreiseé'calls the 'cunning wiles' of the city, the kind of thing
for which Carrie needs a counselor's advice.

And Hurstwood is good at his game, for he knows both how.to excite
Carrie's interest and how to flatter her self-importance. Like a good
teacher genuinely concerned with the progress and growth of his student,
Hurstwood makes sure Carrie feels he is bringing out the best in her; at
this initial stage, he appears indeed to be a good model, pointing out
the best for his subjectA and a;parently willing to welcome Carrie into
his radiant sphere of success and greatness. His encouragements and
advice seem so unselfish that Carrie, in her desire to be special and to
see herself applauded, is inevitably taken in by his flattery. But the
manager 's desire has still other major obstacles fo contend with.

For one thing, Drouet now becomes Hurstwood's unsuspecting rival;
in fact, in the over structure éf ;he novel, the.interaction between

‘the two men has{ to do largely with their rivalry over the heroine. For

Hurstwood, Carrie becomes even more desirable because she belongs to
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another: "He envied the drummer his conquest as he had never envied any ‘
man in all the course of his experience” (122). The intensity of
Hurstwood's envy reflects not only the strength of his desire for Carrie
but also his keen awareness of his rival--envy being the inevitable
outcome of two desires converging on the same object. Gradually,
Hurstwood grows concerned more and more with the idea of triumphing over
Drouet; and, in this respect, the manager's determined effortspto outwit
Drouet may also be regarded as part of what the novel calls the ’'cunning
wiles' of the city. In chapter twelve, Hurstwood finally persuades
Drouet to bring Carrie to a show:
This pleased Hurstwood immensely. He gave Drouet no credit for
any feeling towards Carrie whatever. He envied him, and now as
he looked at the well-dressed, jolly salesman whom he so much
liked, the cold gleam of the rival glowed in his eye. He began
to size up Drouet from the standpoints of wit and fascination.
He began to look to see where he was weak.... Drouet felt
nothing. He had no power of analyzing the glance and the
atmosphere of a man like Hurstwood. He stood and smiled and
acceptgd the invitation, while his friend examined him with the
eye of a hawk. (108)
Hurstwood's mediated desire turns him into an unscrupulous individual,
concerned exclusively with himself; the animal imagery used to depict
his tactics reflects the extent to which his desires have mastered him.
His future dealings with Drouet will centre on how to outmaneuver his
rival. To ensure his success with Carrie and his triumph over Drouet,
Burstwood resorts to cunning: he feigns indifference, hides his desire
for Carrie, and plays the apparently uninterested but charming friend.
N
Hurstwood!s strategy reminds us of Girard's idea that "The secret of
success, in business as well as in love, is dissimulation. One must hide

the desire one feels and pretend a desire one does not feel. One must

lie."23 As the4subsequeht events of the story confirm, Hurstwood wins

13Girard 107.
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Carrie largely because he, unlike Drouet, is careful not to reveal his

desires too quickly. At the show to which he has invited Drouet and

Carrie, he adopts his decisive and wily attitude; when Drouet steps

outside to get thq evening's programme, Hurstwood and Carrie are left

,

temporarily alone:

Several times their eyes accidentally met and then there poured

into hers such a flood of feeling as she had never before

experienced. She could not for the moment explain it, for in the

next glance or the next move of the hand there was seeming

indifference mingled only with the kindliest attention. (110)
Hurstwood deliberately arouses Carrie's curiosity‘without really and
openly revealing his desire; his assumed indifference perplexes her: she
sees it as a sign of his superiority and an indication that perhaps &he
ddes not really matter to him. The effect of the manager's conduct is to
make him desirable in Carrie's eyes, for whep Drouet comes back,
[He] shared in the conversation but he was almost dull in
comparison. Hurstwood entertained them both and now it was
driven into Carrie's mind that here was the superior man. $he
instinctively felt that he was stronger and higher and yet
withal so simple. By the end of the third act she was sure that
Drouet was only a kindly soul but otherwise defective. He sank
every moment in her estimation by the strong comparison....
[Drouet] was not in the least aware that a battle had been
fought and his defences weakened. He was like the Emperor of
China who sat glorying in himself, unaware that his fairest
provinces were being wrested from him. (110)
For Carrie, one model supplants another. When she first met Drouet, she
thought her sister,.Minnie, both dull and commonplace; in the present
instance, Drouet himself appears dull and uninteresting when compared to
the 'charming' manager. Carrie's new and unfavourable conception of her
first acquaintance is 'driven' into her mind, that is, mediated through
what she takes to be Hurstwood's superiority.

- That- Dreiser does not really share Carrie's high opinion of the

manager. can be easiiy demonstrated when we consider how the author
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actually sees his character. Dreiser's presentation leaves no doubt
that, like Carrie and Drouet, Hurstwood, far from being?superior, is
himself a victim of Timetic desire. Like Drouet, the manager cares a
great deal about the kind of impression he makes on people; but unlike
Drouet's, Hurstwood's preoccupation and tactics are both deep and
subtle. Dreiser finds the manager of Hannah and Hogg's "an interesting
character after his kind. He was shrewd and clever in many little things
and capable of creating a good impression” (43). Hurstwood's
qualities--his shrewdness and cleverness--are socially oriented, their
major purpose being to elicit a favourable reaction among his
acquaintances; in otﬂer words, Hurstwood can be regarded as one of the
novel’'s many actors, and only in this light can the feigned
indifference, the strategies, and the oyerall condﬁct of "this starched
and conventional posér among men" (lOS), as the novel calls him, be
satisfactorily understood.

Rurstwood's poses can be best examined, in chapter twenty-nine,
during the presence df some celebrities at his saloon: Q\

If Hurstwood had one leaning, it was toward notabilities. He
considered that, if anywhere, he belonged among them.... In

q..' situations like the present--where he could shine as a gentleman

¢

and be received without equivocation as a friend and equal among
men of known ability, he_was most delighted. It was on such
occasions, if ever, thafhe would 'take something.' When the
social flavaur was strong enough, he would even unbend to the
extent of drinking glass for glass with his associates,
punctiliously observing his turn to pay as if he were an . .
outsider like the others. If ewér he approac iftoxication. .«
it was when individials such as these were gathered about
him--when Be was one of a circle of chattering celebrities.
(266)

The passage indicates that only among- his mediators, the Chicago

notabilities, would Hurstwo’téel himself at ease. Nevertheless, the
- . : ‘ )

unspoken but mild rivalry pervading the circi;>brings out the members’

A
U
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mediated actions: no one, Hurstwood included, lets himself be outdone in
his abili;? to drink or ;P spend money on his friends.

Por Hurstwood, to be a celebrity, to be in the public eye and
enjoy the admiration and envy of many, seems the ultimate form of
recognition. The nouns 'celebrities’' and 'notabilities' and the verb
'éhine' presuppose an audience and reflect the subject's strong
awareness of this audience. In chapter nineteen, Dfeiser remarks that
"individuals love more to bask in the sunshine of popularity than they
do to improve in some obscure intellectual shade. Merit is no object,
conspicuity all. No one realized this better-than Hurstwood" (173). As
we shall see later, this intellectual dimension, the cultivation of the
mind, so conspicuously lacking in the lives of the novel's major
chiracters, remains an imagined possibility to be realized, if only

partially, in young Ames. But, for practically every other character in

Sister Carrie, social conspicuousness appears to be the pinnacle of

greatness. And it is social eminence on a grand scale that Hurstwood
achieves in chapter nineteen on the night of Carrie's first experience

on the stage:

The little theatre resounded to a babble of successful voices,
the creak of fine clothes...all largely because of this man's
bidding. Look a@him any time within the half hour before the
curtain’'was up;--he was a member of an eminent group--a roiinded
company of five or more, whose stout figures, large white bosoms
and shining pins bespoke the character of their success. The
gentlemen who brought their wives called him out to shake
hands.... He was evidently a light among them, reflecting in his
personality the ambitions of those who greeted him. He was
acknowledged, fawned upoh, in a way lionized. Through it all one
could see the standing of the man. It was greatness in a way,
small as it was. (180)

The social event can be legitimately considered one of the most
emotionally fulfilling moments in Hurstwood's life, for, in an

e

atmosphere of glamour and finery, his self-importance and his desire for
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celebrity are fully gratified: he is the centre of attention and king of
the occasion. He<even becomes, if only temporarily, everybody's
mediator, symbolizing the ambitions of many people present. We should
also note in passing that Dreiser's qu;lification of Hurstwood's
greatness ("small as it was™) does not really detract from his being
attracted to this kind of public eminence.

Carrie's first stage experience proves significant for another
reason. Her public acclaim, though mild, incfeases her desirability in
Hurstwood's eyes, so much so that he proposes tpeir living together in
another part of Chicago. But Carrie, who is still sharing an apartment
with Drouet, and who does not know that Hurstwoéd is married, will
comply only if the manager is ready to marry her and move with her to
anqther citye Carrie's reluctance fuels Hurstwood's feelings:

Whe; he looked at her now he thought her beautiful. What a thing
it was to have her love him, even if it be entangling. She was
something to struggle for, and that was everything. How
different from the women who yielded willingly. He swept the
thought of them from his mind. (149) -
To understa.}the metaphysical nature of Hurstwood's desire, we should
simply realize that what he wénts to overcome is Carrie's frustrating
objection. The more difficult‘the obstacle seems, the more intense
Hurstwood's-aesire grows; in other words, the degree and quality of
Carrie's resistance challenges, that is to say mediates, the manager's
desperate w1111ngness to sacrifice everything for her. In contrast, the
women who let themselves be readily possessed seem unworthy of his

efforts. In short, Hurstwood's desire for Carrie is qssentially a desire

for obstacles.:*

14) few pages earlier, we have another good example of the metaphysical
nature of Hurstwood's desire. In chapter fifteen, while Drouet is away
on business, the manager calls on Carrie and takes her out for dinner;
but, as "She kept him at a distance...his interest was heightened. Now
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Hurstwood's growing interest in Sister Carrie has a significant
effect on Drouet's own feelings toward her, for his desire for her
rekindles when he realizes that the manager finds Carrie attractive. In

chapter ten, when Hurstwood pays him a visit,

By his tact he made Drouet feel that he admired his choice.

& There was something in his manner that showed that he was
pleased to be there. Drouet felt really closer to him than ever
before. It gave him more respect for Carrie. Her appearance came
into a new light, under Hurstwood's appreciation. (94<95)

To uqderstand Drouet's new perception of Sister Carrie, we have to
re;ember that, even before neeting Carrie, Drodet had often thought of
Hurstwood as a model, one of the local celebrities whose attention he
tried to attract‘whenever he went to Rector's; and when the manager had
"been’pointed out as a very successful and well-known man about town,’

Dreiser explains in chapter five, "Drouet immediately conceived a notion

of him as being someone worth knowing and was glad not only to meet him
but to visit the Adams Street bar thereafter whenever he wanted a drink
or a cigar” (43). We can, therefore, trace Drouet's 'extra' respect for

Carrie and the new light in which he sees her to Hurstwood's admiration

a

of the drulmer's choice. For Drouet, the manager's appreciation of

Carrie amounts to ap approving nod from the model.

The triangular relationship between Drouet, Carrie, and Hurstwood
assumes a new shépe after Sister Carrie's triumphant stage appearance in

chapter twenty. For instance, we are told that, toward the end of the

performance,

The two men were in a most harrowed state of affection. They
scarcely heard the few remaining words with which the scene
14(cont'd) that the game was only to bé won by artifice, it seemed more
and more entrancing. Her beauty was heightened for him by her aloofness"
(133). The initial object of desire, Carrie's physical beauty, slips to
a secondary position in Hurstwood's scale of. desire: her aloofness, the
distance she puts between them, absorbs his whole attention.

e
4
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concluded. They only saw their idol, moving about with appealing

grace, continuing a power which to them was a revelation.
Hurstwood resolved a thousand things--Drouet as well. (192-93)
N ;

The audience's applause intensifies the two men's love for Carrie and,
as the religious termfnology approgriately indicates, their desires

reach into the metaphysical. Hurstwood decides that "He would act at

e -

once. This would be the end of Drouet and don't you‘forget it. He would
not wait another day. The drummer would not have her™ (193). And when he
sees Drouet approaching Carrie, Hurstwood can scarcely restrain himself:

Jealousy leaped alight in his ﬁpsom.... he hated him as an
intruder ... Hurstwood found that he could not talk, repressed
as he was, and grudging Drouet every moment of his presence...
Hurstwood set his teeth with envy. (186)

.Qhe audience's admiration for Carrie has a similarly profound ’
effect on Drouet; he, too, is pushed iﬁto acéing at once: "He was
resélving that he would be to Carrie what pe had néver been before. He
would marry her, by Georgg. She was worth i'" (192). In short, Rurstwood
-and Drouet deiage Carrie not for hefself but for the recognition given

her by the public athlarge.

Aithough his own feelings toward Carrie intensify because another

man finds her desirabie, Drouet is initially unable to sense the change
c . ’

in her perception of him, now that her stage suéqesses are bringing her

more and more public recognition. However, with the apparent self-
assurance Carrie derives from the audience's applause, she begins to

feel she is no longer bound by Drouet's judgments; in chapter twenty} we.
are told that, after another triumphant’pertormqug, ‘

The little actress was in fine feather. She was realizing now
what it was to be petted. For once she was the admired, fhe
sought-for. The independence of success novw-made«its first faint
showing. With .the tables turned, she was looking down, rather
than up, to her lover. (193)

Clearly, social prestige regulates the dynamics of power in the novel's

-}
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triangular relationship.

But to demonstrate that mimet.c desire 1s not limited to the major’
chatacters, | would like to consider, 1f ouly briefly, the signpificance
of some minor figures. Qf the manager 's wife, for instance, Dreise:

tells us 1n in chapter nine that
Mrs. Hurstwood was the type of the woman who has ever endeavored
to shine and has been more or less chagrined at the evidences of
superior capability in this direction elsewhere. Her knowledge
of life extended tc that little conventional round of society,
of which she was not, but longed to be, a member. (82-83)

Just as the Chicago ‘not.abilxt;s' mediate her husband's view of
success, local Society exerts great deal of influence over Mrs.

-~

Hurstwood's life. Envious becauSe she knows she dgaf\not belong to
Society, she hopes to sapisfy her longing through her children:

She was not without' realization already that this thing was
impossible, sO far as she was concerned. For her daughter she
hoped better things. Through Jessica she might rise a little.
Through George.hﬁ's pogsible success she might dﬁqw to herself
the privilege of pointing proudly. (83) :

As Mrs, Hurstwood's hopes indicate, mediation of desire makes a .

~

~

character extremely self-centred: one's children, like one's

possessions, become a means to reach one's mediators.
A

But perhaps the best episode illustrating the mimetic nature of
- Mrs. Hurstwood's conduct is to be found in chapter sixteen, when she

asks her husband to buy her a season ticket to the races. Dreiser's

*
analysis of her motives strongly reinforces the view that human
LA ]

mediation determines the characters' thoughts and actions in Sister

Carrie: .

The races in quéstion...were considered quite society
affairs.... Mrs. Hurstwood had never asked for a whole season
ticket before, but "this year certain considerations decided her
to get a box. For sne thing, one of her neighbors, a certain Mr.
and Mrs. Ramsey... had done so. In the next place, her favofkte
physician, Dr. Beale, a gentleman inclined to horses and
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betting, had talked to her slightly concerning his intention to
enter a iwo-year-old in the Derby. In the third place, she
wished to exhibit Jessica, who was rapidly gaining im maturity
and beauty, and whom she hoped to marry to a man of means. Her
own desire to be about in such things and parade among her
acquaintances and the common throng was as much an incentive as
anything. (140-41)

]

Dreiser's observations indicate that, like the novel's central
characters, Mrs. Hurstwood is compelled by personal forces, by social
considerations, to prove that she can afford one of society’s
requirements; the races themselves she virtually ignores in her desire
to associate with the fashionable crowd at the races.
~ The significance of this episode can be fully grasped when we find
out in chapter twenty-one what Mrs. Hurstwood finally makes of that
ticket:

Jessica had called her attention to the fact that the races were

not what they were supposed to be. The socia£§opportunities were

not what they had thought they would bes this Year. The beautiful

girl found going every day a dull thin. There was an earlier

exodus this year, of people who were anybody, to the watering

places and Europe. In her own circle of acquaintances several

young men in whom she was interested had gone to Wéukesha. She

began to feel that she would like to go too, and her mother

agreed with her. Why shouldn't they. The fact of having secured

a season ticket was nothing. (196-97)

» @
The mother and her daughter suddenly perceive that the races have become
uninteresting énd.lifeless,hfor the 'people who were anybody,' the
mediators, have moved on and taken all the lustre and excitement with
them; the slaves of the fashionable, therefore, must turn their
attention from the races to holiday resorts. The season ticket incident
sarves ahother‘impoftant function: it brilliantly demonstrates that what
Veblen calls ‘'conpicuous consumption' conforms to Girard's idea of
» .
triangular desirg. .
» IS

ons Of life, ¥ we learn in chapter nine, are deriwed

- ’_j: 7'

. -
+ As is glready. clear, Jessica is very much like her mother. Her
limﬁt‘

N T
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from a particular set of individuals, whose company Jessica purposefully

seeks:

[Jessica)] was still in the high school and had notions of life
which were decidedly those of a patrician.... She met girls at
the high school whose parents were truly rich and whose fathers
had standing locally as partners or owners of solid businesses.
Thelse girls gave themselves the airs befitting the thriving
domestic establishments from whence they issued. They were the
only individuals of the school about whom Jessica concerned

herself. (82)

LLike the desires of several other characters in the novel, Jessica's
L]
desire 1S metaphysical: she longs to acquire her mediators' style. As

Rene Girard points out, "The snob seeks no concrete advantage; his

pleasures and sufferings are purely metaphysical.”™!* In a conversation

with her mother in chapter sixteen, Jessica reveals once again what is

uppermost in her mind:

"Did you know, mother,” said Jessica another day, "the
Spencers are getting ready to go away.”
"No. Where, 1 wonder?™

"Europe,” sajd Jessica.é;;,mn;_Georgine yesterday and she told
me. She just put on more dirs about it.”

"Did she say when?” i
"Monday, I thihk. They'll get a notice in the papers--they

always do."
"Never .mind, " said Mrs. Hurstwood consolingly--"we'll go one

of these days." )
"'We sail for Liverpool from New York!'" Jessica exclaimed,

mocking her acquaintance. "'Expect to spend most af the "summah”
in France'--vain thing. As if it was anything to go to Europe."
"It must be if you envy her so much,"” put in Hurstwood. (142)
In spite of her pathetic attempts to parody Georgine's words, Jessica
is, as her father cdrrectly observes, envious because she feels her
%amily cannot keep up with the Spencers. That she is constantly thinking
about her mediators cah be inferred from her never failipg to notice
’

what the papers have to say about the Spencers—-the latter presumably

making sure their friends and acquaintances know of their enviable

43Girard 220.
24 v



79

excursions to Europe. Jessica's significance in the novel is of course

minhor,

but her desire to associate with the rich girls of her school cr

to emulate the Spencers is simply a variation on a phenomenon already

noticed among the major characters: their love of the company and

atmosphere of the socially prominent. In short, the characters in Sister

Carrie

aspire to what Dreiser calls 'the kingdom of gyreatness<'

The most desirable state the characters can imagine and the

ultimate symbol of their social ambitions is the kingdom of greatness.

Through the increasing worship of the visible value, the "great money

kings"”

desire.

(304), who rule the kingdom, are the new mediators of everybody's

kY

Because wealth is viewed as intrinsically honourable and as

conferring prestige and superiority on its owners, it mediates between

ordinary individuals and the desired ideal of behaviour. This mediation

is what Dreiser often refers to as the ’'social atmosphere' of the city

and which he describes at length in chapter thirty-three:

The great create an atmosphere which reacts badly upon the
small. This atmosphere is easily and quickly feit. Walk among
the magnificent residences, the splendid equipages, the gilded
shops, restaurants, resorts of all kinds. Scent the flowers, the
silks, the wines; drink of the laughter springing from the soul
of the luxurious content, of the glances which gleam like light
from defiant spears; feel the quality of smiles which cut like
glistening sworgs and of strides born of place and power, and
you shall know of what is-the atmosphere of the high and the
mighty. Little need to argue that of such is not the kingdom of
greatness, B¥t so long as the world is attracted by this and the
human heart views this as the one desirable value which it must
attain, as long, to .that heart, will this remain the realm of
greatness. So long, also, will the athosphere of this realm work
its desperate results in the soul of man. It is like a chemical
reagent. Ome day of it, like one.drop ot the other, will so
affect and .discolor the views, the aims, the desires of the
mind, that it will thereafter remain forever dyed. A day of it -
to the untried mind is like opium the untried body. A craving
is set which, if gratified, shall Wternally result in dreams and
‘death. Aye, dreams unfilled--gnaxing, luring, idle phantoms
which beckon and lead, beckon and lead, until death and ,
dissolution dissolve their power and restore us blind to
nature's heart. (305) .

¥
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Dreiser seems fascinated by the atmosphere surrounding the wealthy, and
his elaborate descriptions make the kingdom of greatness appear the
epitome of luxury and spléndour; the inhabitants of the kingdom have
nothing else left to desire, for they have apparently reached the summit
of happiness. The influence of their wealth is so formidable that their
mere glances and smiles are as effective as deadly ;eapons. However, toO
talk about the aggressive and belligerent nature of thosé.smiles and
glances is to imply a deficiency, a fear, or some kind of insecurity, in
'thé soul of the luxurious content.’

Dreiser finds the atmosphere in the 'kingdom of greatness' not

. «

only fascinating but, more importantly, compelling and even contagious;
yts permanent effects on ordinary people whose views and ambitions it
affects and discolours, are undenlably profound, the atmosphere is thus

\

part of what the novel's opening chapter describes as the 'large forces

-

which allure’' and contribute to the undoing of the unsophisticated mind.

As Walter Benn Michaels rightly reminds us in his article on Dreiser's

novel,

We are...so accustomed to identifying capitalism with some form
of rugged individualism that it is extraordinarily difficult for
us to see...what Sister Carrie.exemplified--that the capitalism
of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries acted more to
subvert the ideology of the autonomous self than to enforce
it.re “

This gradual disintegration of self is, as Dreiser repeéfedly points out
in his portrayal of the realm of greatness, the résult of désire--the
desire to emulate the great.
Richard Poirier is partially right when he observes phat Dreiser's
éreative energy derives from "a kind of fascinated surrender to the

mysterious forces of the city,” for we do get the impression that

' 14Michaels 388.

>
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Dreiser resignedly surrenders to the luring powers of the kingdom of
greatness--only death, as he admits, can deliver one from the grip of
desire. It is as if Dreiser is unable to imagine a way out of or a
viable alternative to the imposing sway of desire. In fact, this failure
explains why many readers find unconvincing the portrayal of Ames, whose
function is supposedly to criticize the ethos of material success. The
point I would like to reiterate here, however, is that these
irresistible forces are neither mysterious nor impersonal: hpman beings,

.
as the opening sentence of the preceding passage points out, are clearly

«

at the centre of the city's imposing atmosphere. *

Shortly after .Carrie and Hurstwood move to New ?ork, Carrie makes
the acquaintance of a certain Mrs. Vance, "a typical New Yorker in many
\ ¢
things,"” Dreiser says, "some of which were dressiness, jollity, love of

metropolitan life, crowds, theatres"” (320). Mrs. Vanhce's first

.

invitation to Carrie proves unsettling to the latter, for, on comparing
herself to Mrs. Vance, Carrie begins to see her own shortcomings:

She...saw that she was not well-dressed--not really as
well-dressed as Mrs. Vance.... Her situation was cleared up for
her. She felt that her life was becoming stale.... The old
Hpful, urging melancholy was restored. The desirous Carrie was’.
whispered to concerming her possibilities. (321)

»

- »
Carrie's familiar pattern is at work again; her desires are rekindled

the presence of herlfriend, for the comparison ﬁbAgrs. Vénce'prqves ‘e

~ painful. When the two women decide td go for a\walk,down Broadway, “

Carrie feels oncé again the sense of her own insignificance, because,
although "Cairie had gatten herselg up charmlng;y enough...this woﬁan

. pained'he;'ﬁ§ contrast. Cgrrie felt that anyone looking at the two would

pick‘Mrs. Vance for her raiment alone” (322). Carrie's new friend turns

out to be both a model to emulate and a potentially frustrating rival;

5
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But, as Dreiser points out in chapter thirty-four, Mrs. Vance

herself is in the grip of mimetic desire:

[The parade] was a familiar thing to Mrs. Vance, who not only
knew of it as an entity, but had often been in it, going
purposely to see and be seen, to creare a stir with her beauty
and dispel any tendency to fall shortlin dressiness by
contrasting herself with the beauty and fashion of the town.

(323)
v

gike Drouet, who enjoys seeing and being seen as he dines, Mrs. Vance is
very much given to appearances, concerned with her public image, and is,
therefore, coﬁpelled to dress in order to impress the onlookers. Mrs.
vance, it is fair to say, lives for the sake of the institutionalized
showy parade. Again, like Drouet, Mrs. Vance tends/to betray her mimetic

conduct in the presence of her mediators; during their excursion down
* .
Broadway, Carrie "noticed of a sudden that Mrs. Vance's manner had

rather stiffened under the gaze of handsome men and elegantly dressed

ladies”, (323). The stiffening reflects, as it did earlier in Drouet's

case, theYpowerful effects of mediation. ‘

Carrie remains, however, impressed by her friend's elegance and

salf-assurance, and the belief mal&s her feel bofh miserable and

envious, for as she goes on to judge:
-*

The whole street bore the flavor of riches and show and Carrie
felt that she was not of it. 'She could not, for the life of her,
assume the attitude and smartness of Mrs. Vance, who in her
beauty was all assurance. She could only imagine that it must be
evident to many that she was the less‘Qandsomely dressed of the
two. It cut her to the quick, and she resolved that she would
- not come here again until she looked better, At the same time
she longed td# feel the delight of parading here as an equal. Ah,
then she would be happy. (324)

>
-

Carrie feels excluded from the apparent bliss enjoyed by her friend, and

her happiness now depends on the kind of impressién she too can produce
& .

o’ the onlookers in Broadway; acquiring Mrs. Vance's assurance will

P ésumably give her a place in the showy street parade. But, as things
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are, "Broadway taught her a sharper lesson.... It clinched her
convictions concerning her state; She had not lived, could not lay claim‘
to having lived, until something of this had come into her life..!.. That
night the pretty little flat seemed a commonplace thing” (325-26); as
Dreiser puts it, "The great awakening blow had been delive:edL (327). We
recall a similar occurrence»when, after her first meeting with Drouet,
Carrie viewed her sister's place in Chicago as 'dull and commonplace.'’
In the case of Minnie's flat, Dreiser invokes what he calls "the theory
of harmony” (13) to explain C;rrie's reaction; but, as the present
~instance ciearly demonstrates, Carrie's feeling of dissatis éctioc in
both cases results from her tendency to define her conditi in retation
to_the apparent bliss enjoyed by some people arounq/pef;—in short,
mediation of desire effects Rer dissatisfaction. want to stress the
role of Mrs. Vance in Carrie's life because such| an influence,'ignored
in most readings of.fhe novel, is part of the cit?{s atmosphere; part of
the determining‘environment that forms character. Once again, it is
human mediation that shapes Carrie's life in New York: "Her recent
'experiences‘with the Vances had wholly unéicped her to view ‘Fr own
state with complac:nce. The glamour of the hlgh life,..seize&”her
completely” (345-46). And when Car;;e feels that she cannot keep up with
a b °

her friend's standards,-she simply decides, out of a sense of shame, not
to see Mrs. Vance any longer. |

Carrie's sense of her insignificance is brought home ta%er once
again when a11 she, a former popular Chicago actress, can get is the
‘role of chorus girl in a New Ybrk theatre, when she compares herselt to
the Samous act_resses, Carrie considers herselt a mere insect: "After a
few days she had her first sight of those hj:gh a'nd‘mighty--vthe leadigt‘g

= - ‘ e g
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ladies and gentlemen.... She saw that they were privileged and deferred
to. She was nothing--absolutely nothing at all” (391).!" In short,

Carrie is yearning again for the kind of public recognition she once

-

achieved in Chicago. -
Through a diligent imitation of the more successful actors and a
careful heeding of the critics' comments, Carrie eventually succeeds in

entering the "walled city" (449), in becoming a stage celebrity; in

chapter forty-seven, we are told that

GraduaHRy Yhe deference and congratulations gave her a mthal
appreciation of her state. She was no longer ordered but
requested, and that politely. The other members of the cast

looked at her enviously .... All those who had supposedly been
her equals and superiors now smiled the smile of sociability.
(449-50)

Even though Carrie has become one of 'those high and mighty' she once
envied, her perception of her own success is still largely determined by
the public regard for her.

As if to sho; us the fluctuating dynamics of desire, and to
explain the degree and extent of Carrie's rise, Dreiser reintroduces
Mrs. Vance, whom Carrie used to perceive as a model 'but who now comes to
offer her congraéulations anq pay homage to a rising star: "'But aren't#
- you a success. Dear, oh! All the papers talking apout you...; I was
almost afraid to come béck‘here this aftefnoon'" (454). Mrs. Vance's
fear might pefhaps sound comic, but it, nonethel.ess, .flects‘ the change

through which Carrie now becomes Mrs. Vance's mediator of desire.

17Carrie's feeling that she.amountAs to nothing echoes \Hu:stwood'_s own
similar feeling when he first arrives in New York; in chapter
thirty-thtee, Dreiser netes that:

‘ 4

Watever a man 1liké Hurstwood .tould be in Chicago, it is very

evident that he would be but an inconspicuous dpbp.in an ocean

like New York.... The sea was already full ¢f whales. A common

fish must needs disappear wholly from view, remain unseen. In
. other words, Hurstwood was nothing. (304-45)

a,
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Because Carrie is, indeed, considered a model for the public at

i
large, the shrewd manager of a'new and fashionable New York hotel offers

her a suite in his establishment at a special rate; as he candidly
explains to Carrie in chapter forty-seven,

'Every hotel depends upon the repute of its patrons. A
well-known actress, like yourself...draws attention to the hotel,
and, although'?ou may not believe it, patrons. Now we must have
repute. It i§ what we live on. The common run of individuals
will go where celebrities are. Consequently we must have
celebrities. You can see that yourself.' (451) ’

The real implications of Mr. Withers's theory can be best understood
L]
when we recall Drouet's inclination to go to Rector's because some

celebrity.wasvdining a few tables off, Hurstwood's leaning toward

.

‘notabilities, Mrs. ﬁhrstwood and her daughter's frantic pursuit of .
Chicago Society, and Carrie™ desire to feel herself eghal to ;he
bette}—dressed ladies of Chicago and New York. Just as Hannah and Hogg's
in Chicago existé»becauSe‘bf 'a strange bundle of passions and vague
desires,' the Wellington in New York relies for its success on the

concept of medigted Qesire} Mr. Withers, the pragmatic manager, knows

, that the presence of illustrious individuals in his ﬁotel\enhances,the

attractiveness of the place in. the eyes of the commmon people.
4 ! o

"In a very real sense, Carrie Meeber of Columbia City appears to S

<)

" have reached'thg summit of material success, to have éntered New York's
'kingdom of greatness': money, worldly advantage, and sensual

gratification are hers at last. Dreiser explains ;hat

For her the doors of fine places seemed to open quite without
the asking. These palatial chambers--how marvellously they came
to her. The elegant apartments of Mrs. Vance,n the Chelsea--
these were hers. Men.sent flowers, love notes, offers of
fortune. And still her dreams ran riot. The one hundred and -
fifty! The one hundred and fifty! What a door to an Aladin's .
cave it seemed to be. (456) - ’ . é&

*

Now that the heroine's dreams of power and glamour are apparently -
s = -t )



86

fulfilled, now that she has attained what she has often desired, the

author is confronted with the phenomenon of desire in general: how does

one contain desire, especially when 6reiser himself tells us that "in

life, after édl, we are most wholly controlled by desire”™ (97)7 Because

of the author's conviction that one cannot argue with desire, neither

»

the grandiose imagery, nor the linking verbs, nor the repetition in the

preceding passage can authenticate a clear difference between the

-

character's and the author's perceptions of desire and material success.

-

The closest Dreiser comes to solving this structural and thematic
problem posed by Carrie's rampant dreams and to offering us an
3

alternative to the 'realm of greatness’' is in his introduction of Am?s

in the last few pages of the book.
W
Robert Ames, Mrs. Vance's cousin, is brought into Carrie's life

-
v

appropriately at the height of her material success. Ames's most
characteristic quality is his strong mind; Dreiser describes him as "an

original thinker" who is "wholly free of. affectation” (329). Sister

BN

Carrie is attracted to him precisely because of the beauty of his mind,
for she feels "that he was better educated than shé was--that his mind?
was better" (334)r a page later, she realizes that "Th# man was far .-

ahead of her. He seemed wiser than Hurstwood, saner and wiser than

-

Drouet."” Ames's appearance in Carrie's life makes her see the
. . . ‘
limitations of Her earlier perceptions and the narrowne#s of her past

«

experiences; she is thus able to move from her admiration ef Drouet's

*elegance and Hurstwood's greatness to her respect for Ames's sanity and

wisdom. If she finds the differerice painful it is because most of Her

conduct in Chicago and New York has been strongly coloured by her

>
v

association with the first two men in her life. ' o R
s ‘
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of a genius like Ames" (432).

the gemands of desixe, who knows how to contain desire, for his

87

By introducing Ames toward the end of the novel, Dreiser s
T

finally providing his heroine with a good model to emulate--a model

whose superiority is one of essence, not merely of appearance. Carrie

‘alizes that her new mediator "1lked better books than she read, better

people thén she associated with. His ideal burned in her heart” (405).
Iﬂkother\words; Ames's presence suggests to Carrie highet and better
desires than she has so far pursued. For iNstance, she now comes to see
that "Flattery in its most palpable form had lost its force nith her. It.

required superiority--kindly superiority, to move her--the superiority

‘
If Carrie's view of experience is beginning to change, it is

becaus@ she has at last encountered what Dreiser earlier said she needed

»

moét: a counselor. When carefully considered, Ames's advice to Carrie
does not incite her to imitate or compete with other women; it is simply
meant to make her a better person. For example, she finds his praise of

her acting "keen, strong, analytical.... He was‘dwelling upon her as

L4

having qualities worthy of discussion” (484).,His criticism is so

genuyine that she feels as 1f "She could have kiSSed his hands in

.

thankfulness" (48(\

.

ol
‘Ames's si;-rength lies also in his‘ definition of success;
« .

' chaléengmg Carrn.e s' notion that succeSs in love and fortune is

( everything anyone could want,: he \suggests that "if a’ man doesn't make

knowledge his object, he s llkely to fail.... It's the ‘man who fails in
the mind who_fails completely' " (482). His emphasis on mind is
s:.gniflcant because, for him, mind has a direct bearinq on desire. '

Ames 1s the only character in the novel who has come to terms with

S

l ’

. L]
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experiences have taught him a grkat deal about the relationship between,
happiness and desire; as he explains to Carrie in chapter forty-nine,

'When I was quite young I felt as if I were ill-used because
other boys were dressed better than I was, were more sprightly
with the girls than I, and I grieved and grieved, but now I'm
over that. I have found out that everyone. is more or 1less
dissatisfied./No one has exactly what hi§‘hgart wishes.'

(482-83) . _ .

Ames could have become bitter and resentf;l, per@anently dissatisfied
with his condition because. his youne mediapors weré better-dressed an&
more sutcessfuilin love than he. But Amés"see;'desire as part of human
nature; however, he alsokrealizes that desire needs limits, for, as he

tells Carrie, "'the world is full of desirable situations'"™ (482).

. ¥ 4
TheXefore, the ohly way out of the labyrinth of desire is to accept that

"'happiness is within yourself whqllyiif‘ygu_nill_pnly believe it'"

- .

(482). In a sense, Ames is advisiﬂé Carrie to derive her self—definifion
_from within herself and to rememberﬁthat “'The huzzas of the public
don't mean anything'"™ (483), because greatness, a§‘he sees it, relates

to a person's "goodness" and cannot be purchased through "applause"

'

(486). . y
. , e
Although we are told thi;, when Ames is gone, his ideal still

remains with Carrie, especially his suggestion that "riches were not

everything® (346), our last view of Sistédr Carrie in the concludiﬁg\
moments of the story undermines our expectations that she has fully
. ~ . .

grasped the import of Ames's advice:

In her comfortable chambers at the Waldorf, Carrie was reading,
at this time, "Pere Goriot;" which Ames had recommended to her.
It was sO strong, and Ames's mere recommendatlon had so aroused
“her interest, that she caught nearly the full’ sympathetic
significance of it. For the first time it was being borne in
upon her how silly and worthless had been her earlier reading,
as a whole. (495)

The heavy and ppedictable irony implicit in Carrie's ability to

IS

A\
{
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sympathize with suffering in books while she gemains unaware-that .
: _ 3

v;
Hurstwood is dying not very far from her comfortable hotel chambers

seems at odds with the implications of Ames's advice to Carrie and with
the earlier suggestions that Carrie's mind hqs been aroused by her third

*

major model of behaviour. The point has to be made, therefore, thai if

. ' . ’ -
the phenomenon of desire does not seem tO be satisfactorily explored and

L ]

edplained, it is because Dreiser himself seems ambivalent in his

& 4
attitude toward the central subject of Sister Carrie® mediated des&sg. .
~ '

<



III. The Society of Negatives in The House of Mirth
"It seems to me,' she said at length, 'that you spend a good
deal of your time in the element you disapprove of.'’

Selden received this thrust without discomposure. 'Yes; but 1 \
have tried to remain amphibious; it's all right as long as one's
lungs can work in another air. The real alchémy consists in
being able to turn gold back into something else; and that's the
secret that most of your friends have lost.'

Lily mused. 'Don't you think,' she rejoined after a moment,
‘that the people who find fault with society are too apt to
regard it as an end and not as means, just as the people who
despise money speak as if its only use were to be kept in bags

-and gloated over? Isn't it fairer to look at them both as
opportunities, which may be used either stupidly or
intelligently, according to the capacity of the user?’

"That is certainly the sane view; but the queer thing about

society is that the people who regard 15 as an end are those who

> are in it, and not the critics on the fence. It's just the other
way with most shows--the audience may be under the illusion, but
the actors know that real life is on the other side of the
footlights. The people who take society as an escape from work
are putting it to its proper use; but when it becomes the thing
worked M it distorts all the relations of life.'!

-~
rd

As this crucial conversation between the novel's central charactéf%l

demonstrates, Edith Wharton's novel is primarily concerned with v//

Society--more specifically, whether the characters perceive Sociefy as
~— . .

an end in itself or as a means to something better.'The intellectual

ekchange betweer Lily Bart and Lawrence Selden raises several other

.

b -

xmportant quest10n5° just what constitutes Society? Nhat laws govern the
relationships between its members? What enlightenod use ¢an one make pf
Society, and can the characters control their desire for social

recognition? Why does not Selden's ‘amphibious’ nature protocg_&im from
the sway of soci-al judgments in his most decisive actions in the story?
In what ways does-Society, when viewed as the ultimate obioct of human
'desire, pe’rvert'and falsify the natural relations of life? rimily, what“

is the significance of Lfly'l €>4c1do at the céh of the novel?

N
1Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth (New
Subsequent references are from this

+$cribner's, 1905) 70.

ion.
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These are‘bnly some of the issues I intend to address in the next
pages. By examining the majdr characters' attitudes toward Society and
Uy folloswing the downward course of Lily's social journey, I hope to
agticulate the precise essence éf fashionable New York society in the
fifst few years of the 1900s. Though Lily Bart moves from one social
group to another, we come to realize that the different segments of
Society in Edith Wharton's novel are driven by éne common passion: the
insistent desire for social éminence.

In no way is the old aristocracy held up as a desirable model of
behaviour. The narrétive voice leaves no doubt about wh;t really
motivates the membéfs of this class. As the story opens, Lily finds
herself in the gharge of her wealthy aunt, Mrs. Peniston. The
cirgumstances surrounding Mrs. Peniston's decision to take care of her
niece represent a convincing and typical illustration of how mediation
ddtermines action in The House of Mirth. Immediately after Mrs. Bart's

L]

death, Lily becomes the centre of a family council composed of her rich
1

relatives, but, as we are told, "the question [of who is to be Lily's
guardian] threatened to remain unsolved till Mrs. Peniston with a sigh
announced: 'I'll try her for a year'” (36). The other relatives are

relieved not to have to take on the responsibility, but they all agree

>

that Lily could alcgys act as a companion for an old woman who lives

alone and who sometimes travels abroad. However, Edith.Wharton's'

-

presentation of Mrs. Peniston's motives undePscores the oldtlady's
LY

EeCret'dgsire to impress her relatives with her magnanimity and her

generosity:

\
" [A)s a matter of fact Mrs. Penistoh had not been affected by
* [her relatives'] considerations. She had taken the girl simply
because no one else would have her, and because she had the kipd
of moral mauvaise honte which makes the public display of
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selfishness difficult, though it does not i::i>Yere with its
private indulgence. It would have been impossible for Mrs.
Peniston to be herojc on a desert island, but with the eyes of

- her little world upon her she took a certain pleasure in her
act. (36)

Mrs. Peniston's smug action, which evidently does not spring from
genuine familial concern, is clearlziintended'to’convey her moral
superiority to her selfish relatives, to let them perceive her heroic
and sacrificial nAture. But the passage alsb outlines the striking
‘discrepancy between Mrs. Peniston;s public gesture and her private

PR,

feelings because what she Qegks to pass off as a virtuous deed lacks the

—

cequired element of sincerity; in other words, there is no congcuence
between what she avows and what she actually feels. Mrs, Peniston’s
decision to assume Lily's guardianship is, therefore, merely a form of
sogial posturing, a theatrical gesture, brought abouc by ‘'the eyes of-
her little world.' In short, it is an expression of her

self- centeredness.

In her relationship with her niece, Mrs. Peniston turhs her

gener051ty toward Lily into a calculated investment designed to ensure
not the girl's security and independeqfe bug ﬁer servitude. As Edith
wWharton points out, Mrs. Peniston liked the_pexiodical tecurrcnco of
‘gratitude evoked by unexpected cheques, .and was perhaps shrewd enough to
perceive: that such a2 method of givigg kept alive in her nioce a salutary
sense of dependence" (38). (Mros. Peniston's shrewdne-ss is at odds-with.
her apparent liberality. Indeed, some of Lily“s troubles later in the
sto;y arise precisely because her aunt has distertod the muninq of tho

»

term 'kindness." . i -

1

when Lily finds ou‘jthgt "[t]o dttempt to bring her [aunt] into

. o -
active relation-with life(was like tugging at a piece of furniture which

.

1 R .
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has been screwed to the floor" (38), we are left with the impressjon
that Mrs. Peniston’'s interest in Societylhes ceased, or that her
involvement has lost some of its youthful vitality. However, the truth
is ‘that Mrs. Peniston still considers the affairs of Society very

compelling; we are told, for example, that

She had always been a looker-on at life, and her mind resembled
one of those little mirrors which her Dutch ancestors were
accustomed to affix to their upper windows, so that from the
depths of an impenetrable domesticity they might see what was
happening in the street. (37) o

The vicarious nature of Mrs. Peniston's relation to the ups and downs of
fashionable Fifth Avenue reflects an idle, a tutile, and a parasitical
existence, nourished bf the buzzing items of gossip and sustained by a
taste for the sehsational %p the lives of other peqple. Endowed with a
mind of "panoramic sweep” (121), Mrs. Peniston, from the secluded

. " }

watch-tower of her upper-window, continues to keep up with what goes on
) X

around her: -

Mrs. Peniston followed the rise and culmination of the season as
keenly as the most active sharer in its gaieties; and, as a
-looker-on, she enjoyed opportunities of comparison and
generalization such as those who take part must proverbially
forego. No one could have kept a more accurate record of social
fluctuations, or have put a more unerring finger on the
distinguishing features, of eath season: its dulness, 'its
extravagance, its lack of balls or excess of divorces. (120)

In short,. Mrs. Peniston is a busybody, who can boast of an unequalled

0

iptimacy with the secret chronicles of her society. Because this

-

familiarity suggests that Mrs. Peniston perceives herself as a model of
respectability, it also accounts for her dreaa of scenes and for her

cold determinaticn to maintain ‘a spotless reputation before her small

world.? when, toward»the end -of the first half of the novel, Mrs.

iLater, Mrs. Peniston indignently admonishes Lily for not having lived
up to her model conduct: "'When I-think of the example you've had in
this house!*" (172) - . ) .
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a RS
Peniston’decides to disinherit and forsake Lily, her action, once egein;
. results from her fear for her own respgctability. The action also
.recalis‘a similar instance in Stephen Crane's Maggie in which Mrs.
.Johnson refuses to help her daughter for ﬁearsof tarnishing the
Johnsons' 'gooc' name. in both examples, the concern for sociai approval

- ) (

overrides family obligations, distorts the natural relations\ot life,
. - ~ D

and allows vanity tontriunph over compassion.hBook I, chapter,eléven
cleerly suggests that Mrs. Peniston's considerations are purelyfsocial.
She is shocked not by Lily's gambling debts or her rumoured tlirtatious
associations with Gus Trenor and George Dorset but by the fact that
people are g0551p1ng about Mrs.. Peniston s niece. The aunt belieygs that
'

Lily must indeed be to blame}- for "It was horribie of a young girl to

let herself be talked about” (127), The censorious judgment is directed

.
A

not at Lily's actions but at her leck of oiscretion, Edith wherton's
strong seﬂbe'of values underlines Mrs. Peniston's hypocrisy and
indicates that personal dignityﬂind virtue-itself are closely related
to, if not dependent upon, one's social reputation; .

Other members of Lily's:tamiiy'are aiso victims of "human mediation
and are, therefore, constantly preoccupied ﬁith their public image.
Lily Bart was nineteen, she suggested to her mother that they miqht
afford a few fresh flowers for the luncheon-table. “Mrs. Bart stared,
Edith Wharton tells us. "Her own fastidiousness had its eyes tixnd on ’
the world, and she did not ‘care how the lyncheon-table looked when there\,
was no one present at it but the family. But smiled et‘hnr‘ ' v
daughter s innocence. :Liiies-of-the-velley, she said calnly,, cost two ’
dollars a&aozen at this season'" (31). In ‘MEs. Berts we perceiye e '

'character s willingness to reverle the neturel priorities of life: tor
A

. ’ . .
. . . -



Lily's moiher, the world, .that is to say Society, seems to matter more
than does her family. In her inexperience, Lily does.not yet ghderstand
that, for Mrs. Bart, 'ornamenting' the table does .not constitute ar
artistic gesture, but a se al one, intended tf impress one's friends.
Social prominence at any cosilleads Mrs. Bart into sacrificing her
family and into further public posturing. We are told that just before
the episode of the flowers, "[Lily] and her mother had been seated at
the luncheon-table, oven the chaufroix and cold selmonﬂof the previoug
night's dinneri it was one of Mrs. Bart's few economies to EQnsume in
pri%ate the expensige remnants of her hospitaiity" (31).fSuch a scene

1nd1cates that The House of Mirth is more than a mere conventioﬂal

criticism of materxa%»sm, the novel shows conclusively that the de51re

.to impress one's mediators 15 closely reldted to and is often the root

of ostentation; extravagance, and waste.

& .
Mrs. Bart's concern with the world also distorts her perception of

her husband s function in life. We are told that when Mr. Bart is dying,

're—directed Mrs. Bart's reelings.toward “the world so much that she

"To his wife he no longer counted% he had become extinct when be ceased

\

to fulfil his purpose, and she sat at his side with the provisional air
) .
of the traveller who waits for a belated train to start"” (33). As she
>
saw and required it, Mr. B8art's.role, it seems, was to provide his wife

with sufticient means to enable her to continue dazzling her friends
with her spending powers. The yearning for social p:estige has
i

experiences only a sense of irritetion and a great dealvot impatience at-

his slow death. .

‘Naturally, Nrs. Bart turns bitter and resentful when the social

o

"success of others serves especially to highlight her own fatlure. With

(O, . ' . . ."

LY -
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Mr. Bart dead and with little money left, Mrs. Bart does not consider
' 4

life worth living: "what was the use of liﬁing if one had to live like a
pig? She sank into a kind-of furious apathy, a state of inert anger
against fate" (33). Unable to resist the pull of her mimetic behaviour,
Mrs. Bart chooses -to substitute fate.for human mediation as the cauke of
> +
her misfortune. Her next step is to avoid her former mediators:
Mrs.-Bart held herself fiercely aloof from the frugal tea-tables
of ,her companions.... She was especially careful to avoid her
- old friends and the Scenes of her former successes. To be poor
- seemed to her such a confession of failure that it amounted to
disgrace; and she detected a note. of condescension in the
friendliest advances. (34)
B )
The intensely proud Mrs. Bart can no longer conceal thg extent of her e
pregccupation with her public image, and the fierce aloofness reflects
. N
her strong sense of shame, just as her heightened sensitivity indicates
how much hef’pércepticn of hersell is coloured by what she feels he} old
friends think of her. - -
In utter desperation, Mrs. Bart reSoftS to her last weapon--she is
willing to sacrifice'Lily for the sake of Society:
only dne thought consoled her, and that was the contemplation
of Lily's beauty. She studied it with a kind of passion, as
.though it were some weapon she had slowly fashioned for her
vengeance. It was the last asset in their fortunes, the nucleus
around which their life was to be rebuilt. She watched it ~

jealously, as though it were her owri property and Lily its mere
custedian. (3¢) )

The nouns 'passion,' ‘'weapon,'’ vengeanco ;nd the adverb joalously
suggest Mrs Bart's strcnuﬁ involvemant in h.r strugqlc tor what ;hc
deems her rightrul place in uow York society. Lily's bcauty is 1tsol£
" reduced to a concrete thing to be used in the Lntczcst of her uothar s
/ crude ambitions. It is the only un Mrs. Bart can imagine for her
daughter's hoauty As ve shalli(rc lat.r, pnrt of Lily s cha:n and her

iuporiority-to alnost every otho: charactnr in the story, plrticnlurly
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to her social friends, lies precisely in hgr ability to imagine higher

L 4

‘and nobler uses for her'beauty. %

When Lily's ‘'best' friend, Judy Trenor, whose husband will play a
\ E
decisive role in the social victimization of Lily, is introduced in Book
I, chaptér four, we dre told that &

It was difficult to define her beyond saying that she seemed to
exist only as a hostess, not so much from any exaggerated
instinct of hospitality as because she could not sustain life
except in a crowd.... [She] knew no more personal emotion than
that of hatred for the woman who presumed to give bigger dinners
or have more amusing house-parties than herself. (40)

S

U

o

For Judy Prenor, who starts the numerous social activities in the story
with her Bellomont party, the possibilfties gf life have been reduced to
a single public function, just'as the range of her emotions has
concentrated all its energy in the sing{e feeling of hatred for her
spcial rivals. In short, Mrs. Trenéf exists exclusively for Society.
Editq Wharton's definition lqdicates that Judy Trenor has distorted the
suggestions of kindness and generosity traditionally associated with the
riterms fhp§tess' and 'hospitality,' since her extravagant dinners and her
amusing,dihat is té say licentious, parties are Elear;y intendeé to.
impress her friends and iﬁtimidate her rivals. |

M{f' Trenor's specific rivgl_is anothg; extremely wealthy society
hostess, Mari; Van Osburgh: The coﬁﬁétition bétween the t;é women is all (\
thé more intense because it is never publicly acknowledged. I; Book I;
cngt;r four, Mrs. Trenor is seriqQusly worriéﬁ lest her Bellom02f parfy

Q

not prove a success because, as she complains to Lily, hé{ social

secretary is absent: ]

'It was simply inhuman of Pragg to go off now.... She says her .
* sister is going to have a baby--as if ‘that were anything to
having a house-party!... I asked a lot-of people for next week,
and I've mislaid the list and can't remember who is coming. And
" this week is going to be aahorrid failure too--and Gwert Van
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e
Osburgh will go o back and tell her mothét how bored people were.'
(41)
The artificiality of Mrs.(Trenor’g‘pxistence is nicely captured in her h
complete reversal of iifefs naturAI priorities: a successful house&pgrty
seems far more important, because socially mor ratifying, than‘havihg
a baby. Th§t she does not genuinely care’abou her nuamerous gu;gts is
clear; but aighouéh her real aim is to avoid being accused of &iving Q;
boring parties, Judy Trenor's very gpeeéh, punctﬁhtés by so many 'ands,'
reflects that her existence is indeed dull ahd monotonous. ] b
Judy's fears and suspicions are, ho;ééer, not unfoundéd_because J '
Maria Vvan 6sburdh has managed to ﬁavé Gwen, her daughter, invited to tihe
* partf, presumably to watch and report ahy sigs of failure in the party.
4 Judy Trenq;'s desire to emulate or eyén tri;mph over Maria Van Osburgh
can be understood whe; we learn tﬁaf in the social stratification -
depictedqﬁn the novel, the Van Osbupghs represent the richest and the
'best’' family in fashionable New York. Perhaps the clearest example of
Judy's imitative conduct is her figgt with Maria over a certain Lady
Cressxda Raith, the.Duchess of Beltshire's sister. Lady Cressida had
_ Come over from England with‘letters of introddéfion to the Van Osbutqhs,
but Mrs. Trenor, hoping to capture for herself all the prastige that}
) accrues from beiﬁg,the first person to di;play a member of the Bnqlilh‘
aristocracyvt; her highly class-conscious circlé, manages to cheat hor\
“rivals of their prize. As she reveals to Lily in Book I, chapter four, |

4 .
'Lady Skiddaw sent her over. with letteks to the Van Osburghs,
and I heard that Maria Van Osburgh was alking a big party to :
' . meet her this week, so.I thought it nould be fun to get her -
away....Maria was furious, and actually had the 1upudancc to
' make Gwen 1lnvite herself here; so that thay shculdn t be guit
out ot it.‘(u-ﬂ) D , ,

Judy S actiom.ot stealinq the show is a deliberate attcnpt to spail her

.t . . ) . o 3 3
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rival's social success; more 1ﬁp9rtantly; however, it .is an indication

ef ;udy's selfishness and frivolity--what she herself passes off as

"fun.' The whole passage is indeed a reflection on the petty tricks agg

strategies that ‘the members of Society in The House of Mirth resort to

for the sake of social prestige. Such a,vigw of experience is

self—validating:'Judy Trenor seems too short-sighted to realize the
irony in her accusing Maria of ippudence. We should also note in passing
that in spite of, or perhaps because.of, her high social status,‘Maria
Van Oshurgh, as her anger clearly reveals, is herself intensely ceught
up in the prevailing desire for social glory, fo;\what qudy loosely

refers to as 'it.'
~ Judy Trenor is, however, disappointed in her catch begeuse Lady

Cressida turns out to be the 'wrong"kind gf notability for‘that'time of

T .
the year. When fashionable society requires pleasure and. amusement,

producing Lady Cressida, a clergyman s wife, for one's friends can onlyb

make one's party boring, as Judy learned: "'I thought any friend of
. L ~
the Skiddaws' was sure to be amusing... I naturally supposed that’ she

-

was the same sort... and it turns out that Lady CreSSLda is the moral

[kind]... Think of my taking so much frouble‘ehout a clergyman's wife'"
(42). In her precipitate attempt both to enhance her. social image and to
outwit ner rival, Judy Trenor.finds herself socially embarrassed by her
new acquaintance because, in Judy's hedonisticnworld, morals and

amusement cannot be reconciled. Judy's is also a world of means in which

the characters look at each other in the light of how. they can use -

people, manipulate them, or exploit them in the interest of social

prestige. Because the Trenors ™'have to have- the bishop once a year,'" .

Judy Trenor points out to Lily, "'[Lady Cressida] would have given just

— -~

.



- Judy finds the Sunday service an irritating chore. Perhaps the size o

.
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the right tone to things... She would have been so useful at the right
tfme' " (42). Other peoplerbecome'convenient ornaments in Mrs. Trenor‘s
existence, just as religion itself provides a mere opportunity for more

social posturing.

. -
L]

Judy Trenor's irreverent attitude toward religion refiects how :
Society has become an;idoi for her and her set. Just as piety, virtue,
sincerity, and génerosity are conspicuoqgix;ipcking, so religion is a
metter of form 1o which the characters pay lip service. In Boog I,
chapter five, Edith wharton informs us that

The observance of Sunday at Bellomont was chiefly marked by the
punctual appearance of the smart omnibus destined to convey the
househdld to the little church at the gates. Whether any one got
into the omnibus or not was a matter of secondary importance,
since by standing there it not only bore witness to the orthodox
intentions of the family, but made Mrs. Trenor feel, when she
finally heard it drive away, that she hed somehow vicariously
made use of it. (51) i : ‘

. <

The extent of- Mrs. Treﬂ"f's hypocrisy and self-delusion is staggering.

" The rituai&zéﬁi@hd formal movements of the omnibus are designed to fool

2

N\ N .
the world by attesting to the'Trenors' religious devotion. In reality, -.

the church is itselr a reflection ot the widespreed neqlect of th
religious observances among the Trenors and their lot. Attor the
uproarious Bellomont garty, the people who do qo to church, like the

Wetheralls,~do sq merely as a mim‘tic qesture. ldith Wharton’s4§isdnin‘
for these people s mockery is evident in what lho tollt us about theas

The Wethereus always went to church. They -bolmad to the vast
group of hunen automata who go through-life vithout ‘neglecting

to perform a single one of the gestures 1ted

surrounding puppets. It is true that the Be

not go to church; but others squally impor -
'Mrs. Wetherall's circle was so large “that/ God ull tncludnd in : ff
_their viliting-list. (52)_ .?f L

N //,

For the unthinking Netheralls, who hlV. debased. the idel ot reliq ,ii
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church-going has become no more than a social opportunity, a chance to

s

be in the proximitx of rich and conspicuous people. - .

——

But since Judy g‘renor's bold social maneuver has failed to achieve

o

~\\its desired effect, Judy is seriously alarmed/}est her reputation suffer
he consequences, for, as she confides in Lily, "'it's ne_joke... if

[}

[Lady Cressida] stays here all the autumn she'll spoil everything, and
- ’ : :
©* Maria Van Osburgh will simply exult'" (43). The fear of being laughed at

by Maria explains why -Jydy Trenor finds Lady Cressida such an unwelcome >

2

guest J
| The desire to surpass all conpetitors for social recognition draws Qg}
Judy into a”vigilant and. anxious attention to the achievements of .
others While she is envious of the prestige Maria Van Osburgh seems to
enjoy, Mrs. Trenor is also jealpus and- suspicious of the story's social
climbers. Her insecurity suggests that fashionable Society is in fact a

. metaphysical quality, an abstract.essence, generated by human mediation.
To understand Judy s snobbish attitude toward the Welly Brys--a very
rich family, feverishly eager to get into Society~-is to comprehend the
dynamics of mimetic behaviour governing social interaction in the story.'.

1

Under the well-paid auspices of Carry Fisher, a Society scout, the Brys

organize a party in which they provide tableaux viyants and exﬁ}nsive
music, "and society, surpriaed in a dull ngnent, succumbed to_the
temptation of Mrs. gry's hospitality” (13i). To proclaim her superiority
to the Brysf’however, Judy Trenor declines to attend, and her‘husband
who does attend, tinds the party disappointing and believes the Brys are
mere social interloperéd "'no, no cigar tor me. You E;H'c tell what

you re smoking in one of these ney»houses—-likely as not the chef buys
the cigars... my wife was dead right ta stay away: she says lite's‘too :

. . ) a
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short to spend it‘in breaking in new people‘" (138) The Trenors portray .

¢

Society as an exclusivq&and a privileged circle into which the 4
new—coﬁgrs are not welcdme, but though they keep up some pretense to ,;

social uperiority, the Trenors havg‘;ctually little.right to it, and

.
— ¢

their grumbling and anger are in fact indicative of their uneasiness and
'fear'lest the newlyﬂkich dispossess them of their sbcialrpririiege.lAs;
Edith Wharton's &etaiiea enalysis in Book I, chepter thirteen shows,
mimetic rivalry is ultimateiy the cause of Mrs. Trehor's apparent

’indifference to the Brys party. S
oa 3 e~

' Mrs. Tremor had absented “herself from ‘the feast, perhaps for the
reason so frankly enunciated-by her. husband, penhaps because, as
Mrs. FPisher somewhat differently put it, she ‘couldn't bear new
people when she hadn't discovered them herself.' At any rate, -
. though she remained haughtily at Bellomont, Lily suspected in
her a devouring eagerness to hear of what she had missed, and to
‘learn exactly in what sure Mrs.. Wellington Bry had surpassed
all-previous coqpetitor fop social recognition. (140) )

Mrs. Trenor's haughtiness is surely at odds with the keen curiosity she
feels about finding out ghe degree of Léuisa Bry 8- success, and tho
'devouring eagerness' evidently reflects the intens*ty ot her jealopsy

_ for that woman who would presume to qive bigger dtﬂners and more amusinq

-~

parties than she. As one character contides to Lawvrence; Selden,‘"'mhe
di ns of the Brys ball—room must rankle: you may ‘be sure [Jyay

Trenor] knows. em as well as.if she'd been there 1ast night with a

L3
l B

’f yard-measure'" (160) Obviouslz'then, far trom being a dispaslienato act

[

proclaiming her” inﬂependence and superiority to the Brys, Judy-rrenor's~~
absence trom their party is in ettect a torm of presomce at it. '

That ‘Mrs. Trenor s behaviour should bo.proroundly mediated throuqh i
¢ ' e
both Marie Van Osburgh's aristocratic way of lite and thj‘din-nsianl -

’ of Louise ‘Bry’ s ball-roon attestl to a world in which money hus L

gradually erased the“difterences bctneon the varioul social loglenti und

. :
— S R P e, e,
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in which we therefore witness the triumph of internal mediation. “when

t he conc;ete differences among men disappear or recede into the
background, in any sector whate&e( of society,” as Rene Girard points
out, "abstract rivalry makes 1ts appearance.”® Such a phenomenon is
perhaps what Richard Poirier has in mind when, writing on The House of

Mirth, he observes that, though the various soctal elements in the story

struggle for power, “"their essential qualities blend so easily into one

\
~another that there is in this novel sactually no dramatized conflict of

class or of social wvalues.”* The absence of these conflicts indicates

f .
that meyaphysical desire for social emiﬁzhce, and not the need for any

concrete advantages, is what ultimg¥ely dissolves the differences
' /

14
between a Maria ¥an Osburgh,-d Judy Trenor, and a Louisa Bry. It is also
the source of the prevailing ambience of fear, jealousy, and rivalry.

Indeed, in telling Lily Bart in Book 1I, chapter six about Louisa
Bry, Carry Fisher, a brilliantly portrayed figure who specializes in

introducing the newly-rich into Society, makes a significant

-

pronouncement that applies to most of the novel's characters: S

'Talk of love making people jealous and suspicious--it's nothing
to social ambition! Louisa used to lie awake at night wondering
whether the women who called on us called on me because I was
with her, or on her because she was with me; and she was always
laying traps to find out what I thought. Of course I had-.to
disown my oldest friends, rather than let her suspect she owed
me the chance of making a single "Tacquaintance--when, aill the
while, that wds what she had me there for, and what she wrote me
a handsome cheque for when the season was over!' (250-51)

In the story's atmosphere af deceit and hypocrisy, Carry Fisher's
L
directness, in spite of her openly materialistic approach to §xperience,

is particularly humorous and engaging. In a few words; she is able to

—— e - — ————— —

3Girard 220. .

LA A 24

-~4Poirier 219.
;
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describe the frantic effects of intense mediation generated by Louisa's
social aspiratfons. The contrast Carry draws between love and $ocial
ambition is significant in that it reminds us of Judy Trenor's
distinction between giving parties and childbearing:‘Louisa Bry and Judy

1

Trenor feel that personal fulfilment can be achieved, not in one's
family, but in the society at large. The point can, therefore, be made
that what most of the inhabitants of the house of mirth seek is not a

qualitative but a quantitative® enjoyment of life, an indiscriminate and

»

insatiable thirst for pleasure and for the gratifying sensations of

social prestige.

’ o~
Even Percy Gryce, a young man of considerable wealth but of

severely limited imagination, runs away from Lily, whom he was hoping to

marry, when his reputation seems at stake. Percy's excesSive

~

preoccupation with his public image makes him shallow and reflects the
restricted range of his ambitions. For Edith Wharton, Percy's limitation
lies in his inability to attain an intellectual or a moral distinction
compatible with his considerable means, and in his distortion of the

traditional meaning of such terms as ‘'glory,' ‘'honour,’ and 'pride.’' Her

portrayalfin Book I, chapter two of Percy's'fascinatioh with his S

’
l

Americana is an indictment of a mediocre people whose achievements have
never extended beyond the trivial and the useless:

Mr. Gryce's interest in Americana had not originated with
himself: it was impossible to think of him as evolving any taste
of his own. An uncle had left him a collection already noted
among bibliophiles; the existence of the coljection was ths only
fact that had ever shed glory on the name of Gryce, and the
nephew took as much pride in his inheritance as though it had
been his own work. Indeed, he gradually came to regard it as
such, and to feel a sense of personal complacency when he
chanced on any reference to the Gryce Americana. Anxious as he

$In this rcspoét, we might recall that Judy Trenor is jedlous only of
the 'dimensions' of the Brys' ballroom.
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was to avoid personal notice, he took, in the printed mention of
his name, a pleasure so exquisite and excessive that it seemed a
compensation for his shrinking from publicity.

To enjoy the sensation as often as possible, he subscribed to
all the reviews dealing with book-collecting in\general, and
American history in particular, and as allusions to his library
abounded in the pages of these journals, which fbrmed his only
reading, he came to regard himself as figuring prominently in
the public eye, and to enjoy the thought of the interest which
would be excited if the persons he met in the street, or sat
among in travelling, were suddenly to be told that he was the
possessor of the Gryce Americana. (21)

Percy Gryce is a dismal, vain, and obtuse millionaire for whom Edith

wWharton can barely disguise her contempt.* His perception and his

thinking are so narrow that he is made to appear a lower form of

organism, a sub-human creature unaware of the possibilities of life. In

his utter self-delusion, Percy regards himself as a prominent figure in

1Al

New York society; the unique and Overwhelming pleasure he derives from

&

the references to his name or to Americana attest to an existence wholly

and anxiously dependent on public recognition, to an existence both

insipid and artificial. His Americana, like Mrs. Trenor's big dinner

parties or Mrs. Peniston's 'fespectability,’ matters only in so much as

it excites the interest and admiration of other people.

Lily, a victim of her acquired taste for luxury, contemplates, if

only for a moment, the inviting temptation of taking the eminéntly

eligible Paercy Gryce as a husband. Therefore, on the#r way to Judy

Trenor's party, she indulges Percy's enormous vanity by pretending to be

interested in his collection:

Most timidities have such secret compensations, and Miss Bart

‘Edith Wharton's scornful impatience with Mrs. Peniston's dreary and
trivial existence is equally strong. We are told that "She belonged to
the tlass of old New Yorkers who have always lived wpll, Hressed
expensively, and done little alse” (37). On the same page, we also learn
that Mrs. Peniston "was a woman who remembered dates with intensity, and
who could tell at a moment's notice whether the drawing-room curtains
had been renewed before or after Mr. Peniston's last illness.”
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5 .
was discerning enough to know that the inner vanity is generally
in proportion to the outer self-deprecation. With a conf:ident
person she would not haye dared to dwell so long on one topic,
or to show such exaggerated interest in it; but she had rightly
guessed that Mr. Gryce's egoism was a thirsty soil, requiring
constant nurture from without. (21)

The ﬁetaphor works well to suggest both Percy's acute lack of an inward
self and his helpless reliance on thé outside world for his emotional
survival. \

Lily Bart's cafeful campaign to entice Percy Gryce indicates the
degree to which she too has assimilated the values and the way; of her
vulgar and acquisitite world. We watch as she resorts to what she
describes as her 'delicate’ methods in attempting to secure for herself
the attentions of a wealthy bachelor. Though she has no admiration for
Percy, because his shortéomings are evident--she rightfully reflects

“that what he lacks is not opportunizy but imagination--she seems ready -
to marry him; in other words, she is acti;g in accofdance with the rules
k of Mrs. Bart's world, one in which beauty is chéapened and 'turned' into
: an instrumént of sogial interaction, into a means d‘ influencing the

actions of other people. '

h
i

In an excellent article entitled "The House Of Mirth Revisited,”

Diana Trilling points out that "The poignancy of [Lily Bart's] fate lies

in her doomed struggle to sybdue that part of her own nature which is no
-~ N \

better than her own culture.”’ In other words, Lily attempts to
transcend what, pa%tiqg}arly in Book I, has always bound her to her

, "
social set: her crass ambitions, her social snobbery, and her a

willingness to engage in the prevailing rivalries--in short, all that

. L
pertains to social prestige. If her docision in the second half of the

'Diana Trilling, "The House of Mirth Rcvisitcd, in ldith Wharton:
Twentieth Century VLcws, ed. Irving Howe (Englewood Cliffs: Prent Prentice,
1962): 109.
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novel to opt out of the mimetic rivalry with Berwha Dorset represents a
social defeat, it also stands for Lily's spiritual victory.
‘However, toward the beginning of the novel, when Lily feels she
has secured Percy Gryce for a husband, Edith Wharton feveals the extent
//A‘ and the exact nature of Lily's crude aspirations:
Her vulgar cares were at an end. She would be able to arrange
her life as she pleased, to soar into that empytean of security
where creditors cannot penetrate. She would have smarter gowns
than Judy Trenor, and far, far more jewels than Bertha Dorset...
Instead of having to flatter, she would be flattered; instead of

being grateful, she would receive thanks. There were old scores
she could pay off.... And she had no doubts as to the extent of

her power. (49)
Lily's specﬁlation; about her great expectations suggest how her
unimaginative use of wealth is confined to the social realm, for her
desires ‘centre on the purchage of gowns and jewels, just as her models
)
of behaviod% are none other than two of 'the most irresponsible and
selfish characters in the story; in fact, Irving Howe calls Bertha
Dor;et "a ferocious bitch."* Lily's vulgarity can also be aiscerned in
the quantitative appreciation of her ptojectéd life (with its "far, far
more‘jewels") anq, %ronically enough, in her l4imited understanding of
the word 'vulgar.' We should also note that ;ily envisages settling old
scores and.triumphing,bin herlability to f;aunt her wealth, over .the two
leading women gof hér’ciréle. In short,'Lily perceives socigty'as.an end
in itself, not as an opportunity for nobler and higher pezfibilities of .
life. In a real sense, Lily—cqntemﬁlates using Péfcy's money "sgupidly" )
*(70), to quote her very word. |
,

Besides her eagerness to flaunt her material wealth, Lily is

particularly anxious to display her physical beaufy,-her ‘asset’ or.
!

(N

sIrving Howe, "A Reading of The House or Mirth " in Edith ﬂharton.

Twentieth Century Views, 123. ~
’ 1L S S 4

v
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'prdperty,' as Mrs. Bart calls it. Such a readiness on Lily's part

suggests that she thinks of herself as special,‘but the need to exhibit

-

her beauty in public indicates her strong 1asendence on the outside .

world for the terms of her 'superiority.' Edith Wharton tells us that of* , -
. ™

the evening Lily attends the opera in Book I, chapter ten,
To Lily, always inspirited by=the prospect of showihg her

beauty in public, and conscious tonight of all the added
enhancements of dress, the insistency of Trenor's gaze merged N
itself in the geheral stream of admiring looks of which she felt
herself the centre. Ah, it was good to be young, to be radiant,
to glow with the sense of slenderness, strength and elasticity,
of well-poised lines and happy tints, to feel oneself lifted to

.a height apart by that incommunicable grace which is the bodily

. counterpart of genius! (116)

)

Lily Bart's vanity blinds her to the real intentions behind Gus Trenor's
charged and pushy gaze: Gus, who has no poetic enjoyment of the moment,
is simply contemplating the time Lily will repay him, in sexual favours,

for the money he has lent her.°Lily's perception is also hampered by her
!
failure to transgend the social méanings of the terms 'good' and

‘grace, ' and 5& her inclinétion to Elevate her 'bodily'grace“\tb the

realm of genius.a I__;o

i

Just as Percy Gryce dedicates his millions to drawing people's
. £ . - : s
attention to.himself, Lily relies on her physical appeararce.to achieve

a similar end for herself. The novel makes a subtle connection betwesn
the characters' tendency to use money on the one hand and beauty on tho

other in the lhterest of social recoqnition and of the noed to

1

1e§Ifim1ze'their pretentions to superiority. Nhon it is Lily Bart'l turn

to display ha7selt as Reynolds Mrs. __gxg dutinq tho uhlly.arys party

'in Book I, chapter twelvc, the nartativn voicc lnkos it cloar thnt Lily
feels her beauty to bc a roll alscts ’ ‘ ‘
‘ y
Liry had not an 1nstant's doubt as to thq,nnenina of the -
nurnur qrcoting her appearance. Io ~other ggg_gg_ u had: bo-n )

-y
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received with that precise note of approval: it had obviously
been called forth by herself, and not by the picture she
impersonated.... [T]he completeness of her triumph gave her an
intoxicating sense of recovered ‘power. Not caring to diminish
the impression she had produced, she held heréelf aloof from the
audience till the movement of dispersal before supper, and thus
had a second opportunity of showing herself to advantage, as the
throng poured slowly into the empty drawing-room wheére spe was
standing.
She was soon the centre of a group which increased and renewed

itself as the circulation became general, and the individual

. comments on her success were a delightful prolongation of the
collective applause. .At such moments she lost something of her
natural fastidiousness, and cared less for the quality of the
admiration received than for its quantity. Differences of
personality were merged in a warm atmosphere of praise, in which

-~ her beauty expanded like a flower in sunlight. (136) ’

Diana Trilling observes that "The House of Mirth is always and.
passionatgly a money story; It is money that rules where God, love,
charity or even force of character or distinction oqbpersonality might
once have ruled."* The claim is only partly ;rué, however, for it ,
neglects the importance of physical beauty in the eyes of the né;el's

central figure. When carefully consipered, The House of Mirth is

-concerned with a character'S—desife for social prestige-—-with money and
beaué; being oﬁly two different oppértunities for gratifyiné that
ambition. To s;y that the novel is 'alwayszﬁ;d passionately' about monéy
is also to overlook the significance of Lily's appearance as a3 tableau
vivant--a significance which increases our understanding o?iégr r'
character and which h&s a sffong effect on.Lawrence éélden, thixnovel's
second'major figure. But 6f Selden more later. .

In ;ts déscription of the,aftistic display at the Brys' pgrty,'the
narrative voice draws subtle par#l;als between Lily Bart and some of her
rich £riends.;tily's complacenf will;ngness to prolong the Slattefing ?
sensaﬁion ég‘public appgoval reminds us of Peféy Gryce's deéision to

. . L ,

- \ . " "

*Trilling 111. - St ¥

&

w
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subscribe to every single review dealing with book-collecting so as to

oy

enjoy, as often as possible, the gratiinng feeling of seeing his name
}n print, while Lily's 'intoxicati;g sense ;;Arecovered power' rec;lis
how the Wélly Brys "felt intoxicated by their first [soqial] success”
(188). ﬁily also’shéres the other characters’' uncriglcél, even
qnthusiastfc, acceptance of public_recognitiont
_Although, as Diané Trilling correctly notes, Lily's ambitions are
'tﬁose of .art,"'° one has to introduce an iméortan; qualification in the
light of Lily's calculated behaviour in the,precediné scene: Lily
herself manipulates what is'essengially an artistic moment so as to N
enjoy ﬁaximum social triumph. In éther words, Lily cheapens her artistic
appearaﬁce by turning it into an opportunity to impress the'auaience{
and, like others of her circle, she is thereby involved in the érocess
of redefining terms and debasing ideas. ,
" One of the novel's subtly achiéved impl%catiéns i; tﬁat memdership

in the House of mirth either restricts, dulls, or distofts the
. perception of its inhabitants. Lily's mat‘erialistic vision makes her not
?nly complacent bﬁi also short-sighted; she thus begins to ttansfigure
the oﬂjeCtS'of her desire and to perceiQe the "crowded ;elfish’world of
pleasuxe" in a favourable light. In Book I, chapter five, for instancc,
she feels that ' r -

Her companions seeméd full of amiable qualities. She liKed their

elegance; their lightness,- their lack of emphasis: even the

self-assurance which at times was so like obtuseness now .seemed

the natural sign of social ascendency. They were lords of the

only world she cau:;tr?v, and they were ready to admit her to

‘their ranks and et lord. it with them. Already shp felt
within her a stealing allegiance to their standards, an

> acceptance of their imitations, a disbelief in the things they -
_ did not believe in, a contemptuous pity for- tho pecple who were
not ablc to live as they llved. (50) , . '

Y
an

x-wrilling 110, .

- _ed [ o . . .
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Lily's passive assimilation of her group's values and beliefs is perhaps
best captufed in the loose sentence Qith which the)§uotation concludes--
a sentence in whichlthe‘main‘diéuse is followed by three parallel
constructions“reflecg}ng Lily's\relatively relaxed attitude and the
extent of her gurrender of her freedom to her medigxors of desire. As
Edith Wharton indicates, Li}&\willingly and knowingly espouses her
group's standards: like a faithful disciple, she shéws a strong
readiness to alter her convictions to suit her lords' smug perception of
themselves\and their unfair and arrogant expectations of other people.
Lily's distorted vision, engendefed by the desire for %ocial‘
'ascendency,' leads her into the paths of snobbery and prejudice on the
'ogé hand and social rivalry on the other. In a conversation with Selden
in Book I, chapt;>\SQgL,Lify enviously remarks on how "delicious" it
would be'to have a flat, like Seldeﬁ's, all to onegelf; when- Selden
repliés that he does know a woman who lives in one, Lily interrupts him:

3

'0Oh, I know--you mean Gerty Farish.' Spe smiled a little
unkindly. 'But I said marriageable--and besides, she has a
hqrrid little place, and no maid, and such queer things to eat.
Her cook ddes the washing and the food tastes of soap....'
'You shouldn't dine with her on wash-days,' said Selden. (7)
Lily's snobbish tone shows how her culture is speaking through her; in
» fact, Lily sounds very much like Mrs. Trenor, for whom, one might note,
the adjective 'horrid' is a favoufite word. Lily has thus already
acquired the appropriate note of disdain she assumes when speakipg about
those she considers her social lnferiors. Her remarks about Gerty also
"indicate that beauty and wealth constitute Lily's guiding criteria of
wérth, just as her unkind and fastidious sentiments’ about the_terms .of
Gerty's life reflect a preoccupation with social status and are élearly
not calculated to endear her to us.

s
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Later on in Book I, chapter eight, Edith Whar;on elaboratég on
Llly s attitude toward Gerty Farish: ‘
Lily's own view Of her wavered between pity for her limitations
and impatience at her cheerful acceptance of them. To Miss Bart,
as to her mother, acquiescence in dinginess was evidence of
stupidity; and there were moments when, in the consciousness of
her own power to look and to be so exactly what the occasion
required, she almost fels that other girls were plain and
inferior from choice. (88-89)
Although the passage suggests Lily's admirable alertness to the
possibilities of life, her capacity for hope--one that clearly

anticipates’ggtgpx's "romanti¢ readiness”’ and his "extraordinary gift

‘

for‘hope"K it also points ?Gt Lily's naive, fastidious, ungenerous, and
exactin expéctations of someone liKe Gerty.

The other unattractive characteristic Lily shares with the members .
of her circle is her ;eadiness to engagé in the prevailing rivalries for
sociai prestige; indeea, a major part of the novel's plot is taken up by

kthoroughly unpleasant figure. Our {;rst and telling glimpse of Bertha
Dorset . takes p}dbe in the setond chapter of the novel as she is try}ng .
to find a seat on the train‘to‘B?llomont ang hibpens to see Lily:

'0h, Lily--are you going to Bellomont? ‘Then you can't let me
have your seat, 1 suppose? But I must have a seat in this
carriage--porter, you must f£ind me a seat at once. Can't someone
b%?pqt somewhere else? I want to be with my friends.' (23)

' Bertha's ,character is thus revealed in a few words: utterly
self-engrossed and irresponsible, Bartha, with her solt-assortiva tone
and gestures, is all will. She, theretore, expects -or d-mands Eho
instant gratitication cf her desires, and, as thi$ incident portcndi,
has no scruples about sacrificing other pcople to pleasg or protoct

herself. Co ' - o L
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Surprising though it mey seem, Lily perceives her as a modéi of
behaviour, and in Book I, chapter three, we find Lily hoping shedh
possessed Bertha Dorset’'s power with men, for, as Edith Wharton -
indicates, "the mere thought_of that other woman, who could take up a
man and toss him aside as she willed, without having to regard him as a
possible fettor in her plans, filled Lily Bart With envy" (2§). hil{:s
desire is aimed at Bertha's negative aﬁd unrefined form of power, at hes
ruthless and bull-like strength to behave as her instinct leads her. In’

-

other words, Bertha's methods help sharpen Lily's perception of what is
necessary in the pUrsuit of pleasure and in po&er>struggles.11

The principal reason L1ily ends up 'losing’' Percy Gryce has to do
more with the eonsequences of mimetic’rival;; than with“"her impulslvely?
expressed wishes to be with Selden,"*’ as Richard Poirier claims. The
events of Book I, chapter five amply suggest that'lily preaks her
promise to Percy to aeeoméany him to church 5ecause she wants tp
demonstrate her own power over Selden‘to”Bertha, the rival. There is
nothing impulsive ebout'the gesture: it ' is a deliberate response to the
rumours thathelden and Bertha's affair is not over yet. Edith Wharton's

explanations underline Lily's vanity and her entrapmegt in the grip of

ligther characters find Bertha's ways enviable. After comparing Bertha
to Lily, Mrs. Trenor has, as she tells Lily in Book I, chapter four, no
doubt whom she .admires: ) .

'Every -one knows you're a thousand:times handsomer and cleverer
than Bertha; but then you're not nasty. And for always getting
what she wants .in the long run, commend me to a nasty woman.
(44)

L

Judy's choice in the contrast she establishes between beauty and

‘cleverness on the one hand and nastiness, on the other reveals once again
'how the scale of values in the New Yo pper class is turned upside
down.”

L2 2 3]

tapoirier 221. } \‘

- 4
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imitative desire:
\

Miss Bart had really meant tofgo to church. She’had even risen
earlier than usual in the exetution of her purpose....Her
intentions had never been mora definite; but...today the whole
current of her mood was carrying her toward Lawrence Selden. Why
had he come? Was it to see herself or Bertha Dorset?... Lily had
not rested till she learn@d from Mrs. Trenor that Selden had

come of his own accord. (53) a
\

I am in no way suggesting that Lily's marriage to Percy Gryce would have
been a better thing for her to devote her time to; I am only showing
that Bertha Dorset's presence on the scene has brought about Lily’ s
1mpulse toward Selden, at the same time as it has reéitalized the
triangular relatlonship between the ‘three characters. Judy Trengf S
careless hint that the affair between Selden and Bertha is perhaps still
alive engourages. Lily to adopt strategies designed to proclaim her’
superigrity/ to her rival: o
'He didn't even wire me--he just happened to £ind'the trap at
the station. Perhaps it's not over with Bertha after all,' Mrs.
Trenor musingly concluded, and went away to arrange her. dinner
cards accordingly.

Perhaps it was not, Lily reflected; but it should be soon,
unless she had lost her cunning. If Selden had come at Mrs.
.Dorset' i}call, it was at her own that he would stay. (53)

By emphasizing the casualness ot Mrs. Trenor [ remark, the narrative
voice directs ou;‘%ttention to something that will pique Lily s pride
and draw her into Bertha's world of scheming  and cunning. ’

The day attér Selden s arrival at Bellomont,. Lily gets %p,

‘ confident in her unbounded power to charm and solf—convinced that Selden

had come down to ‘the Trenors' to see her. She is, theretore, surprilua.
to f£ind him and Bertha sitting and talking quietly in the Bellouont

library,: because, as EAith Wharton points out, " N

_13If the people in the house of mirth do not go to church; neithet do

they put the library to its oriqinel use: "The library at Béellomont was |
in fact never used for’ reading,” we are told, "though it had a certain

-popularity as a sooking-room er a quiet retreat for tlirta;ion (59).

.
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The truth is that she was conscious of a somewhat keen shock of
'disappointment. All her plans for the day had been built on the
assumption that it was to see her that Selden had come to
Bellomont. She had expected, when she came downstairs, to find
him gqn the watchafor her; and she had found him, instead,’in a
situation which might well denote that he had been on the watch
for another lady. Was it possible, after aly, that he had come
for Bertha Dorset?...It did not ‘occur to herf that Selden might
have been actuated merely by the desire to spend a Sunday out of
town.... But Lily was not easily disconcerted; competition put
her on her mettle, and she reflected that Selden's toming, if it
did not declare him to be still im Mrs. Dorset's toils, showed
him to be so completely free frop them that he was nq} afraid of

her proxlmlty (60-61)
'The passage clearly lllustrates the power of mimetic desire to muddle
and natrrow a gharacter's understand;ng: Lily's assumptions and
"gxpectations deri?e, as the narratfve voice makes clear, from-her
”f'determination tg chaliengé what she presumes to be BerthaéPorset's
influence over Seldén.

But althougbh competition tends to strengthen and sharpen her
courage, Lily can and will never descend to tﬁe l?west sppere.of mimetic
rivalry; unlike Bertha, she can never be brutalljiunsgrupulous or
CalloﬁE, even in her dealings with her rival. Diana Téilling is right
when she remarks that "what Mrs. Wharton is captured by in ﬁil} Bafévis
- her ambiguity of{purpo;e, the confligt between hér good sense and the '
pull.of spirit."*¢ Lily's practical 'good'sense,' as deéerm;nedAand
controlled by the';awswgoverning éoEial interaction in the,p&vel,
grounds her in the‘pervasive and stifi;ﬁé.atméspheéé of trivial
ambitivns, vain display, and fruitles$ rivalries, whiie herd'pull of
spirit, as defined and enriched by Lawrence Selden 3 enlightened
'criticism and by Lily's lingerlng sense of tradition, enables her to

transcend the negative forms of mediated desire in which she .finds

I3 . - e

14Trilling 109.
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herself caught, especially in the first helf of the story. In short,
whgﬁgmakes Lily Bart an appealing heroine is her ultimate ability not to
regard soc1ety as an end For example, though she can at times think of

her attractiveness as a form of social exchange, Lily can also.erttegtatn

1

higher and nobler, if initially somegpet idealistic and sentimental,
thoughts about the significance of her beeuty. As we learn in Book I,
chapter three,

Her ambitions were not as crude as Mrs. Bart's.... She liked to
think of her beauty as a powef for good, as giving her the - ’
opportunity to attain a position where she could make her
"influence felt in the vague diffusion of refinement and good
taste... ‘o she liked to picture herself as... sacrificing her
pleasure to the cihims of an immemorial tradition. (34-35)

=

In this 1nstance Lily perceives her_beauty.not as a means of attracting -
public applause but as an aid to the improvement '6f human culture; she’
feels her opligations not only to her community but also to a distant
past that makes her ;ware of the sense of continuity in human existence.
In other wqrde,ALily's desire is for the-general good, not merely for

P

ﬁf her personal happiness. o .

Such an image of Lily's is what Selden tatches a glimpse of in the

. < . - . ' ' - .
episode of the tableaux vivants and in which, as we perceive,

Lily had purposely chosen a picture without distradting .
~ accessories. of dress or surroundings.... [T]he npble buoyancy of
- her- attitude, its suggestion of soaring grace revealed the touch .
" of poetry in her beauty that Selden always felt in her’
- presence.... Its.expressicn was now $o vivid that for the first
time he seemed to see before him the real Lily Bart, divested of -
the trivialities of her little world, .and catching for ‘a mepeat
a note of that eternal harmony ot which her.beeuty was a pert)~c¢
(134-35) : . i

In its natura1 state, free from the seoie1 trappinﬁ; and the nimetic

'entanglements of Lily s !amilier eurroundinas, het true cherecter ]
‘emerges es a happy ccmbinatien of spirit, ert, end beeuty, end, elso,

~ part ‘of anceven hiqher end ttenscendent reeln ot being Selden'p gitt

» . , e
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for superior appreciation is once again rewarded in Book II, chapter

SN

4
it
i
5

iyfbree, as he contrasts her to other women of her circle and feels that

i 1t was one of the days when she was so handsome that to be

handsome was enough, and all the rest--her grace, her quickness,
her social felicities--seemed the overflow of her bounteous
nature. But what struck him was the way in which she detached
herself, by a hundred undefinable shades, from the persons who
most abounded in her style ...her grace cheapening the other
women's smartness as her finely-discriminated silences made

their chatter dull. (215-16)

Lily's refined taste, the loveliness of her personality, and the
generosity of her feelings expose the other Komen's vulgarity and
insipxdity. It is clear that Edith Wharton is suggesting a positive
‘'standard to which the reader might appeal for an alternative to the
éﬁciety depicted in her book. Ultimately this standard is reklected in
Lily's Zbounteous nature,' in her goodnes$ and in her ability to
overcome her social need for revenge.

Before examining this significant decision in the heroine’'s life,
I wbuld like to look at how a minor figure in the std Gerty Farish,-

from whom Lily feels so different--because, as Lily péints out, "'she

likes béing good, and L“like being happy'" (7)--enacts in her own way
and jin her own little world what the central character undergakes on a
larger scale. Lily's articulated distinction between Gerty anﬁ herself
points to what the novel posits as two important alternafives in the
characters'’ lives; the desire for the good and the desire for happiness;
while the fifst is built onea life of virtue, genergsify,,and especially
an awarenegs of thé continuity and solidarity of hﬁgan existence, the
second presupposes a life of luxury and pleasure and ; stron§ concern
witégthe;individuai. On the basis of both Lily's own admission and many
tg}éual examples, one can fairly claim that Gerty Farish, in spite of

hﬂr scanty means, is a model of compassion and generosity, and seefs in
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“
every respect motivated by the desire for the good.

As if to test Gerty's charitable nature, Edith Wharton
unexpectedly thrusts her in a quiet but passionate triangular
relationship in which she discovers herself competing against Lily for
Selden's love. The morhing after the Welly Brys' entertainment to which
Selden had taken his cousin, Gerty be%ins }o see herself as "the centre
of a little illumination of her own”" (149), but, although she feels that
her cousin's attentions have been too marked to be mistaken, she soon
finds herself face to face with the bitter and disappointing truth that
Selden had been calling on her because of her goodness to Lily. In Book
I, chapter fourteen, we witness Ger{y's silent suffering as her suddenly
flaming jealousy jolts her out of her contented existence, pulls her
deéper and deeper into the love triangle, and profoundly alters her
perception of her good friend Lily and of Selden:

He had kissed her before--but not with another woman on his
lips. If he had spared that she could have drowned quietly...
She had been so contented, life had seemed so simple and
suff1c1ent——why had he come to trouble her with new hopes? And
Lily--Lily, ‘her best friend! Perhaps had it not been for Lily,
her fond imagining might have become truth....And n she wag
thrust out [of Seldeh's heart], and the door barr& against her
by Lily's hand!...She cried quietly as she undressed... But on
her bed sleep could not come, and she lay face to face with the
fact that she hated Lily Bart. It closed with her in the

« darkness fike some formless evil to be blindly grappled with.
Reason, t, renunciation, all the sane daylight forces,
were beatdn back in the sharp struggle for self-preservation.
She wanted happiness--wanted it as ‘fiercely and as
unscrupulously as Lily diq, but without Lily's power of
obtaining it. And in her conscious impotencc she lay shivering,
and hated her friend--(161-63)

Kl

Immediately after detailing Gerty's poignant feelings of humjliation,
bitterness, and defeat, Edith Wharton introduces Lily, xnocking on’
Gerty's door, late at night, unaware of Gerty's mental pisery, but

herself exhausted and humiliated, having just narrowly escaped Gus
o T



119

Trenor's insistent sexual advances. After unlocking the door, Gerty,

Edith wharton explains,

heard her name in a cry, had a glimpse of her friend's face, and
felt hersgp#f caught and clung to....Gerty's compassionate
instincts, responding to the swift call of habit, swept aside
all her reluctances. Lily was simply one who needed help....
disciplined sympathy checked the wonder on Gerty's lips, and
made her draw her friend silently into the sitting-room... Gerty
had unconsciously adopted the soothing note of her trade: all
personal fueling was merged in the sense of ministry... (163)
Compassion, a quality unthinkable among most of the other characters of
the story, has become second nature in Gerty, whose brief moral lapse «
prevents any inclination to perceive her as a sentimentalized figure.
C\
Lily's‘clinéZRy fingers, Gerty's trained compassion, her instinctive
sympathy, and habit itself all suggest the concepts of kinship and
tradition, both of which characterize her desire for the good and
explain why Gerty's personal feelings of hatred and resentment are not

allowed to override her’ charitable nature. Her vocation swiftly

reasserts itselans she renounces the pursuit of further mimetic
rivalgy. ’
In her triangular relationship with Selden and Bertha szset, Lily
manages to transcend her struggle against the other woman in a
Gerty-like manner but under different circumstances and with far more
serious consequences. Because Bertha is extremely aware of her circle's
excessive attention to its social reputation, she undertakes a
systematic campaign of malicious gossip, 1esorting to "every turn of the
allusive jargon which,” -as Lily well knows, "could flay its victims:
without the shedding of blood"” (110). In the psychological "struggle of
consg}ousnesses in a universe of physical nonviolence;"l’ social
ridicule has become the new weapon for “destroying gne‘s enemies.

‘8Girard 110.
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When concrete evidence in the form of Bertha Dorset's love-letters
comes into Lily's hands, the heroine is placed face to face with her

keenest moral crisis in the story, and, given the unspoken laws of

self-preservation governing the characters' lives, Lily would feel and
L]

be completely justified if she chose to surrender to the‘socothing
temptation to redress Bertha's inflicted social wrongs. In Book I,
chapter nine, we are told that

There is nothing society reseénts so much as having given its
protection to those who have not known how to profit by it: it
is for having betrayed its connivance that the body social
punishes the offender who is found out. And in this case there
was no doubt of the issue. The code of Lily's world decreed that
a woman's husband should be the only judge of her conduct....But
with a man of ‘George Dorset's temper there could be no thought
of €condonation--the possessor of his wife's letters could
overthrow with a touch the whole structure of her existence. And
into what hands Bertha Dorset's letters had been delivered! For
a moment the irony of the coincidence tinged Lily's disgust with
a confused sense of triumph. But the disgust prevailed--all her
instinctive resistances, of taste, of training, of blind
inherited scruples, rose against the other feeling. Her
strongest sense was one of personal contamination. (104)

L#ly is saved from further mimetic rivairigs'by the restraining hand of
tradition and by her-endurimg sense of honour, two values‘that combine
£o represent the only transcendence available in a society where
generosity of reellng ana mo:gl restraint have tacitly become two
incomprehensible follies of the remote and tor&otten past. Lily's view
of experience which thus reaches tarnback into time--her backward
glance, so to speak--suggests a larger and nobler sense of human
fellowship, in sharp contrast to the narépw and narc;ssistic outlook of
a Bertha Dorset. Lily's moral imagination enables her to perceive the .
far-reaching consequences of a simple action thai could destroy the
entire fabric and 'overthrow' 'the whole structure’' of a pofson'l
existence. The extent of Lily's shrinking from such an act is reflected

L4 ) ]

[
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in the st}ength of her feelings of Fdisgust' and 'contamination.’' The
.passage also attests to Lily's moral beéuty and represents a scathing
indictment of the novel's barbarians who, unlike Gerty and Lily, have
completely severed their links with the pasf by actively undermining the
continuity of life in the present, and who.have cﬁt themseives loose
from what Edith Siarton calls "old habits, old restraints, the land of
inherited order” (147). ig their chaotic yearning and scramble for
social prestige, the members of Lily's set, for whom the sanctity of
tradition is unthinkable, have frivolously reduced all values--
emotional, ethical, artisgic——to questions of what Wemmi;n in Great
Expectations calls ’'portable property.'

In turning down her 'opportunity' to redress the wrongs done her
by Bertha, Lily also turns her back on the society depicted in the
novel--she transcends the view of the social order held by someone like
Simon Rosedale, an important fiéure, who has consistently and
insistently urged Lily to use those lefters to blackmail Bertha Dorset
into silence, and for whom the desire to enter what he perceives as thé
"inner paradise” (240), his quession with social recognition; accounts
for every one of his actions in the story, and also for all his
accumulated wealth.

Rosedale is u qu@dly the novel's most conspicuous sociél-
climber, who knows exactly what he wants and who is refréshingly candid
about his determination to achieve it. He begins his social enterprise
as an outsider to New York society,there he is stigmatized, repeatedly
snubbed, and invariably ignored. In Book I, chapter two, Judy Trenor
expresses her circle's typical view of Rosedale: "he was the same little

i

Jew who had been served up and rejected at the social board a dozen .

S
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times within her memory” (16); however,; her ‘and her world's oﬁdufate

apposition t6 Rosedale's social advances serves merely éo inflame his
!
. }
ambitions, and, as Edith Wharton points 'out, "He knew he should have to
99/slow1y...‘But he was prompt to perceive that the general dulpess of -
the season afforded him an unusual opportunity to shine, and he set
about with patient indskjry to form a background for his groﬁing glory”
(121). , .
Although he does like Lily for he;self, he also considers her as a
: means of getting into her privileged circle; therefore, when, in Book)L,
chapter two, he tries to walk.her to.her train, his intentions, as we
come tQ realize, are all too obvious, for
To be seen walking down the platform at the crowded afternoon
hour in the.company of Miss Bart would have been money in his
» pocket, as he might have phrased it. He knew, of course, that
there would be a large house-party at Bellomont, and the i
possibility of being taken for one of Mrs. Trenor's gu S was
doubtless included in his calculations. Mr. R{s & was still

at a stage in his social ascent when it was of importance to
. produce*such impressions. (15-16)

The last sentence suggests'that Rosedale is really an outsider to the
society depicted in the novel; indeed, his conduct and motivation

resemble those of soﬁe of the characters in Dreiser's Sisief Carrie wﬂo

seek to be in the proximity of the conspiquous'and the fashiohable or to

tiéure in the society columns with noticeable names. Rosedale is
convinced that his association with Liiy“Bart and her set will impart to
him some of ‘their prestige .and endow hinf with some of their social
glambur« 'v ‘?

In an atmosphere of social antagonisms, sharp rcﬁptts,‘and.long
delays, Rosedale dedicates himself té a life of steady.calculatiom, in ’
whichﬁe#nnvhis future wife could only be a social ornament. Tﬁlt the

novel is concerned only indirectly with money can again be illustrated .
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in the last chapter of Book I in which Rosedale is explaining to Lily

the significance of his amassed fortune:

'I generally have got what I wanted in life, Miss Bart. I wanted
money, and I've got more than T know how to invest; and now the
money doesn't seem to be- of any account unless I can spend it on
the right woman. That's what I want to do with it: I want my
wife to make all the other women feel smali. I'd never grudge a
dollar that was spent on that....What I want is a woman who'll
hold her head higher the more diamonds I put on it.' (176-77)

The metaphysical desire for social conspicuousness determines Rosedale's
perception of the 'right' woman: one whose superiority depends on the

»
power of her husband's heaped and crude wealth--not on her cultivation,

[4
delicacy, or refined taste,-as Selden thinks. It is, therefore, fa}r to

claim that Rosedale desires'SOCiety, not a wife, as Lily herself puts it
to Carry Fisher: "'Mr. Rosedale wants a wife who can establish him in
the bosom of the Van Osburghs and the Trenors'" (239). Rosedalefs
eagerness to marry for Sociéty also brings out his dete;mination to
settle old scores and the personal injuries suffered during his social
ascent; he is unashamedly frank about his ambitions:

'Why should I mind saying thaf I want to get into society? A man

ain't ashamed to say he wants to own a racing stable or a

picture gallery. Well, a tasteé for society is just another kind

of hobby. Perhaps I want to get even with some of the people who
cold-shouldered me last year.' (256)

¥

Though his candour tgmpers,the narrowness aqd crudity of his view of
Society, Rosedale concedes that mimetic rivalry is part pf his
Totivation fo achieve a social position. Rosedale's:whole réiﬁ;ipnship
with Lily Bart is significant for the light it’throws on the ethical
implications necessarily involved in:the pursuit of social rgcognition.
The novel ‘stresses the point oveér and' over £hat the iQthse desire té‘
enter Society leads one into exp;dient, often unscrupulous, bgt)

[ )

::i) inevitable strategies to triumph over one's opponents. When Lily
a R 8 ) ) .
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declines his offer of marriage, which he had coupled\withlthe condition
thdt she use Bertha's love-letters as valuable social assets, Rosedale,
in his view of revenge as a straightforward, extremely simple, even
natural transaction, does not fully understano‘her scruples: "'If you'd
only let me, I'd set fou up over theﬁ [Bertha and her lot] all. I'd put
you where you couid wipe your feet on ‘em!'" (300) Rosedale's old
standards of value have evidently not kept pace with hisvségaéssful
efforts to accumulate weaith, and marriage to him would thoroughly
entangle Lily in endlegé rivalries over social prestige. / o

By the end of the story, Rosedale, who has completed his

ascendency, is no longer considered the "same little Jew," even by Judy

Trenor's standards:

His name began to figure on municipal committees and-charitable
boards;...his candidacy at one of the fashionable clubs was

* discussed with diminishing opposition. He had figured once or
twice at the Trenor dinners, and had learned to speak with just
the right note of disdain of the big Van Osburgh crushes.
(240-41)

" In his triumph, Rosedale becomes a snob, imitatiné what presumably
appears tb be the Trenors' affected speech to express his superiority to

Judy's rivals. k i .

If Lily Bart prefers not to become Rosedale's wife, her decision

reflects a disenchantment with the social order depicted in the novel, a

rejection of a world An which ethical‘tonsiderations--themselves an

extension of the traddition being eroded-—are increasingly being logt

sight of in the charactersv obsession with their public iniage. In a rhai' {~

designed to test Lily's moral nature. After having rejootod'his plan of

sense, Rosedale's conditional marriage offer constitutes a temptation

"reconciliation” with Bertha Dorset, Lily, is described in Book II,

chapter seven, rotlectihqion"aosodale's idea:

°

E}
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a

Put by Rosedale in terms of buSiness-like give-and- také, this
understanding took on the harmless air of a mutual
accommodation, like a transfer of property or a revision of
boundary lines. It certainly simplified life to view it ads a
perpetual adjustment, a play of party politics, in which every

concession had its recognized equivalent: Lily's tired mind was

fascinated by this escape from fluctuating ethical estimates

into a region of concrete weights and measures. (259)
Lily's’understanding of the meaning\of life reveals that her superiority
to virtually every-other character in ihe story is one of essence, for
the distinction lies in her larger and more humane view of human
existence. Unlike the rest of her set, Lily senses that life invblves
such qualities as sacrifice, generosity, forgiveness, and cannot be
reduced to a merciless and cold business affair which never'acéepts\loss
and alyays seeks profit. In short, in her non- narcissistic view of
experience, Lily is aware of the invisible but crucial bonds that
sustain human ‘relations.' Therefore, to be obsessed with social
conspicuousness is to pervert the natural relations of life and to

/ .
accept and resort to a business-like attitude toward one's wife, as in

Rosedale's case, toward one's husband and daughter, as did Mrs. Bar%,

A} .

and toward society at large, as numerous examples from the story -

illustrate.

. . -
Richard Poirier does not do enough justice to the frequent and

1 4

long periods of time Lily Bartifpends in pondering the consequences of

her conduct toward Bertha Dory taiking'about Lily's unwillingness to
. Y .

<7 .
. v I
blackmail her rival, RofTier claims that "Lily's failure to carry out

this blackmail is J'matter less of ethics than ... of her responding to

_impulses."i‘ Lily's frequent speculative interior monologues are surely

at odds.with Pqigier's assertion, because in themselves they amount to a _

. - ]
l¢Poirier 221. T .
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mini-philosophical debate between Lily's practical 'good sense' and her
'spirit' on the morality of revenge. In Book I, chapter eleven, after
having turned away from Rosedale's alternative and after having burat
Bertha's letters, the 'valuable’' and incriminatiyg evidence against her
‘Lival}-Lily knéws’tha; she has sealed her own socjal ruin when she

rejects revenge as an'acceptable and current form of exchange in human

. <

relations:

She lay awake viewing her situation in the crude light which
Rosedale's visit. had shed on it. In fending off the offer he was
so plainly ready to renew, had she not sacrificed to one of
those abstract notions of honour that might be called the
conventionalities of the moral life? What debt did she owe to a
social order which had condemned and banished her without trial?
She, had never been heard in her own defence; she was innocent of
the charge on which she had been found guilty; and the
irregularity of her conviction might seem to justify the use of
methods as irregular in recovering her lost rights. Bertha
Dorset, to save herself, had not scrupled to ruin,her by an open
falsehood; why should she hesitate to make private use of the
facts ‘that chance had put in her way? After all, half the
opprobium of such an act lies in the name attached to it. Call
it blackmail and it becomes unthinkable; but explain that it
injures no one, and that the .rights regained by it were unjustly
forfeited, and he must be a formalist indeed who can find no
plea in its defence. (300) ’

z

Lily's reflec tions go to the heart of what actually ails New York

sociéty in their careless and frantic pursuit of pleasure'and their
deter*ined efforts to preserve or acquire an enviable social image, the
characters, the novel makes clear, have subverted the restrainr; and
dictafé; of ‘the mqral lifé, forgotten or abandoned the claims of honour,

and redu;ed life'to a question of 'concrete weightsfand measures. '
Social supremacy>rqles where traditié;;l nbtions of honour, once
"prevailed:»épiritggi transcendence has givnn'way'to social a
cgnsbdpratrons} Although it is corroé; to cbserve that "One of the
subtler themes of The House o_t_ui___r_t__h is the parallel Mrs. Wharton traces
bet_weén Lily's defeat and the inevitable dgtui of art m a crass

’
@
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materialistic éulture,"" one can take the idea further and submit that
Lily's social d;feat reflects not only the defeat of art, but, more
fundamentally, the subversion of the moral life.'* Indeed, Trilling
hergéif céncedes that Edith Wharton's greatness lies in a "driving
literary concern with moral truth.”!® Though it is also true that‘Lily's.
a@bitions are those of_art, as Trillfng arques, one should point out the
obvious moral considerations that ultimately sustain those.ambitions.
Such a rich and complete perspective enables Lily to free herself from
the influence of debasing mimetic desire: this time she will not emulate
Bertha Dorset's conduct. The conscious decision al;o underlines Lily's
ability to apprehend the universality of values and signals her
withdrawal from her sociqty's habit of legitimizing and justifying its
unethical practices through a constant redefining of the concepts and
codes governing its characters' ihteractions.‘Fpr.Lily; blackmail

remains blackmail no matter how gﬁe looked at it or how temptingly
gusfifiable circumstances might sometimF§ make it seem. The nobility of
Lily's resisting such an easy course lies in the fruitlessness of her A\
ac}ion: nobody.will ever know, let alone uAderstand, why Lily chose to
commit suicide. Only Lawrence Selden will--when Lily is already dead.:

It is difficult not to read The House of Mirth, in £he light of

its last chapter, as an ironic comment. on Selden's inability to
dethmine once and for all Lily's true nature until after her death. If

the other characters manipulate one another to gratify their social

- - . i

1'Trilling 109.

w9 ~

1’We are told, for instance, that the hold of conscience on Gus Trenor's:
life is so weak that he experiences*now and again only "spasmodic bursts
of virtue” (51).

whRw

1s7rilling 104. ‘ B s
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ambitions, Selden, it is fair to say, Js continually experimenting with
Lily to satisfy his intellectual and personal theories and guesses. The
very first page of the novel catches him putting Lily's intentions to
the test as he spots her waiting for her Bellomont train:
her desultory air perplexed him....[she had] an air of
irresolution which, might, as he surmised, -be the mask of a very
definite purpose....

An impulse of curiosity made him turn out of his direct
line.,.and stroll past her. He knew that if she did not wish to
be seen, she wbuld-contrivg to elude him; and it amused him to
think of putting her skill to the test. (3)

Selden's experiments are indicative of what may ba called his bad faith,
since they presuppose definite hypotheses, and, therefore, suggest that
Lily has in a way already been-judged before she is submitted to any
test Behind Selden's ungenerous shrewdness, we sense a fastidious,

o S
susplglous, and an excessively analytical mind, obsessed with 'fiquring
out' Lily's intentigns. In fact, the point is made over and over that
Selden's ways of knowing Lily proceed from his habit of putting her
actions under a close scrutiny: "In judging Miss Batt, he had always
made use of the argument from design'" (5); and "he could nevar be long
with her’ without trying to find a reason for what shq was doing” (1ll).

- Yet at the same time, Selden's rigorous examin; tion of Lily's
conduct makes him her most consistent, discerning, a.n? best critic,
forcing Lily to question, re-evaluate, and often discard some of "her
crude ambitions. In this respect, he may be considered her most
inf.luen_'tial mediator, shaping and even altering, the course of her
behaviour. In Book I, chapter tive, when her entire social ut, N

R
including Percy Gryce, her present social oPpoR{:unity,' u nuublgd// -
around the’ Trenors' dinner-table, Lily has the qhuico to coupar- Porcy.

and Selden: . . B - y ,
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It was that comparison which was her uhaoing. Why else had she
suddenly grown interested in Selden? She had known him for eight
years or more: ever since her return to America he had formed a
part of her background....Miss Bart was a keen reader of her
heart, and she saw that her sudden preoccupation with Selden was
due to the fact that his presence shed a new light on her

\ surroundings. (54)

|

Lily's change of heart toward Percy Gryce, whose family has just

recently settled in New York, is the result of, apopg other"{hings, her
~sudden awareness of her slowly accumulated frien&ship with Selden who,
as a reéresentat}ve of her past, helps igly'perceive the mediocrity and
tfiviality in thévlives of her present friendsy

fily found herself scanning her little {world through his .
retina...She Jooked down the long table,“studying its occupants
one by one, from Gus Trenor, with his heavy carnivorous head
sunk between his shoulders, as he preyed on a jellied plover, to
his wife, at the opposite end of the long bank of orchids,
suggestive, with her glaring good-looks, of a jeweller's window
lit by electricity. And between the two, what a long stretch of
vacuity! How dreary and trivial these people were! Lily reviewed
them with a scornful impatience:... young Silverton...whe-now
lived on his friends and had bécome critical of truffles; Alice
Wetherall... whose st fervid convictions turned on the wording
of invitations and t engraving of dinner cards... (55). -

Lély's heavily mediatédfclassifi tion of her friends presents an

unsavoury picture of a group lacking in delicacy, taste, and refinement, =

and oblivious to the higher énd imaginative possibilities of existence.

< rad

Their meagre achievements, which are essentially society-oriented, .
testify to the death of the intellect and the spirit in their lives.

‘In contrast, Lawrence Selden'§fsuperiority is evidént becausé, as
) N o

°

Lily thinks,
- he had preserved a certain social de::Ehment, a happy air of
o viewing the show objectively, of having points of contact
‘outside the great gilt cage in which they were all huddled for
the mob to gape at.... most of the captives were like flies in a
bottle, and having once flown in, could never regain their
- . freedom. It was Selden's distinction that he had never forgotten
the way out. That was the secret of his way of readjusting her
vision., (54-55)
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R? other words, Selden's distinction lies, as Lily believes, in his
ability both té transcend the power of money, the magnetic attractions‘
of soqiety, and to resist the prescriptions of the social codes. His'
outside pbipts of reference work to.offset and annul the power of the
N
§tiﬁling aﬂd imprisgning barziers of the 'great gilt cage'; thesé
'points of contact' are u;timately located in what Selden himself calls
his "republic of the spirit" (68), a seemingly attractive alternativp to
the sociéty depicted in the novel, for it corresponds to the realm of
s ,

the intellect and "cultivation" (63). In the "republic of the spirit,"
Selden feels himself free, as hgléxplains to Lily, "'from everyfhing—-
from money, from poverty, from ease and anxiety, from all the material
‘accidents'" (68). After spending some time in socieiy, he hapéfty )
retreats his to safe haven, apparently unaffected by the trivialities of
the ou'tside world: for he has retained what he calls his 'amphibious'’
ability. However, Seldeh's failure to help Lily, to be her true friend,
and to sayei her \when she appeals to him, reflects an obvious flaw in his
perception and a serious limitation of his republic. ) ‘

Lily is certainly justified ih her rébroach of Selden: "'Why do
yo‘h ‘'make the “things I have chosen seem hateful to me, if you have
nothing to give me instead?'" (72) Since h;I.s mere presence or his words
always have the effectﬁ of- cheapening héi social'éspirations, of thrbwinq ‘
her. ﬁhole world out of focus, Selden, one wodld imagine, should be sore
- than just‘critical, should be suggesting a viable alternativo to what hc "
disapproves of. Irving Howe notes that in !dith Wharton's fiction "Hon

. fail the heroines less trcln bad faith tg from weak _imaq:l.mtio_n, llg':

laziness of sbirit.'.‘ﬂ In séide:i's circupstances, the laziness of spirit

T2 . . =3
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signals a lack of courage, a failure to trust h;s informed and

lndependehtly derived perception of Lily, for his understanding of her
1s usually right when he relies on his own judgment, when he resists the
insididus influence of the prevailing social standards. For example, at

the Brys' party, when Selden has caught a glimpse of Lily's true

character, M

In the long moment before the curtain fell, he had time to feel

the whole tragedy”of her life.- It was as though her beauty, thus
4 detached from all that cheapened and vulgarized it, had held out
N suppliant hands from the world in which he and she had once met

for a moment, and where he felt an overwhelming longing to be

with her again. (135)

In a very real sense, Selden himself is being put to the test, when the
detached and amused spectator is suddenly called upon to help, to rescue .
Lily from a world he ccndemns because it neither appreciates her beauty
nor understands her goodness. Selden, however, fails his test, because
his judgment is rooted in his critical faculty--a faculty that observes,

. . fy
speculates, but also qoubts. It is precisely because he is possesbeq\of

a "doubting mind” (193) that Selden ultimately falls victim to the

N

malicious gossip spread by the Calibans of Lily's world. His undoing
occurs in Book I, chapter fourteen, while he is spending time in the
element he disapproves of and Lily's wherabouts become the-subject of
discu%ifon for a group assembled around Carry Fisher's dinner-table.

Thinkiné that Judy Trenor was at home, Lily had left the party earlier

to join her friend:

'The Trenors'?' exclaimed Mrs. Jack Stepney. 'Why’ the house
is closed--Judy telephoned me from Bellomont this evening.'
'Did she? That's queer. I'm sure I'm not mistaken. Well, come
-now, Trenor's there, anyhow--I--oh, well--the fact is, I've no
v * . head for numbers,' he broke off, admonished by the nudge of an
,adjoining foot, and the smile that circled the room.
< In its unpleasant light Selden had risen and was shaking
hands with his hostess. The air of the place stifled him, and he
wondered why he had stayed in it so long....remembering a phrase

¢
v
a
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of Lily's: "It seems to me you spend a good deal of time in the
element you disapprove of...."

It was pitiable that he, who knew the mixed motives on which
social judgments depend, should still feel himself sS swayed. by
them. How could he lift Lily to a freer vision of 1life, if his
own view of her was to be coloured by any mind in which he saw
her reflected?

The moral oppression had produced a physical craving for air,
and he strode on, opening his lungs to the reverberating
coldness of the night. (158-59)

So shrewd an observer and so discerning a critic, who "knew the mixed
motives” (emphasis added) underlying gossip, is nevertheless unfaithful
to his knowledge when he lets his view of Lily be medidted by the
group's self-righteous ;nsinuations. His difficulty in breathing gives
‘the lie to his earlier claim to Lily that, though he spends a great deal
of time in Society, his "lungs can {still] work ip another air” (70). To
be 'swayed' by the malicious items of gossip is to betray a lack of a
strong inward self, and to endorse, even if only grudgingly, the
standards that censure Lily. It is also to reveal a keen concern for
one's social reputation, to fear the kind of judgment conveyed by the
group's smug and knowing smile--in short, it is to side with tﬂ; vulgar
world of the Farishes and the Stepneys.against Lily Bart.

Selden lets Lily down a second time when New York society removes
itself to Europe. When Bertha Dorset angrily turns against Lily and
refuses to allow her to board the Dorsets' yacht, Lil“y/ who feels
publicly humiliated and who wants to be saved from the embarrassment of
the moment, asks Selden to take her for a walk. When they find a baench,

a Selden sat down beside her, waiting for her to speak..
[himself] kept from.free utterance by the wretched doubt which
had slowly renewed itself within him.....[His] reason
obstinately harped on the proverbial relation between smoke and
fire. The memory of Mrs. Pisher's hints... while [it] deepened .
his pity also increased his constraint, since, whichever way he

sought a free outlet for sywathy, it was blocked by the fear of
committing a blunder. (219)
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Selden's 'wretched doubt' indicates his inabilit& hot merely to brush
off the past insinuations about Lily but to transcend the force of
gossip through his faithpin her. The novel is thus makfng a subtle
connection between Society's reduction of ethical considerations to a
matter of 'concrete weights and measuret' and Selden’'s entrapment in the
realm of evidence, his failure to believe in Lily's ggodness and
innocence witMout the need of certain and solid proof.?! Such a failure
can also be discerned in Selden's adherence to the safe and reductive
generalizations of a proverb. Richard Pqgirier describes Selden's
inadequacy well when he notes that

Selden’'s ways of 'knowing' people are essentially cegmopolitan

--by the guesswork, the gossip, the categorizing asséymptions

that substitute for the slowly accumulated intimacy on which
Mrs. Whatton places such redeeming value.??

The 'slowly accumulated intimacy,’ preSs?ted as a surer basis for
§

knowledge and a viable condition in human relations, is another way of

3

describing faith and trust.
*

P

wWhen assaulted by the vulgar hints of Mrs. Fisher and her like,

¥

Selden's 'republic of the spirit' proves itself nomfortress: denying

Lily his sympathy attests to a stinginess of generous feelings, for

which his jusfification remains pufely social. Selden’'s eventual
desertion bf Lily, mor e conspicuous Fhan her desertion by her stodgier
and less discerning friends, reveals that society is finally as
triumphant over him as over Lily.

¢ To understand the seriousness of Selden's conscious decision to

torsqke Lily so as to safeguard his reputation, we should now examine
11Indeed, Selden is unable to heed his own advice to Gerty Farish
concerning Lily: "'She has it in her to become whatever she is believed
to be--you'll help her by believing the best of her'” (156).

LA .2 2

1ipoirier 232-33.

1 ~
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" the happy story of George and Nettie, two minor characters who live
outside the boundaries of the societx portrayed in the novel. Nettie
Struther first became involved with a stylish gentleman, but was qut
ill and abandoned by him until she was rescued by Gerty Farish. However,

as Nettie explains to Lily, the real change in her life began when

George asked her to be his wife:
‘When I got back home, George came round and asked me to marry
him, At first I thought I couldn't, because we'd been brought up
together, and I knew he knew about me. But after a while I began
to seg that that made it easier.p.. If George cared for me
enough to have me as I was, I didnﬁt see why I shouldn't begin
over agaln—-and I did.' (315)
George's faith, combining sympathy and\understanding,.and érowing'from
his shared past with Nettie, makes the latter's renewal possible by
bringing new hope to her life, and attests to the superiority of trust
and belief over the other characters' contractual perception of human
relationships. By drawing on George's unconditional trust,” Nettie has
found enough strength to gathiﬁfup the rragments.of her life.

The effect of the visit on Lily is profound: after leaving
Nettie's home, she reglizes that, thrqugh George's faith and Nettie's
cdurage, the couple has t@us reached "the central truth of existence™
(319). This truth has to do, once again, with the sense of solidarfty
and related;e§s in hyman_affairs and demonstrates the need for
generosity of spirit as a way of counteracting the disintegrating
influences and the alienating social forces that pcrvage the house of

a
mirth, invade evén Selden's 'republic,' and entrap and compromise the
human spirlt.
» Unlike Nettie and George, "All the men and women [Lily] knew were
like ‘atoms whirling away from each other in some wild contr.ttugal chnco"

(319). The simile suggests thatAnoaninq can be achieved only through a

. a
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strong sense of fellowship, while a departure ffom the centre—;from the
traditional positive supports of home, family, and religion--draws
individuals into a life of constant drifting and endless solitude. The
parallel with Fitzgerald's The ggggﬁ Gatsby is obvious enough.

) -

0y

The theme of Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth is a variation on

one of the most persistent themes in the American novel: the loss of a
tradition. Through all her social wanderings, Lily i$ actually involved
in a restless search for a home and therefore for an identity to give

her life meaning. Just before her death, Lily realizes, in one of the

most important and compelling passages in the novel, that there is

something more miserable than material poverty:

it was the clutch of solitude at her heart, the sense of being
swept like a stray uprodted growth down the heedless current of
the years...--the feeling of being something rootless and
ephemeral, mere spindrift of the whirling surface of existence,
without anything to which the poor little tentacles of self
could cling before the awful flood submerged them. ArRd as she
looked back she saw that there had never been a time when she
had had any real relation to life. Her parents too had been
rootless, blown hither and thither on every wind of fashion,
without any personal existence to shelter them from its shifting
gusts. She herself had grown up without any one spot of earth
being dearer to her than another: there was no centre of early
pieties, of grave endearing traditions, to which her heart could
revert-and from which it coyld draw strength for itself and
tenderness for others. In whatever form a slowly-accumulated
past lives in the blood--whether in the concrete image of the
old house stored with visual memories, or in the conception of
the house not built with hands, but made up of inherited
passions and loyalties--it has the same power of broadening and

 deepening the individual existence, of attaching it by
mysterious links of kmshlp to’ all the mighty sum of human
striving: (319) ST

Lily feels that material poverty is nothing in-compe;}son with emotional
poverty ehd spiritual houselessnese becaese a Eersoe's existence can
acquire meaning and a sense of permanence only in so far as it is part
of the largér human fahily and when it is strongly anchored in and

_ sustained by the positive traditions of the past. Lily also realizes
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that identity cannot exist in<a vacuum, that hope for the future is
inevitably based on the memories, emétions, and experiences of the past,
and that fashionable society( though it might give one temporary
eminence, does not include a/éﬁir%tual home as one of its advantages.
Generosity of spirit is possible only through an awareneés of one's
roots and one's place in the-hum@n chain of‘being between pa;t and
future generations. In short, Lily comes to think of tradjtion as an
effective force against the intensely narcissistic view of experienéé
held by most of the characters in the house of mirth, a view rooted i; a
deliberate.or careless distortion of the traditional. We notice this
distortion in the charac;ers' redefining of terms suchﬁas ‘glory, '
'honour,' and 'grace,' to legitimize their social ambitions; in the
Wetheralls' and the Trenors'-flippant attitude to religion; in Mrs.
Treno;'s, Mrs. Bart's, and Mrs. Bry's use of 'hospitality' as mere
self-serving social opportunity; in Mrs. Peniston's hard, shrewd, and
méchanical view of 1ibe§911ty; in Mrs. Peniston's and Mrs. Bart's

(3 s

strange understanding of kinship; i; the fact that a library is_merely a
quiet place for flirtation; in the prévalent view that art is just i
another form of portable property; in the increasing importance of hotel
life as a réplacement for home??3; ih Selden's attempts at rationalizing
faith; and finally in the widespféad simplification of complex moral

issues to mere business transactions. As I have tried to demonstrate,

»

13The world of the fashionable New York hotel is rgprcsontod by Norma )

Hatch and her friends, j ~
'éﬂ wan bdings as richly upholstered as the furniture, beings
without definite pursuits or permanent relations, who drifted on

a languid tide of curiosity from restaurant to concert-hall,
from palm-garden to music-room.... Somewhere behind them, in the
background of their 1ives, there was doubtless a real past,
peopled by i-.al human activities. (274)
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the keen desire to enter fashionable society or the need to maintain

one's 'enviable' position in it accounts for these distortions and for

the resulting neglect of the traditional.

‘\
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IV. Isabel Archer's Search for the Aristocratic Situation

Henry James's The Portrait of a Lady is a novel about destiny. The story
presents the different stages through which James's heroine, Isabel
Archer of Aibany, moves to becdﬁe the Mrs. Gilbert Osmond of ﬁome. At
the climax--more precisely in the famous chapter forty-two--Isabel comes

to realize what has happened in her life. As James puts it,

»

The idea of the whole thiﬂg is that the poor girl, who has
dreamed of freedom and nobleness, who had done, as she believes,
a generous, natural, clear-sighted thing, finds herself in
reality ground in the very mill of the conventional.?
Most critical opinion about The Portrait tends to show that the
transition in Isabel's life is accomplisheé in part by her natural
disposition and in part by the influence of the.numerous characters
surrounding her. But while the exact nature of this inflyence caﬁ be
easily traced to the machinations of a Madame Merle, Isabel's natural
disposition, that ‘is to say her chaqecter, has elicited a great deal of
analysis. L. C. Knights, for instance, finds "wilfulness as well as
vulnerabiiity in the attitudes [Isabel] brings to bear on
experience.f: fony Tanner observes that "her theories and" imagined
versions of reality are generated behind closed déorsoand'closed
windows."? Juliet‘McMaster perceives an element of perversity in Isabel:
"On the"'_oné ham;, like a true Americaﬁ,,she 1s'ardent1y engaged in life,

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness;_ but on the other she is morbidly

attracted by their opposites, and devotes herself to death, and

1The Notebooks of Henry James, eds. F. O. Matthiessen and Kenneth B.
Murdock (New York: Oxford UP, 1947) 15. ‘

L2 3 2

3L. C. Knights, "Henry James and Human Liborty, 'rhe §__gn_g_o_ Roviw 83.1
(1975): 12. : , P

L2214 )

3Tony Tanner, "The Poartul Self. " in 'rwnntigth tugx ntggrotltion!
of The Portrait of a Lady, ed. Peter Buitenhuis (Englewood Cliffs:
Pl‘ﬁntice, 1968)0 76. N - » . A
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immobility, and suffering."* Leon Edel detects egotism in Isabel--but

4

one "which is limited and damaging to the self” (unlike Osmond's which

-~

is cruel and destructive of other people).?

Because it is obvious that Isabel Archer's character has been
amply analyzed, I waﬁt merely to stress that from the outset her
approach to life is indeedgvery romantic, idealistic, and theoretical.
But since the essence of the romantic is desire, I suggest that in order
to increase our understanding of the central event of The Portrait, in
which the heroine is swept off her feet by the sophisticatedAGilbert

’
Osmond, we see Isabel Archer as a victim of what Rene Girard calls
‘mimetic desire.' Human mediation is ultimately responsible for Isabel's
qhoice of Osmond: the latter's favourable presentation by Madame Mérle‘
makes him seem desirable to;Isabei's.imaéination.

Before encounteriné one of her mdpor mediators in Mrs. Touchett,
Isabel, we are told, had "had no regular eduéation and no permanent
home."* M™Me lack of strong fémily support and of a sustaining tradition
leaves the young girl highly impressionable, for Isabel, i; seems, has
had no posfti;e mddels to look up to. As a result, "Her thoughts were a
tangle qf vague outlines whiéh héd never been corrected by the judgment .
of people ‘speaking with authority” (55). This suggests that Isabel had

too much freedom too early in her life, as her impulses, feelings, and

’opinions were not subjected to adult guidance. In a real sense, isabel's

——— -

4Juliet McMaster, "The Portrait of Isabel Archer," Americam Literature
45 (1973-74): 51,

L 2 2 3 )
. %Leon Edel, "Two Kinds of Egotism,"” in Twentieth Centﬁry Interpretations
of The Portrait of a Lady, ed. Peter Buitenhuis (Englewood Cliffs:

. Prentice,” 1968): 1l11l.

CRRERW

‘Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, ed. Ledn Edel (Boston: Houghton,
1963) 40. Puture references are from this edition.

Fal
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VS
ability to judgé correctly and wisely may already have been affected
" because she has been allowed to grow up too much the child of her own

nature. In her case, it is approériate to speak of the failure of her

"

parents. "In matters of opinion," James states, "she had had her way,

and it had led ﬁer into a thousand ridiculous zigzags" (53). This

'deprivation largely accounts for Isabel's theoretical approach to

>

experience.

It also accounts for the quality df Isabel's mind. James's
comments in chapter three suggest how ;sabél seems to havé had a}l the
makings of an impulsive and a spoilt child:

The little girl had been offered the opportunity of laying a
foundation of knowledge in {a primary school in the
neighbourhood]; but having spent a single day in it, she had

¢ protested against its laws and had been allowed to stay at
home....the foundation of her knowledge was really laid in the

idleness of her grandmother's House.:.. (32) : j

James is here explaining éhe limitations of an uneducated mind. that
lacks both training and profundity.’ As Leon Edel puts it, "Isabel has
been badly educated. She has no sense of histoty; no authoritative
voicss have given‘her the essential values or s{?ucture o!_
civilization.”"® But Isabel seems unaware of this weakness; in tac‘t, she
believes that she has "a finer mind than m;>s; of the i:ersons among whom
her lot was cast” (52). She also thinks that "her mind moved :nore |
quickly than theirs,” and this encquraged an imi:atience that might easily

be confounded with superiority” (53).

Since James makes this point about Isabel's youth clear, F. R.

Leavis's criticism of what he calls James's "evasiveness” does not do

A page later, James describes Isabel's mind as “a great deal of a
vagabond. " . '

22 1] ’ ) ) ' o °

*Leon Eden, "The Myth of America ifi The Portrait of a Lady,” The Henry
James Review 7.2-3 (1988): 13. , ' : ‘

- T v, ° ’ _ :
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justice to the novelist's complex portrayal of Isabel:

We can't even say that James makes an implicit critical comment
on the background of American idealism that fostered [Isabel's]
confidence in 1life and in her ability to choose: he admires her
so much, and demands for. her such adm;ratlon and homage, that he
can't be credited with 'placing’' the iconditions that, as an
admirable American girl, she represents. James's lack of
specificity favours an evasiveness, and the evasiveness, if at
-all closely questioned, yields inconsistency of a kiikd that
partly empties the theme of The Portrait of a Lady of toral

? substance. .

There surely is nothing evasive about James's presentation of Is 1's
AR )
background in A’W; ﬁ’sabel lacked what James clearly suggests ié the

proper restrai%t ¢hildhood. In fact, her case is typical of other

American girls; when Isabel arrives in Gardencourt, James explains,

She formed a fast friendship with her uncle.... Isabel amused
him more than she suspected--the effect she produced on people
was often different from what she supposed--and he frequently
gave himself the pléasure of making her chatter. It was by this
term that he qualified her conversation, which had much of the
'point’' observable in_ that of the young ladies of her country,
to whom the ear of the world is more directly presented than to
their sisters in other lands) (56) :

Mr. Touchett's genial amusement springs from his realization of Isabél's
innocent but mistaken perception of herseif, which makes her believe
that her rapid and trivial talk is serious conversation. More
importantly, hgwever, the passage stresses that Isab®l, far from being
uncommon, is acfually représentative of the American girl,'whose
distinct Americanness- lies in hgr being urged to be 1ndep€%dent and. to -
have a vo;ce of her own.
James points out that the attitude Isabel brings with her to .

Europe has its_roofs in the kind of uﬁbringing she had‘in Albany:’

Like tr:e mass of Amer;can girls Isabel had been encouraged to

express herself; her remarks had been attended to; she had been

expected to have emotions and opinions. Many of her opinions had _
doubtless but a slender value, many of her emotions passed away . ‘

'F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1948) 132.

o
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in the utterance; but they had leff a trace in giving her the
habit of seeming at least to feel and think, and in imparting
moreover to her words when she was really moved that prompt
vividness which so many people had regarded as a sign of
superiority. (56-57) ’
N
In a very real sense, Isabel is the. product ‘of a human envitonmer

‘encouraged originalit?, that stressed appearance over essence, and tha
gave Isabel an exaggerated sense of her significance. James is-thus
tracing the roots of what fostered Isabel's confidence in life and her
eventual determination to be the author of her own destiﬁ& to,the great
American demﬁcratic abstractions and uitimately to the idealistic and
romantic attltudes tow;rd e#perlence to be found particularly in
'Emerson’s and Thoreau's wrltings——a point to be taken up later in the
chapter. . ’ o
There is algo a sense in which the natural process of growing up
has in Isabel's case been accelerated;»one gets the iﬁpréséion that
Isabel has not gone through the traditionai.ttages of childhood. Tpis
lack, as we shall see later, .leaves Isabel vulnerable to'the.various
influences of the'dittetent éhgracters with whom she comes into contact.
Writing about Iéabel's signiticaﬁcé in the errall,strqc;ure of
the novel, Richard Poirier4§bsetves.that; . a |
:Being~at‘the centre of the action, Isabel is surrounded, 50 to
speak, by the various people whose attitudes she has at one time
adopted, ‘momentarily bringing one or another to ‘the centre with
"her, but-only to send him back to the periphery, there to ~_
represent through the rest of the novel a fixity of attitude
from which she herself- has escapod 10
Although Poirier concedes that Isabel adoptl, that is to lay imitatol,
the attitudes of the cther characters, he also suggests that her changol

reflect an 1n£ormed step she taknl ot her owq-trno;will. ButAIsabol'_

;

1eRichard Poirier, The Comic Sense of H _gg;z g g A«g_gg! of the 5;5_1
Novels (London: Chatto & & windus, 1960) 216. 5

. "?.
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* ’
'eécape'»is in fact the result of mediation, as one model of behaviour

replaces another in Isabel's experience in Amerida and, more

particularly, in Europe.

q‘ﬂme'process of mediation. begins while Isabel is still in Albany.

" Henrietta Stackpole is introduced as Isabel's first significant model of

conduct " James tells us in chapter six that Isabel "had a friend whose
acquaintance she had made shortly be%ore her father s death, who offered

so high an example of .useful activity €hat ;sabel always thought of her

N

as a model” (54)..Besides Henrietta's usefulness, Isabel admires her

friend's courage and enerdy; but, in Isabel's eyes, Henrietta matfe:s
. . I

most as "a proof that a woman might suffice to herself %nd be happy"
\ ‘ »
\

(55). However, in James's conception of his heroine's development,
: .

PN
Henrietta's mediation is inadequateé: for a person WQo_cand;dly declares,

"'I'm quite content to be myself; I don't want to change'® (107), cannot

really satisfy Isabel's large schemes of llfe. : ) \

Consequently, Henrietta is quickly eclipsed when Isabel' s<aunt,
the Europeanized Mrs. Touchett, arrives in Albany. The first perceptible

change in Isabel is %}nguistic: ‘
Mrs. Touchett was as eccentric as Isabel had always suppd%ed;
and hitherto, whenever the girl had heard people descri
eccentric, she had thought of tham as offensive and»alarming.
The term had always suggested to her something grotesque pnd .
even sinister. But her aunt made it a matter of high but &asy
irony, or comedy, and led her to ask herself if the coemon tone,
which was all she had known, had ever been as interesting. (36)

With Mrs. Touchett's advent, Isabel's consciousness expands to make room
for a néw appreciation of the term 'eccentric,' &s Isabel is, in a
.- o N
. )
sense, introduced to the sphere of the unusual and the uncommon. In an

extremely well-structured novel, James is’already laying the ground ferz

Isabel's choice of the unconventional. To Isabel, her expanded
. R [}

=
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definition of 'eccentric' reveals the commonness and the narrowness of
her previous nnderstandingt

But Mts. Touchett's effect on her ntece is not merely‘linguistic;
thé‘young girl is chiefly struck by her aunt's manner: |

No one certainly had on any occasion SO held her as this
foreiéﬁ—looking woman, who retrieved an insignificant appearance
by a distinguished manner ‘and, sitting there in well-worn
water-proof, talked with striking familiarlty of the courts of
Europe. (36)

hJ A

Mrs. Touchett's_distinction seems to derive from her appafént~
association with the courts of Europe, and, in Isabel's naive
perception, the aunt has every reason to feel superior and to;behavg

accordingly, since she has-lived withlthe ‘great.' The narzgtive voice,

however, heips us see through Mrs. Touchett's insistent supefiority:
. ”~

There was: nothing flighty about Mrs. Touchett, But she .
recognized no social superiors, and, judging the great ones of _
the earth in a way that spoke of this, enjoyed the consciousness
of making an impression on a candid and susceptible mind. (36)

Since, to a vulnerable mind like Isabel's, judging presumably élaces the

judge abové those judgeq,_Mrs. Touchett gnpears at least equal, if not

supekio}, to European royalty. But, as James makes clear, Mrs. _
. Touchett's right to supéfiority is actually more arrognted than earned;
in fact, she herself knows it° that is why she naeds the admiration of

an innocent mind like Isabel's. In other words, the aunt's enjoyment of

_her claim to supertority is mediated through her niece's recognition ot

4

-it. - " V - N
g L o ) ; Y : :
‘Judging others is in itselt a step toward what Isabel wiil lator
come to consider. "the essencg/ot the a:istocratic lituation : boinq in

"a better position for appreciating poople thnn th-y are for

-

appteciating you \blgtz\\aowevor, such an appuzcntly high and rctinod
realm, with :I.ts aesthotic sugqutions, bqlonql only to nadu. mlo and

-
-
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Gilbert Osmond.

As yet, Isabel is still held by her aunt's unrestrained judgments
and outspokenness. Indeed, Mrs. Touchett's marked pronouncements during
her stay in Albany alter Isabel's perception considerably. For instance,
the aunt's direct criticism of the Albany housq gives rise to a new
desire in the niece, who suddenly becomes aware of the limitations and
provinciality of her surroundings. Mrs. Touchett or "this unexpected
critic” (35), as she is called, "finds everything [in the house] Q_
immensely worn” (34); she also inspects the front parlour "without
énthu51asm" (35). Finally, she delivers her ultimate judgment on the
entire house: "'In Florence we should call it a very bad house'” (355.
The niece's cold and resigned response shows the process of mediation at
work: "lIsabel felt some emotion, for she had always thought highly of
her grandmother's house ....'I should very much like to go to Florence'"”
(36). By criticizing the Albany house, Mrs. Touchett is suggesting the
superiority of Florence and its palaces, and making Europe seem
desirable in her niece’'s eyes. Indeed, Isabel's reflections in chapter
four attest to the impact of Mrs. Touchett's visit:

‘ The importance of what héd happened was out of proportion to its

appearance; there had really been a change in [Isabel'$] life.
What it would bring with it was as yet extremely s
indefinite.... She had a desire to leave the past behind her and,
as she said to herself, to begin afresh....with her sense that
the note of change had been struck, came gradually a host of
images of the things she was leaving behind her. (39)

In a sense, isabel's experience is simi}jar to that of the "Young
Man from the Provinces,”:! and her decision éi\igive for Europe recalls
the hero's legepdary departure for the city to seek his fortune. ’
According to Lionel Trilling, the -"Young Man from the Provinces” usually

l1Lionel Trilling, "The Princess Casamassima, " The Liberal Imagination .
(New York: Viking P, 1950): 61.
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learns about life from boéks; Isabel's response to Europe is also
mediated through romantic notions derived from literature. For instance,
af ter a.prief inspection of Gardencourt, the Touchetts' estate in
England, Isabel is in raptures: "'I’'ve never seen anythir® so lovely as
this place. I've been all over the house; it's.too enchanting'"” (26),
she exclaims to Ralph. When her cousin introduces Lord Warburton, his
English friend, Isabel's reaction reveals a mind filled with romantic
expectations: A'Oh, I hoped there would be a lord; it’'s just like a
novel!'" (27). To talk about Isabel's theoretical approach to Europe is,
therefore, to recognize fhe hold of the written word on her imagination
and to perceive the importance of mimetic desire in her life. In fact,
her understanding of an entire culture has its roots in the suggestions
L]

obtained from her readings:

She questioned [her uncle] immensely about England, about the
British constitution, the .English character, the state of
politics, the manners and customs of the royal family, the
peculiarities of the aristocracy, the way of living and thinking
of his neighbours; and in begging to be enlightened on these
points she usually enquired whether they corresponded with the
descriptions in the books. (57) '

When Isabel visits Lockiéigh, Lord Warburtoq's house, the place
"affected the young visitor as a castle in a.legend" (75). Isabel also
thinks that the English are not "very nice to girls,"” because, as she
says, "'they're not nice to them in the novels'" (58). Her coidurod
perception, thé result of her mediated knowledge, points to her
inexperience apd_to-her tendency to read her surroundings inaccurately.

-

Furthermore, Iisabel's famous eagerness, indeed her insistence, to see

S

the ghbst!of Gardencourt suggests how th; roots of romance can in fact

be traced to mimetic conduct:

'Please tell md,' she asks her cousin, 'isn't there a ghost?’
'A ghost?' : :
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'A castle-spectre, a thing that appears. We call them ghosts

in America....You ought to [see them] in this romantic old
house.’ )

"It's not a romantic old house,’ said Ralph. 'You'll be fi
disappointed_if you count on that....there's no romance pere but 3

what you may have brought with you.' (50)

isabel's romantic notions abgut Europe, Ralph suggests, indicate tpe way

in which she is already predisposed to a major error of perceptiop.

Henrietta's Stackpole's direct observations about her friend are
~o
certainly helpful in revealing the flaws in Isabel's perception. In
fact, Henrietta makes many of the novel’'s most pertinent comments about
- ’

Isabel--comments often used by critics gven as they belittle the

speaker; "'The peril for you,'" she warns Isabel, "'is that you live too

much in the world of your own dreams....You're too fastidious; you've

too many graceful illusions'™ (185). Whi?rlsabel's dreams and ambitions

consist of we quickly learn as early as chapter six:
rs

She spent half her time in thinking of beauty and bravery and
magnanimity; she had a fixed determination to regard the world
as a place of brightness, of free expansion, of irresistible
action. (53)

Tony Tanner rightly observes that Isabel "seems unprepared for any harsh

~

encounter with all that indjfferent otherness which is rRot the self,
which is not amenable to the self.”!? At this staée, }sabel is too eager
but also too inexperienced to perceive the shortcomings inherent in her
view of life. \

Right from her arrival in Gardencourt, Isabel lets everybody know

that she is very attached to her independence, challenges any

‘preconceived views others may have formed about her, and insists on

defining herself on her own terms. When her cousin, Ralph, dares to

suggest -that his mother méy have 'adoptéd' Isabel, the latter's reaction

!3Tanner 69.
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is immediate:. G

'Adopted me?' The girl stared, and her blush came back to her,
together with a momentary look of pain which gave her
interlocutor some alarm. He had underestimated the effects of
his words....'Oh no; she has not; adopted me. I'm not a candidate
for adoption.' (29) '

The speed with which Isabel fixes on a casually spéken word reveals a
nature extremely ggnsitive'E? its freedom and adamantly opposed to any
notions of deépendence. The incident also points to her American
background and its belief in originality and éersonal autonomy. Isabel's
rejection of Ralph's attempt to place her underscorgs her “‘conviction

that social categorizing is inimical to her desire for a free
> 13

exploragion of life; as she explains to Ralph, "'I'm very fond of my
tor

liberty'” (30). For the major part- of the story, Isabel continues to

L

assert her autonomy by resorting to  her most characteristic response to

i . o ‘
experience: rejection. By cbnsistently turning down propositions and
: s

proposals made to her, she unknowingly makes herself seem significant
and indeed desirable in tﬁe eyes of others--her worth increases, for
instance, as she persists in declining offer after offer from Caspar

Goodwood/gzd Lord Warburton.

Isabel's unusual conduct arouses so much interest that the other
characters are both puzzled by and curious about her intentions. In

_short, Isabel draws attention to herself simply by refusing to conform
. \ >

_at0 people's expectations of her. Ralpﬁ Touchett is from the outset very

curious about his cousin’'s taté:

'All this time,' he said [to his mother], 'you've not told me
what you intend to do with her.’ .
'Do with her? You talk as if she-were a yard of calico. I
shall do absolutely nothing with her,’ and she herself will do
everything she chooses. She gave me notice of that.' (48)

On the one hand, it is ungenerous of Ralph to deny his cousin her

3
o

B
' .
-~
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dignity by thinking of her as if she were an object, by trying to place
her in a fixed social category; on the other hand, we realize that
Isabel's determination to do as she chooses remains too idealistic to
find fulfilment in society. In other words, Isabel's idealism, though
noble and attractive, can never detach itself from the human world, can
never transcend human mediation. Isabel will ultimately be defined in
terms of the various human relationships in which she engages.

However, before her rude awakening in chapter forty-two, Isabel
persists in thinking that her actions are all her own and that no human

8
influences affect her choices. Ralph's musings on Isabel's destiny
capture both James's and our curiosity about the heroine:
She was intelligent and generous; it was a fine free nature; but
what was she going to do with herself? This question was
‘irregular, for with most women one had no occasion to ask it.
Most women did with themselves nothing at all; they waited, in
attitudes more or less gracefully passive, for a man to come
that way and furnish them with a destiny. Isabel's originality
was that she gave one an impression of having intentions of her
own. (63):
Unlike 'most women,' Isabel intends to be the master of her fate and, as
an expression of the countfy she comes from, she believes herself in a
position to cfEa;e herself and shape her future. -

Isabel's first major action in Eé‘ope is to refuse Lord-
Warburton's marriage proposal. To make us understand the magnitude of
Isabel's action in qFrning down the Englishman's offer, James describes
him as having "a certain fortunate, brilliant exceptional look--the air
of a happy temperament fertilised by a high civilization--which would
have made almost any observer envy him at a venture" (19).1° Besides

showlug James's awareness of metaphysical desire--a person's desire to

-

1iIrpnically, Gilbert Osmond will keenly envy Lord Warburton's social
posifion and fortune.
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be another person—--the passage suggests that what Isabel is turning down
is perhaps the epitome of human civilization, for Lord Warburton might
be seenJas the best 'thing' Europe coﬁid conceivably offer the American
girl. " '

What initially attracts Lord Warburton to Isabel is‘her desire for
independence. Already in the opening chapters gf the novel, Lord
Warburton's curiosity about her is piqued as she, even before her
arrival in Gardencourti is being discussed in terms of her independence.
Lord Warbu;ton gradually discovers, however, that Isabel's mind is her
most engaging but formidable trait. Isabel's hold on him is immediate
and strong, but when‘his offer is rejected,\iord Warburton can barely
disguise his anger--a clear indication that his desire increases as it
is frustrated: "'with you I never fee; safe. I've a sort of sense that
you're always summing people up.... I can't make out what you'r; up
to....You! strike me a; having mysterious purposes--vast designs'"” (76).
When Isabel replies ¥Yhat she is not willing to settle down becaﬁse she
wants to improve her mind through foreign travel, Lord Warburton's
reaction ;s_immediate: "'You can't imptove your mind, Miss Archer....
It's already a most formidable instrument. It léoks down on us all; it
despises us'" (76). Lord Warburton's abrupt words indicate how Isabel's
action'has unleashed the strain of bitterness in him. More
significantly, however,vLord Warburton's response suggests that invthe
psychological "strugggle of consciousnesses,”!* Isabel, like Mrs.
Touchett, is able to use her mind to sum uyp, and hence dismiss, someone

as~sociaily great as Lord Warburton. His personification of her mind

captures both the intensity of his disappointment and, more importantly,

{

14Girard 111.
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the role of judgment in defining and often in re-defining human
relationships. Isabel’'s mind, Lord Warburton's thinks, has the power to
fix what it judges, with the resulting feeling that what is seen through
cannot possibly be desirable, since it can only be despised and treated
as ingerior or unworthy. In his bitterness, Lord Warburton\makes the
workings of Isabel's mind sound like those of Gilbert Osmond's
restrictive and ungenerous one.
One obviously cannot support the presumption that because an offer
of marriage has been made, Isabel is obligated to accept it or to have
an excellent reason for declining it. In her desire for a self-
expressive mode of existence, Isabel refuses Lord Warburton's propbsal
because she is determined not to foreclose the possibilities of her life
sO early by becoming a wife. To understand Isébel's response is to
perceive how James has solicited our sympathy for his heroine. As he
points out, "The 'splendid’ secur{}y so offered her was not the greatest
she could conceive" (99). Isabel's mind can envisage far greater things
than Lord Warburton's wealth and social positibn can provide, for her
vision appears to transcend the maferial realm and reach into the
spiritual. It is in this liéht that we are asked to understand Isabel's
quest. As James points out at the end of chapter twelve,
it appeared to her there had been no choice in the question. She
couldn't marry Lord Warburton; the idea failed to support any
enlightened prejudice in favour of the free exploration of life
that she had hitherto entertained or was now capable of
entertaining. (100-101)

More specifically, the proposal contains what James calls "narrowing

elements” (101). Critics of The Portrait have generally quoted the

following passage to account for Isabel's unwillingness to marry Lord

Warburton:
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He appeared to demand of\her something that no one else, ls it
were, had presumed to do. What she felt was that a territorial,
a political, a social magnate had conceived the design of
drawing her into the system in which he rather invidiously lived
and moved. A certain instinct, not imperious, but persuasive,
told her to resist--murmured to her that virtually she had a
system and an orbit of her own. (94)
What draws James and thejreader”to Isabel is her having the imagination
and the courage to want to use her freedom. She senses that by its very
nature the proposal is a threat to her freedom, for marriage to Lord
Warburton would surely imply and inevitably entail her dependence on
him. Since she believes that she is capable of autonomy, t?at she has an
orbit of her own, relf;nce on another person does not represent a
compelling necessity.

' Isabel's quest can also be seen as an attempt to transcend matter,
to soar above everything that would restrict her movements, that would
hamper her prégress toward what she sees as the "realm of light" (53).
Because she seeks what Richard Poirier identifies as "a sort of
enlightenment, a spiritual and by no means discernible grandeur,"**' Lord
Warburton's offer constitutes too much of a hindrance, for his world, |
Isabel senses, is alfﬁady defined, real, fixed. In t&ct, she comes to
sum Lord Warburtoﬂ upéas "a collection of attributes and p_gwers" (94).
Unlike Gilbert Osmond, the Englishman is a solid entity, encumbered with
all the trapping§ of the social world. In contrast, Osmond seems free’
from all the ordinary involvements of this world.

Isabel's rejection of Lord Warburton's mrri&qe proposal, when

looked into more c;qﬁely, comes about also as the logical result og the

various suggestions and the indirect recommendations made to her by the

Touchetts, particularly by Ralph. Such suggestions--such mediation--

1spoirier, The Comic Sense 217. .
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have invariably been overlooked by readers who choose to see the
rejection as a clear exercise of Isabel's freedom: the presenge of the

mediator has simply been ignored.

We have already witnessed how Isabel's relationship with Henrietta
Stackpole, her first real mediator in the story, has undergone a
definite change--with Isabel distancing herself more and more from her
friend--since Mrs. Touchett's advent in her niece’'s life, for the aunt's
criticism of Henrietta is not lost on Isabel. In chapter eleven, Mrs.

Touchett herself, and in her own manner, stresses the role of mediation

in human affairs:

She had expressed her surprise at her. niece's having selected
such a friend [as Henrietta], yet had immediately added that she
knew Isabel's friends were her own affair and that she had never
undertaken to like them all or to restrict the girl to those she
liked. . : .

'If you could see none but the people I like, my dear, you'd
-have a very small society,' Mrs. Touchett frankly admitted; 'and
I don't think I like any man or woman well enough to recommend
them to you. When it comes to recommending it's a serious
affair. I don't like Miss Stackpole--everything about her
displeases me; she talks so much too loud.' (88)

'

What makes Mrs. Touchett's words compelling--in spite of their
<

infelicitous grammar--is their air of judiciousness and impartiality,
but her views carry more binding ;uggestions than she is éware of, for
the eager and sensitive niece is made to reaiize that her chéice of such
an unrefined friend is a reflection on her poor taste. Mrs. Touchett's
seemingly disinterested recommendation works wgll because it leaves‘
AIsabel with the impression that she is still the author of her choices.
When, on her first arrival in‘Gardencourt, Ralph feels sorry that Isabel
should have been in the house for so long withoht his. knowledge, Isabel
replies, "'four mother told me that in England people arrived very |

quietly; so I thought it was all right'"™ (26). In her "infinite hope
L
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that she should never do anything wrong"” (53), Isabel’is indeed very
attentive to and often retentive of what others tell her. It is in this
light that we should re-examine the reasons behind her decision to
rejec§ Lord Warburton's of fer. In chapter fifteen, when Ralph expresses
his surprise at her decision, we begin to realize just how seriously
Isabel has taken some of Ralpp's words:

'What had you in mind when you refused Lord Warburton?...What
was the logjc--the view of your situation--that dictated so
remarkable an act?'

°I didn't wish to marry him—-if that's logic.’

'....nineteen women out of twenty...even the most exacting
sort would have managed to do with Lord Warburton. Perhaps you
don't know how he has been stalked.'

'I don't wish to know. But it seems to me,' said Isabel,
'that one day when we talked of him you meqtioned odd things in
him.' (130-31) .

The logic Ralph is talking about is that of human mediation. Because of
her inexperience and her desire to méke her life a perfect work of art,
Isabel has treasured up everything Ralph had said about Lord Warburton
earlier in chapter eight. After she has met the Englishman and been to
his estate, Isabel is initially delighted with him,:¢ as she tells her
cousin:

'I like your specimen English gentleman very much.'

'I like him too--I love him well,' Ralph returned, 'But I pity
him more.' ‘

Isabel Jooked at'him askance. 'Why that seems to me his only
fault--that one can't pity him-a little. He appears to have
everything, to know everything, to be everything.' (69)

Ralph's rejoinder, even if he only seems to be joking, will turn out to
{ ' _
carry more weight with Isabel than he may have intended:
'[Lord Warburton)] doesn't take himself seriously.... He
occupies a pqsition that appeals to my imagination. Great
responsibilities, great opportunitiu, great consideration,

great wealth, great power....But he's all in a muddle about
himself, his position, his power, and indeed about. ovorythinq in

1¢Isabel also tinds that Lord Warburton "had enjoyed the best things ot
life, but they had not spoiled his sense of proportion" (69). :
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the world. He's the victim of a critical age; he hag ceased to
believe in himself and he doesn't know what to believe in.', (69)

The chapter concludes with Isabel's running to her uncle and asking him

1

about Lord Warburton: "'you don't pity Lord Warburton...as Ralph does?'’

-

Her uncle looked at her a wﬁile with genial acuteness. 'Yes, I do, aftsr
all!'” (72) Though the representative of the best aristocracy in the
novel, Lord Warburton does not appear to occupy "the high places of.
happiness, from which the world would seem to lie below one" (349). In
other words, he does not enjoy "the essence of the aristocratic
situation” (164). In the light of her aspirations and her new
understanding, Lord Warburton is therefore lacking.

What makes Ralph's criticism of his English friend all the more
decisive for Isabel is the manner and tone in which it is made and the
way Isabel treats it. Ralph's conversation, much more than his father's,
is permeated‘with mild ironic joking, but Isabel, especially in'the
first half of the novel, understands it quite literally. Wiph
considerable humour, Ralph suggests that Lord Warburton is suffering
f;om ;ome kind of spiritual malaise, that his life lacks a sense of
purpose. No wonder that when Isabel rejects Lord Warburton's proposal,
she feels she had to resi§t his des;gn of drawing her into a "system in
which he rather invidiously lived a:g moved" (94).

Isabel's imitative nature can again be perceived in her first
encounter with thé MiQses Molyneux, Lord Warburton's sisters; as she
tells Ralph, she is particularly séruck by their "contented” (72) air:

'I think it's so lovely to be so quiet and reasonable and
satisfied. I should like to be like that.’
'Heaven forbid!' cried Ralph with ardour. A
'I mean to try and imitate them,' said Isabel. (73)

Having no fixed identity of its own, the unattached self contemplates
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imitating the various selves it encounters. It.is as 1f, through
imitation, the undefined self is seeking-a form in which it wili be able
to live and express itself. Writing on his initial conception of his
heroine's character, James describes Isabel as an individual "still at
large, not confineé by the conditions, not engaged in the tangle, to
which we look for much of the impress that constitutes an i&entity."*’
Although Isabel is not really being serious--she is in fact being
humorou§——the incident nonetheless shows how imitation constit;tes oﬁe
of the novel's central concepts. |

»

The élayful desire to be like the Misses Molyneux quiqkly gives
way to different consideratié;s, especially now that she has rejected a
marriage proposal from someone as socially import;ﬁt as their brother.
Isabel's future is thus largely de;ermined by the magnitude of her
action, as the pressure to do something greater increases. Mrs.
Touchett, who would ha;é liked her to marry Lord Warburton, is surprised
by what.Isabel has done: "'One would think you were waully pleaseé with\
yourself and carried off a prizé! I suppose that wpen you refuse an
offer like Lord Warburton's it's because you/;@':t. to do something
be;:ter'"-(lzl). The niece is indirectly being asked to jt;stity what she
ml?% done. To Mrs. Touchett's understanding, Isabel has broken a bond in
o
the social realities of Gardencourt. We should also note how the‘aunt's
words affect the niece's future course: Isabel is beiné implicitly Aold
to ma/x;ry somebody greater than Lord Warburton if-she does not want to
disappoint the small ‘Gardencourt community; she has to keep up, if not
improve on, her pertomanc‘:é. ‘ C f

. 9 ’ )
" \7Henry James, preface, The Portrait of a Lady, od. ‘Leon Edel (Boston: i
_ﬁoughton, 1963) 8. . -
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What makes the pressure on Isabel more intense is that ger critics
eventually come to accept and even to approve of her bold actions; as

the critics become understanding, Isabel feels herself under strong
obligations to do better 'in ﬁhe future. For instance, when SQ:Epriains
that she does not }ove Lord Warburton enough to marry him, Mrs. Touchett
is quick to forgive her: "'You did right to refuse him ghen....Onlf; the

next great offer you get, I hope you'll manage to come up to your

" -~

standards'" (122). No doubt Mrs. Touchett is being both ironic and
angry, but her suggestion is that, now that Isabel has rejected an

English lord, she may do absolutely anything.

And there will be other people interested in what Isabel does with

her freedom. Like his mother, Ralph considers Isabel's career worth

following, especially now that she has done what he calls a "remarkable

act” (130): o

1,

'I shall have the thrill of seeing what a young lady does who
won't marry Lord Warburton.' _

'That's what your mother counts upon too,' said Isabel.

VAh, ‘there will be plenty. of spectators! Wé shall hang on the
rest of your career....You know I'm extremely fond of the
unexpected, and now that you've kept the game in your hands I
depend on your giving us some grand example of it.' (131-32).

a

Ralph's words, though melodramatic at times, encourage Isabel on the
path of the unconventional and the unexpected. In-a way, the spectators
have already determined th} nature of Isabel's future course, for what.
can be mor; unéxpected than her decision to marry G;lbert Osmond? The'
central action in The Portrait clearly illustratés the ironig effects of
mediation on Isabel's life. . ' .0
geaders of the novel haQe not geneéally.paid SutEicient‘attention

. to how Lord Warburton himself shares some of Isabel's particular

[}

attitudes. Just as Isabel tries to fulfill herself by challenging and
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defying experience, Lord Warburton affronts his destiny in a similar
manner. Ralph Touchett is right: his English neighbour is—éll in a
muddle about himself--he does not know what to believe in. In chapter
one, Lord Warburton admits, although jdkingly, that he needs a woman to
tie around his neck as a "life-preserver" (23). What He actually seeks
is an alliance that would justify him in the eyes of his mediators and.
that would also justify his radical, that is to say defiant, attitudes.
As James suggests in chapter twelve, it is because Lord Warburton cares
about what his friends think of him that he wishes to defy them by
marrying an exceptional person like Isabel:
He was about to take a step which would astonish all his friends
and displease a great many of them, and which had superficially
‘nothing to recommend it.”The young lady...had come from a queer
country across the sea....her antecedents, her-associations...
showed as distinct and unimportant. Miss Archer had neither a
- - fortune nor the sort of beauty that justifies a man to the
multitude....He summed up all this--the perversity of the
impulse... and the judgment of mankind, as exemplified °
particularly in the more quickly-judging half of it: he had _—

looked tHese things well.in the face and then had dismissed them
" from his thoughts. (95) o

>

Attracted by Jsabel's mind, Lord Warburton, in his willingness to marry

one who has no clear pgs;, no family, no foitune, no extraordinary
beauty, B%ings out the limitations of his}friandsf perception-;a.
perceptio; clouded by the worsh;p'of superficial and visible values.
Marriage iﬁ.Isabel would justify his radical posture in his own eyes ihd
in the eyes of the world at large; it would assure him gha sért of .
personal and sgiritual'recqénition he seeks and wouid at tho same -time
enible him to tx;l,umpn over his displeased :ne‘nds‘. But in contrast to
Gilbert‘Psmond's studiedidetiance of the world--a ﬁbint to be ;Edrossod
latar--Lord,Warpurtcn's, like Isabel's, is frgo'tran attoctat;éﬁ. '. ‘

€

e
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Another convincing example of%kw Lord Warburton draw; his sense
of himself from other people can be found in his reaction to Isabel's
rejection. At first, Lord Warburton suspects that Isabel may be in love
with another person; but when, in chapter fourteen, he is not allowed

even that satisfaction, he finds himself tormented by the crushing sense
L]
of defeat:

Isapel walked to the other side of the gallery and stood there
showing him her charming back, her light slim figure, the length

of her white neck as s nt her head, and the density of her
" dark braids.... there omething so young and free in her

movement that her very Cy seemed to mock at him. (117)
The intensity of Lord Warburton's feeling of defeat shows in sharp
contrast to Isabel's sense of freedom and ease, while the metaphysical

nature of his desire can be felt in his longing to subdue and possess

the girl's pliancy. LY

[y

While Lord Warburton represents a social threat, Caspar Goodwood,
Isabel’'s second suitor, looms more as a personal and sexual threat:
"There was a disagreeable strong push, a kind of hardness of presence,
in his way of rising before her” (23). As we learn in chapter thirteen,

Caspar stands for too mugh raw will:

Caspar Goodwood expressed for her an energy...that was of his
very nature...he insisted, ever, with his whole weight &nd
force: even in one's usual contact with him one had to reckon
with that... he liked to organize, to contend, to administer; he
could make people work his will, believe in him, march before
him and justify him. This was the art, as they said, of managing
men. (104-05) ’

Caspar is too much of a conspicuously constricting force to stand a
chance with Isabel; while she might still have retained some of her
freedom in Lord Warburton's 'system,' her 'pliancy’ would be rigidly
reguf;ted and eventually stifled in Caspar's world.:* To avoid such a

!'Caspar’s determination to make people justify him anticipates a
similar inclination in Gilbert Osmond, since both of them are "movers" .
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state Isabel rejects, more than once; Caspar's marriage proposals, for,
once her encounter with Mrs. Touchett has opened up a suddenly enlarged
way of life, Isabel knows that marriage to Caspar is no lqnger
desirable. Her rejection of Caspar's proposal is also a consequence of
her reaction to Lord Warburton's oéfer; as she reflects in chapter
thirteen, "The idea of a(&fgzgfshed liberty was particularly
disagreeable to her at present, since she has just given a sort of
personal accent to her independence by looking so straight at Lord

Q

Warburton's big bribe and yet turning away from it" (104). And Isabel
also knows that other people are watching her progress and that
therefore she has to meet their expectations. In chapter sixteen, for
instance, she tells Caspar that S$he does not need his protection since
she can take care of herself:
'I shouldn't be an easy victim--I've proved it.'.
'Oh, to me perfectly.'
'I've proved it to others as well....I refused a proposal of
marriage ldst week; what they call--no doubt--a dazzling
one....It was a proposal many girls would have accepted; it had
everything to recommend it.' (138).
Isabel's words, underscoring her awareness of her mediatprs ("others,” 4
"they, " and "many girls"), suggést that she has in fact proved her
superiority to the multitude--the people who would have gladly and
gratefully accepted an offer which failed to move her. There is also a
touch of snobbery in her afterthought ("no doubt”). The conversation ’
. f
with Caspar serves to articulate the nature of Isabel's quest: her
desire to transcend social greatness--what the multitude finds extremely
commendable. In telling her story, Isabel cannot but feel proud of her

achievement, for she believes she has nobler desires and a more refined

13(cont'd) (105) of people: Caspar in a crude manner, Osmond with a
great deal of sophistication.
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taste than most people.

In sharp contiast, Caspar Goodwood has neither taste nor tact.
Isabel feels he is impervious to hints and insensitive ih social
situations. In fact, Caspar, who is awkwardly persistent, does not know
when to let Isabel alone. Unable to feign indifference, €aspar shows his
desires too openly, making himself undesirable in the process. When '
Isabel asks him, "'Aren’'t you capable of making a calculated effort?
You're strong for everything else; why shouldn't you be strong for
that?'" Caspar characteristically replies, "'An effort calculated for
what? I'm capable of nothing with regard to you...but just of being
infernally in love with you. If one's strong one loves only the more
strongly’'” (136). In contrast to Osmond, the man of calculated effeéts,
Caspar is simple, direct, and crude. He represents the raw energy of the
New World and has not developed to that extreme level of sophistication
reached by his Europeanized compatriots. In his own way, he is what he
appears and he appears what he is.

Since Isabel desires to make her life a work of art, she finds
that, from an aesthetic point of view, Caspar Goodwood is deficient:

she sometimes thought he would rather be nicer if he looked, for

instance, a little differently. His jaw was too square and set

and his figure too straight and stiff: these things suggested a

want of easy consonance with the deeper rhythms of life. (105)
At this point, Isabel's artistic sensibilities seem misplaced and sound
fastidious and exacting. That her artistic taste is flawed becomes
obvious when she fails to realize what lies beneath Osmond's highly
polished appearance and manner. |

Essentially, Isabel perceives Caspar as having no style. For one
thing, he does not even know how to dress:

she viewed with reserve a habit he had of dressing always in the
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same manner; it was not apparently that he wore the same clothes
continually, for, on the contrary, his garments had a way of
looking rather too new. But they all seemed of the same piece;
the figure, the stuff, was so drearily usual. (105)

-
Isabel's criticism of Caspar's way of dressing, which reaily says as
much about her as about him, suggests how much her preoccupation with
taste and style reflects é keen concern for the wa§ people look and also
for the way others look at her. Isabel also fails to appreciate the
significanc; of the fact that no mai‘,f how dull and dismal Caspar's
manner of dressing may be, he, unlike Osmond, is simﬁle and honest.

Isabei's most gevealing objection to Caspar is that "He showed his
appetites and designs too simply and artlessly” (106). In his simplicity
and inexperience, Caspar is ug;ble to pretend what he dpes not feel,
unable to play the game of dissimulation--Isabel had earlier described
him as "very simple-minded” (90). All in all, Caspar is deficient
because, to Isabel's mind, he lacks the social graces that govern
civilized social intercourse. Even in his manner of looking at her,
Isabel detects "a stiff insistence, an insistence in which there was
such want of tact” (271). In obvious contrast to Madame Merle and
Gilbert Osmond, Caspar Goodwood has ﬁéitact, no taste, no style, no
sophistication, no refinement: he is a non-entity in the world of art.

After Isabel has turned down two marriage proposals, James
carefully prepares the stage for her encounter with Madame Merle. To
give the 'x’noment maximum effect, \ removes the other characters from the
scene:.the two rejected suitors e thﬂIrlleavo, Henrietta departs tor
Bedfordshire, and Ralph and his mqther devote their time to the dying
Mr. Touchett. Convinced that "each new acquaintance would exert sole

]

momentous inflpence on her life" (149), Isabel, in chapter ciqhto,p,

comes upon a stranger seated at the piano in the Gardencourt
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living-room:

[The stranger] touched the piano with a discretion of her own.
It showed skill, it showed feeling. Isabel sat down noiselessly
on the nearest chair.... When. [the piece] was finished she felt
a strong desire to thank the player...while at the same time the
stxanger turned quickly round, as if but just aware of her
presence. (149)

I;abel appears charmed, almost hypnotized, by her first impression of
Madame Merle, for the latter's skilled performance seems so delightful
that Isabel, unconsciously, sits down qQuickly and quietly. Madame
Merle's action at the end of the piece can be seen as part of the
overall effect. Careful about how other people view her, Isabel may have
felt her insignificance when she had to wait until the end of the
performance before the stranger bothered to turn round and face her.

The young girl finds the new person's appearance and marmer very
pleasing, and, in her initial rapture, she takes Madame Merle at first
to be a "Frenchwoman,” then a "German of high degree, perhaps an
Austrian, a baroness, a countess, a princess” (152). Isabgl'g
speculations reflect the gold the stranger has already acquired over her
}magination. James is indeed aware of the workings of metaﬁhysicaI
desire, for, as he tells us, "[Madame Merle] was in a'word a woman of
strong impulses kept in admirable order. This commended itself to Isabel
as an ideal combination" (152). The long list of adjectives ("charming,
sympathetic, intelligent, cultivated...rare, superior, pre;eminent")
Isabel applies to her new acquaintance depicts Caspar Goodwood's:
opposite. Although“Madame Merle confesses that she is actually a social
non-entity--""'what have I got? Neither husband, nor child, nor fortune,
nor position, nor the traces of a beauty that I never had'”

(171)-- Isabel remains convinced that. she "had never encountered a more *

agreéable and interesting figure than Madame Merle"” (161). For the young

a
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girl, the elder woman's superiority lies in her possessing the tine;t
social graces. ‘ |

Isabel's extremely favourable impressions are, however, not all
her own, for two other people in Gardencourt, -who are great admirers of
Madame Merle, approve of Isabel's growing friendship with her. When
Isabel asks Ralph, "'Pray who is this Madame Merle?'" she receives a
highly commendable description: "'The cleverest woman I know.... sﬁe's
so welcome wherever she goes...she does everything beautifull;. She is
complete'” (153). Unlike his depiction of Lord Warburton, which
contained some "odd things” (131), Ralph's portrayal of Madame Merle
suggests perfection itself. He even reinforces that picture when he
describes Madame Merle as "'the one person in the world whom my mother
very much admires. If she were ﬁot herself (which she after all much
prefers), she would like to be Madame ‘erle'"” (153). Ralph's usuali
humotir and his half-hearted criticism of his mother, though apparently
lost on his cousin, do not reallyldetract from his and James's ;wareness
of the mechanism whereby one character wants to appropriate the being of
another. Ralph approves so much of Madame Merle that he presents her as
a model for Isabel to imitate: "'Ah, with Madame Merle you may go
anywhere, de confiance....she knows none but the best people'" (211).

A}

Little does Ralph realize how much weight'his words will carry with his

)
o

éousin.

Mrs. Touchett, too, is a strong admirer of Madame Merle. The aunt,
who has earlier declared that recommending is a very "serious atfair"
(88), has no reservations when she urges her niece to get dcquiintcd
with the visitor; in chapter nihetean, she explaifs to Isabel why their

friend is staying with them at such a sad time as the dying of Mr.

ey
N
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Touchett:

'You mustn't think it strange her remaining here at such a time
as this....She is incapable of a mistake; she is the most
tactful woman I know. It's a favour to me that she stays; she's
putting off a lot of visits at great houses....she has the pick
of places....But I've asked her to put in this time because 1
wish you to know her. I think it will be a good thlng for you.
Serena Merle hasn't a fault.' (167)

Mrs. Touchett's words make Madame Merle appear to be tact incarnate. In
the realm of manners, she seems like a queamn, \whose visits, even when

they take place at awkward moments, are smoothly converted into favours.
Because Mrs. Touchett greatly esteems Madame Merle, she sees to it that

>

the two women get acquainted. She reminds Isabel of how "'Your sister
Lily told me she hoped I would give you plenty of opportunities. I give
you one in putting you in relation with Madame Merle. She's one of the
most brilliant women in Europe.... she knows absolutely everything on
earth there is to know'"™ (167).
Because the question of Isabel's attraction to Osmond constitutes
a major interpretative issue in The Portrait, understanding the
significance of Ralph and his mother's praise of Madame Merle is
crucial. Their recommendations work well to establish her as a highly
desirable model for Isabel. Indeed, Ralph comes to think of the. !
relationship in terms of instructor and disciple (213).
During Madame Merle's stay in Gardencourt, Isabel has plenty of

time to discover why the elder woman excites so much interest:

Before luncheon; always, Madame Merle was engaged; Isabel

admired and envied her rigid possession of her morning. Our

heroine had always passed for a person of resources and had

taken a certain prige in being one; but she wandered, as by the
11 of a private garden, round the enclosed
talents, acc ishments, aptitudes of Madame Merle. She fotund
herself desifing to emulate them, and in twenty such ways, this
lady presentéd herself as a model. 'I should like awfully to be

So!' Isabel secretly exclaimed, more than once, as one after
another of her friend's fine aspects caught the light, and
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before long she knew that she had learned a lesson from a high
. aythority. It took no great time indeed for her to feel, as the
phrase is, under an influence. (163)
The passage is essential to a correct understanding of the development
of Isabel's character and, therefore, to an accurate reading of her
seemingly surprising attraction to Osmond. The passage may in fact be
con;xdered\the turning point in the history of Isabel's consciousness,
for, be51deF 1ts language of imitative desire--with Isabel's 'desiring
to emulate' and to 'be' like her 'model'~—the passage is abundantly
suggestive of the workings of mimetic conduct. Isabel, the desiring
subject, is suddeﬂly made to feel her uniméortance in the présence of a
model who inspires envy and admiration because of her superior
attributes. The image of the subject wandering helplessly by the wrong
side of the.wall of the model's private garden works well to capturé
Isabel's sense of loss, unimportance, and, most importantly, exclusion.
The model, in her apparent serenity and autonomy, enjoyS her being and
her garden all by herself, without her giving the slightest attention to
eager onlookers, Her being 'engaged' be&ore luncheon and her 'rigid’
possession of her mornings indicate the manner iﬁ which she self-
absorbedly excludes others, intimating tgat sﬁ? is self-sufficient.
’ v
Isabel's encounter with Madame Merle is indeed, as James notes, "a
turning point in [Isabel's] lite,:l' since, the young girl who "was
always plannfhg out her development, desiring her pektection,'observinq

her progtess" (55) is made to doubt herself and to be conscloul of her

imperfections. The realization is the essence of the lesson Isabol

- hd

learns from a high authority. It is theretoro not surprising that, now

that she feels 'under an influence,' now that she has tallnn victim to

}*Henry James, pretace, The Portrait of a Lady, ed. Leon !dol (Bostonz
Houghton, 1963) 14. :
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mimetic desire, she should intensely wish to imitate Madame Merle.
Isabel, who has always, publicly, prided herself on her freedom and her
independence, is thus surrendering her fundamental prerogative: she will
now pursue objects which are determined for her, or at least sggm so, by

her model--by her mediator of desire.
That Isabel has already lost some of her self-determining youthful
energy can be discerned at the beginning of her friendship with the

elder woman. For instance, she fails to perceive the obvious suggestions

[
of violence in which Madame Merle couches her 'praise'.of her: "'I want

to see what life makes of you. One thing's certain--it can't spoil you.

It may pull you about horribly, but I defy it to break you up'" (162).

L 4

Isabel simply finds the words flattering:

Isabel received this assurance as a young soldier, still panting
from a slight skirmish in which he has come off with honour,
might receive a pat on the shoulder from his colonel. Like such
a recognition of merit it seemed to come with authority. (162)

At the beginning of their friendship, Isabel considers Madame

Merle so much the superior that their relationship has all the
characteristics of what Girard §alls "external mediation."2° In spite of
their increasing intimacy, Isabel, content with her humble position as a

faithful disciple, nevér sees herself as a threat to the other woman. As

James explains,
( .
It is said that imitation is the sincerest flattery, and i
Isabel was sometimes moved to gape at her friend aspiringly and
despairingly it was not so much because she desired herself to
shine as because she wished to hold up the lamp for Madame
Merle. (163)

Isabel's loyalty, which amounts to a form of imitatibn, an acceptance of

the elder woman's standards, colours Isabel's perception of her

once-close friqnds. Her al;egiance to the new model, for instance,

T

‘ isGirard 9.



le8

re-defines her view of Henrietta:

Isabel sometimes asked herself what Henrietta Stackpole would
say to her thinking so much of this perverted product of their
common soil, and had a conviction that it would be severely
judged. Henrietta would not at all subscribe to Madame Merle....
On the other hand she was equally sure that, should the occasion
offer, her new friend would strike off some happy view of her
old: Madame Merle was too humorous, too observant, not to do
justice to Henrietta, and on becoming acquainted with her would
probably give the measure of a tact which Miss Stackpble
couldn't hope to emulate. She appeared to have in her experience
a touchstone for everything, and somewhere in the capacious
pocket of her genial memory she would find the key to
Henrieétta's value. (164-65)

Isabel is busy trying to justify her new outlook on experience, and, if
she can prove that Madame Merle's attrib&tes are, in the final analysis,
superior to Henrietta's, Isabel;s new choices would justify her in the
qyes of the multitude.‘The proof would also reveal how Isabel has
enlarged her understanding and has luckily transcended the stage.
(Henrietta's) at which someone like Madame Merle would be considered
‘ eccentric and judgéd narrow-mindedly. Isabel is in no doubt as to the
outcome‘of a hypothetical confrontation of wit and aptitudes between her
past and présent models. Madame Merle's seeming breadth and éenerosity
of mind would place Hénrietta once and for all, by expdsing her uttef
p?binciAnty, her crude pijejudices, and her glaring tactlessness.
Finding the key to someone's val.,. judging and placing him
effectively, amounts to wh8t Isabel considers the raristocratic N
condition.' It is the highest’quality Isabel vmireé.,in ha:*xew ‘riond:
'That's the greafy thing,' Isabel solemnly pondered; 'that's the
Q supreme good fortune: to be in a better position for ‘
appreciating people than they are for appreciating you.' And sho
added that such, when one consjdered it, was simply the essence
of the aristocratic situation. In this light, if inno othor,
one should aim at the aris.ratic situation. (164)
Isabel's present notion of the 'aristocratic lite, @ clonly examined,

is other—oriented, instead of transcendinq tl;c usual ‘and t)u

|
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conventional, it actually defines itself by measuring itself against
them and defives its sen® of superiority or advantage from the
comparison. .

Unlike the social fortune of a Caspar Goodwood or a Lord
Warburton, the so—-called 'aristocratic situation’' seems to belong to
both the artistic and the spiritual realms. If rightly upderstooq, the
"aristocratic situation” allows the less conventionally fortunate (like
Madame Merle or Gilbert Osmond) to acquire a different and{ in Isabel's
eyes, a better kind of distinction, a spiritual greatness, based on
taste and feeliﬁg, that inevitably and naturally makes one superior to
the conventionally great. Because it seems to have its roots in the
mind, and not in the external world of chance, birth, circumstances, and
socfial status, it is a more refined, personal, and just way of achieving
superiority.

-
When Madame Merle does meet Henrietta, Isabel feels herself

thoroughly justified, for her new friend immediately strikes off a happy

view of her old:
Madame Merle surveyed Henrietta with a glance, took her in from
head to foot, and after a pang of despair determined to enduse
her. She determined indeed to delight in her. She ‘mightn't be
inhaled as a rose, b she might be grasped as a hettle. Madame
Merle genially squeezed her into insignificance, and Isabel felt
that in forseeing this liberality, she had done justlce to her
friend' s intelligence. (236)

Dazzled by Madame Merle's brilliance, Isabel fails to read the encounter
correctly. There'if nothing tacful or 1ibéral in the elder woman's
gttitude, for, iniaddition to revealing her.snobbery and impatience, she
apbears éo‘judge both quickly and ungenerously, and, in her smug
certainty that Henr;etta is of no‘significanée, she chooses to see her

as an object of entertainment. The irony is that it is Madame Merle, not
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Henrietta, who !severely judges’' the other.

Though Isabel does begin to develop some reservations about her
new friend's "social quality"——shelfinds, gor ;nstance, that Madame
Mefle's nature "had been too much overlaid by custom and her angles too g
much rubbed away” (165)--she fails to see through her model's calculated
conduct, thereby mistak1n§ the appearance for the essence of the
'aristocratic situation.' And to her imagination, her new friend has
achieved a greétness of her own:

~To be so cultivated and civilized, so wise and so easy, and
still make. so light of it--that was really to be a great lady,
especially when one so carried and presented one's self. It was
as if somehow she had all society under contribution, and all
the arts and graces it practised--(164)
Madame Merle emerges as a gueen of‘society who seems to have renounced
vahity and\appeafg indifferent to worldly greatness. Isabel, attracted
by this superior K air, is willing to do her friend's attributes justice
by becoming a faithful disciple who heeds her model's advice and wishes;
in other words, Isabel is ready to justify Madame Merle.
| ‘Madame Mer's way of talmng about her friend Gilbert Osmond
renders him desirable to. Isabel's imagination; fhe portrait is sketched -
so as to pique the yéuné lady's interest: ”Shg had mentioned to Isabel
most of the people the girl would find it weﬂl to 'meet'--of course, she
said, Isabel could know whomever in the wide world she would--and had
placed Mr. Osmond near the top of the list" (206). Madame Merle's
seemingly disinterested teccnnmﬁdation'leaVQs Isa@ei with the iﬁpression
that she is free to meet Osmond or not. Knowing how fuch Isabel

cherishes her independence, Madame Merle, unlike Henr}otti,,rotraiﬁsl

’

‘

from pushing her choice on Isabel.
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She then goes on to describe Osmond as "one of the cleverest and
m&st agreeable men--well, in Europe simply" (206). However, Ogmond aoes
not seem to be the kind_of person who vulgarly shows off his talents,
and only a few Reoéle are fortunate enough to discover his superiority:

"'i& he cared or was interested or rightly challenged--just exactly

rightly it had to be--then one felt his cleverness and his d;stinction

7/

(207). As if aware of the workings of mimetic desire, the model, who

!

knows how much Isabel loves to be challenged, sets up seemingly
impossible tasks for the aspifing subject to perform. In her eagerness
to prove herself both to Madame Merle and eventually to Osmond, Isabel

willi actually fall into her friend's trap, for Madame Merle's diabolical

~

afterthought, ("just exactly rightly it had to be") is too enticing to
Isabel's keen imagination to be missed. The trap to catch Isabel is

ingenious precisely because it resorts to mediation of desire to entrap

the eager subject.

Madame Merle's recommendation of Osmond makes Isabel think that,

perhaps, she is not good enough for him, that he would not care about

»

someone like her; as Madame Merle explains,

He was easily bored, too easily, and dull peopie always put him
out; but a quick and cultivated girl like Isabel would give him
a stimulus which was too absent from his life....One shouldn't
attempt to live in Italy without making a friend of Gilbert
Osmond, who knew more about the country than any one except two
or three German professors. And if they had more knowledge than
he it was he who had most perception and taste—-being artistic

- through and through. (207) '
Isabel is being implicitly lectured on.the quaLities'fq avoid and the
ones to Ggultivate if she wishes to be consiQered w&rthy of so rare a man
as Osmond. The obstacles Madame Merlé.puts in Is#bei's way make the girl
more and mgre determined to know, and perhaps please, thg man of the‘
highest artistic €§nsibility in Italy. Since Isabel is already greatly )

:tl. ‘m .
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impressed by Madame Merle, what the latter recommends is naturally
desirable: “Isabel said shé would be happy'to know a person who had
enjoyed so high a confidence for so many years" (207). It is such
moments in the story that actually determine the heroine‘s destiny, for
they leave a strong imp;ess on her sensibilities; her defiire to meet
Oémond is utterly mediated, and her react;op when she encounters him can
already be predicied .

Isabel is 1n fact so concerned with whpt Osmond will think of her
that her major fear is that she might appeaé’stupid in his presence. Her
first glimpse of him, when he comes to pay Madame Merle a visit, leaves
Isabel greatly impressed: '

Mrs. Touchett was not present, andiihese two had it, for the
effect of brilliancy, all their own way.... It all had the rich
readiness that would have come from rehearsal. Madame Merle
appealed to her as if she had been on tje stage, but she could
ignore any learnt clue without spoiling e scene--though of -
course she thus put drdadfully in the wrong the friend who had
told Mr. Oi!?nd she cou;d bg depended upon. (208-09)
That the theatrical berformancﬂ)is meant to impress the girl is clear;
the important thing to note,."f;owever, is Isabel's fear of disappointing
Madame ﬁerle. Her anxiety Yest she appear dull is so strqpq that,
i.mediately after OSmond'is departure'v, “Isabel tiqlly expected her friend
would scold her for ha\fir;g been so stupid” (209). Madame Merle is,
. however, veny‘reassufingi ”'You.werd charﬁing my dear.... You're ndﬁor"
‘disappointing'";(ZOQ). | . - |

erﬁg more Isabel tries to pléasd, the‘ more’ she enslaves herself to
wh&t» she l;eliéves to be Osmond's exégctationsf With CasparGoédwoodmd
Lord jWarb'urton, Isabel wa; doing thc judging, but with Ofond, she Ll.
afraid of being found lacking in taste and percopt_iﬁx. on her 'vtirst _

- visit to his house, Isabel feels.increasingly conscious of her

VI
.ot

l .
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"obligations” (210) to Osmond:

The place, the occazion, the combination of people, signified
more than lay on the surface; she would try to understand--she
would not simply utter graceful platitudes.... Tt must be
confebsed that her pride was a trifle alarmed. A man she had
heard spoken of in terms that excited interest ard who was
evidently capable of distinguishing himself, had invited

“her...to come to his house. (215)

~

Isabel's strict observance of her words, and her fear lest she sound

flat and boring, attest to the hold of mimetic @desire on her

imagination.

. ¢

One of the most significant scgnes in the novel occurs in chapter
. L]

twenty-four when Osmond is showing abel his art collection:

She listened to him with attentive ears, but was‘kot thinking of
what he told her. He probably thought her quicker, cleverer in
every way, more prepargd, than she was. Madame Merle would have
pleasantly exaggerated;* which was a pity, because in the end, he
would be sure to find out, and then perhaps even her real
intelligence wouldn't reconcile him to his mistake. A part of
Isabel's fatigue came from the effort to appear as intelligent
as she believed Madame¢‘Merle had described her, and from the
fear (very unusual with her) of exposing ... her possible
grossness of perception. It would have annoyed her to express a
liking for something he, in his superior enlightenment, would
think she oughtn't to like; or to pass by semething at which the
truly initiated mind would arrest itself. She had no wish to
fall into that grotesqueness--in which she had seen women (and
it was a warning) serenely, yet ignobly, flounder. She was very
"dareful therefore as to what she said, as to what she noticed or
failed to notice; more careful than she had ever been before. -
(221)

The comicality of the Scene--with Isabe} feeling tired from her attlhpts

at beingfas intelligent as Madame Mérle may have described her--suggests

Isabel's artiticial.and calculated behaviour designed to please Osmond.

In spite of her.earlier insistence on her freedom, Isabel cares so

intensely about Osmond's judgment thgt she completely loses her
’ ' \ -. /: s ' )
spontaneous and lively natyre.

\ oy

Isabel's concern with Ofmond's opinion stems from her desire to

' acquire what sﬁe believes him to be endowed with: a 'truly initi;ted

+

S
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mind.’' To attain Osmond's 'superior enlightenment' is to enter the
narrow but fortunate circle of those untouched by the vulgarity and
grotesqueness of the less discerniﬂé minds. However, the more Isabel
strives to prove herself to Osmond, the more vulnerable she becomes to
his and Madame Merle's machinézions.

Unlike Caspar Goodwood's and Lord Warburtgon's declarations of
love, Osmond's is tactfully made and, more significantly, with a degree
of indifference to its reception. Isabel is given, once again, the
impression that the choice is all hers. Toward the end of chapter
twentymnine, James tells us that Osmond "had repeated the anncuncement
in a tone of almost impersonal discretion, like a man who expected very
little from it but who spoke for his own needed relief” (258). Unlike
the other two proposals, Osmond's seems neither pressing nor persis£ent,
and its apparent air of indifference serves to arouse Isabe’ s
curiosity. Osmond even makes a ‘point Qf stressing his lack of interest
"'There’'s one thing more. I haven;t asked anything of you--not e\kn a
thought in the future; you must do me that justice'” (259). By .
suggesting that he has.not actually fallen under her power and that his
pride, independence, and dignity are still his, Osmond {s indirectly
making himself,desir;blé to Isabel's mind.

Indeed, Isabel i‘s both impressed and convinced by~09m’ond'sz

professions and by his apparentiy fimple, quiet, honest, and dignified

r

way of life. She comes to believe that he does not really circ about
ﬁhat most péople usually care about, that he has deliberately renounced
what the multitude considers Agréat. In chapter twenty-four, we learn

what it is he has. given up: some years earlier, he had appu:ontw"‘
‘decided, as he tel%l, "'to be:as quiet as possible.... Not to
o Y e o ’ :
.‘-" 'y 3&\-. b . » b .
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worry--not to strive nor struggle. To resign myself. To be content with
little'™ (222). Osmond thus presents himself as somecne who has, through
his "studied [and] wilful renunciation” (223), freed himself from the
hold of desire ard transcended the worries and passions of the material

world. The fact explains, at least to Isabel, Madame Merle's earlier

description of him:

"He's Gilbert Osmond--he lives in Italy; that's all one can say
about him or make of him. He's exceedingly cléver, a man made to
be distinguished, but, as I tell you, you exhaust the
description when you say he's Mr. Osmond who lives tout betement
in Italy. No career, no name, no position, no fortune, no past,
no future, no anything.' (169)

According to Madame Merle, Osmond lacks social recognition, but he seems
to enjoy a different kind of distinction that only few people can
perceive: he has apparently freed himself from the necessity of toil,
from the accidents of birth and social status, and, most importantly,
from a preoccupatioﬁ with his public image. In other words, Osmond seems
to have become what he him;elf has chogg;':;‘be. To transcend social
attgchments is to reach the pﬁre form of self: free, autonomous, ttuly

aristocratic. There is a connection between such a portrait and Isabel's

famous definition of self:

'I don't know whether I succeed in expressing myself, but I know
that nothing else expresses me. Nothing that belongs to me is
any measure of me; everything's on the contrary a limit, a

_ barrier, and a perfectly arbitrary one. Certainly the clothes

. which I choose to wear don't express me; and heaven forbid!....I
don't care to be judged by [the way I dress].' (173)2!

OsmoBd seens to embody Isabel's idea of the independent self, for he

appears not to care about the judgments of the outside world.
]

1i1Isabel's conviction that clothes do not, and should not, express self
clearly contradicts her earlier objection to Caspar Goodwood's poor

8r of dressing. :
mann e g ‘er -
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When the characteristics that make Osmond a superior model are
closely examined and understood, we come to realize why the highly
imaginative girl falls in love with him and why her decision to marry
him cannot be dismissed as a mere mistake. With his apparent
indifference to worldliness and his superior enlightenment, Osmond could
in fact be seen to embody what James himself considered admirable in
Emerson's vision "of what we require and what we are capable-of in the
way of aspiration and indepeh&ence."” Like Osmond, the Emersonian
character?? has also renounced the world:

It is a sign of our time [writes Emerson], conspicuous to the
coarsest ohserver, that many intelligent and religious persons
withdraw “themselves from the common labors and competitions of
the market and the caucus, and betake themselves to a certain
solitary and critical way of living, from which no solid fruit
has yet appeared to justify their separation. They hold '
themselves aloof: they feel the disproportion between their
faculties and the work offered them, and they prefer to ramble/~
in the cbuntry and perish of ennui, to the degradation of such
charities and such ambitions as the g¢ity can propose to them.
They are lonely...they shun general society; they incline...to
find their tasks and amusements ‘An solitude.

cees /

With. this passion for what,iSu@reat and extraordinary, it cannot
be wondered at that they are repelled by vulgarity and frivolity
in people. They say to themselves, It is.hetter to be alone than
in bad company. And it is really a wish to be met,--the wish to
find society for their hope and religion,--which prompts them to
shun what is called society.3¢ ‘ L

“ .. 4

The impulse to withdraw fngm society that defines Emerson's

4

transcendentalist is, according to major critics of American litoraturo,

a particular feature of the American character. In 1923, D. H. Lawrence

13Renry James,.”Emerson,' in Partial Portraits (Wesport, Connocticut.
Greenwood P, 1970) 9.

L 2 4 ) .

"’Mor rightly points out, in The Comic Sen *t Henry J _2_:_, that
"The consummate irony of The portrait ot a Lady 1is-the degree to which
Osmond is a mock version of tho transcondontaiist' (219). ‘ ;
L2 2 1 2

14Selections from Ralph Waldo Emerson, od. Stophon Whicher (loston:
Houghton, 1957) 198-201.
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wrote, "1 have never been in any country where the individual has such
an abject fear of his fellow qountrymenl"” According to Lawrence, the
American character does not want to live with masters but wants to be

his own master. Lawrence goes on to argue that "Men are free when they

belong to a living, organic, believing community ...not when they are

escaping to some wild west.”?* Lionel Trilling notes that "we are

probably the first people to think of [the idea of the unconditiocned

spirit] as a realizable possibility and to make that possibility part »f

our secret assumption.”?’ Trilling's oObservation addresses the
character's dislike of the material circumstances,}n which spirit

exists. Examining the function of style in American literature, Richard

Poirier finds that

The classic American writers tfy.through style temporarily to
free the hero (and the reader) from systems, to free them from
the pressures of time, biology, economics, and from the social
forces which are ultimately the undoing of American heroes and

quite often of their creators.??®

<

In & book significantly entitled The Imperial Self, Quentin Andersor
identifies Emerson, Whitman, and James as the major American thinkers
responsible for encouraging "a persistent impulsé on the part of the

individual to withdrau’affect from the collective life."2” Andfrsbn

notes that "All three believed that the worst thing a man could do was v .

o

to accept the conditions of action in the society or the community, to
. rd

11—. ——————————————— .
awrence 9.
-

i¢Lawrence 1l2.
L2 2 2

iopel Trilling, "William Dean Howells and the Roots of Mbdern Taste,
The Opposing Self (New York: Viking P, 1955) 90-91.
]

oirier, A World Elsewhere 5.

- W i

*Quent’in Anderson, preface, The Imperial Self (New York: Alfred A.

Tt, 1971) vii.

-
1
‘

¢
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pin himself to a particular role."?°

American literature has indeed provided us with many examples of
characters turning their backs, both literally and métaphorically, on
society. James Fenimore Cooper's Deerslayer'is a great renouncer; for
instance, in the coﬁcludlng‘chapters of The Pathfinder, he goes even so
far as to surrender his‘claim to Mabel Dunham, the woman he loves, to

his friend Jaspar, thereby saying 'No' even to emotional life. Writdng

A

about his friend Thoreau, Emersoq tells us that "[Thoreau] fouhdl[sayﬁpg
' No] much easier than tor,-say{!'es."il indééd, in his essay "The Village,"
Thoreau recommends that we lose the landmarks of habit and convention if
we want to find ourselves: |

In our most trivial walks, we are constantly, though
unconsciously, steering like pilots by certain well-known
beacons and headlands, and if we go beyond our usual course we
still carry in our minds the bearing of some neighboring cape;

" and not till we are completely lost, or turned round,--...do ve
appreciate the vastness and strangeness of Nature. Every man has
to learn the points of compass again as often as he awakes,
whethet from sleep or any abstraction. Not till we are lost, in
other words, not till we have lost the world, do ve begin to
find ourselves,?33?

Melville's Bartleby, the 5crivener, another memorable outcast, prefers

( [ - .
to step outside the system; unwilling to copy, that is to say--to -~

imitate--any more, Bartleby simpiy and quietly p;eters to say 'No,’ not
in a voice of thunder, but as,unéoMbromisingf& and éfticientiy’as can

be. In the last paragraph of Huckleber:y Finn, Twain has his hero

declare: "'l reckon i got to .light out !br the Territory ahead ‘of the

rest, because Aunt Sally she's going to adopt mo and sivilizo me. and 1

seAnderson ix.' ' . .

[ 2. 2 2 3 -

s1Ralph Waldo Emerson, 'Thoroau," in Walden and Civil Disobodioncc, od.
Owen Thomas (Ncw York: Norton, 1966) 268. ‘. ,

ARRR .

‘s 3Henry David Thoroau, Waldon and c1v11 Disobodionco, od. Owen Thomas
(uiv !ork: Norton, 1966) 114-15. o .o

A
et
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can't stand it. I been there before.??

Such figures of the American imagination have been called the
saint, the saviour: the mystic, the genius, the idealist, the madman, or
the artist. Eccentricity of conduct is their definfﬁg trait: their
appearance and opinions are conspicuously different from those of the
multitude. To preserve what they‘ﬁ%rceive as the integrity of their
minds‘ana to be tru; to their voFation, they shun society, reject
conformity, and choose to live outside or on the margin of the
conventiongl, because for them, social attachments and worldly
g;eoccupations spoil man's pure and noble nature.

The marginality of Osmond, the artist, is what draws Isabel to
him. Before their marr’age, Osmond has SO convihced her that he belongs
to the tradition of the lucky féw yho have achieved greatness'by .
escaping soc}al fixity that Isabel is charmed by the polish;d surface
and is ready te defend him against traditional criticism. In chapter

thirty-four, when Ralph points out that Osmond has no fortune, Isabel's

sgirited defense clearly puts her tousi& in the wrong:

'I can't enter into your idea of Mr. Osmond....He's not
important--no, he's not important; he's a man to whom importance
is supremely indifferent. If that's what you mean when you call
him "small," then he's as small as you please. I call that
large--it's the largest thing I know....Pray, would you wish me
40 make a mercenary marriage--what they call a marriage of
ambition?...Mr. Osmond has never scrambled,nor struggled--he has
. cared for no worldly prize. If that's to be parrow, if that's to
be selfish, then it's very well....You talk about one's soaring
1_, and sailing, but jf one marries at all one touclés the earth....
Your mother is horrified at my contenting myself with a person
who.has npone of [Lord Warburton's] advantages--no property, no
title, no honours, no houses, nor lands, nqr position, nor
reputation, nor brilliant belongings of any sort. It's the total
absence of all these things that pleases me. Mr. Osmond...is not

[},,ptodigious proprietor.’ (286-87)
: & T
. _ ;q

”Advgétures of Huckleb®rry Finn, ed. Sculley Bradley and others, 2nd
ed. ( York: Norton,- 1961) 229.
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In planning to marry someone who seems indifferent to social greatness,
someone whose life is free from any human mediation, Isabel is actually
heeding Ralph's earlier advice to her in chapter twenty-one: "'Spread .
your wings; rise above the ground. It's never wrong to do that'™ (189).
Isabel's unders;anding ;nd definition of what constitutes 'importaﬁée'

are to be hers, and no longer socially determined. In other words,

’ Isabel comes to detach herself from mediated concepts by creating her

own, and, in this respect, she becoTes truly Emersonian. As the speaker »

in "Self-Reliance" urges,

What I must do is all that concerns me, not what the people
think. This rule...may serve for the whole distinction between
greatness and meanness. It is the harder because you will always
find those who think they kncw what is your duty better than you
know it. It is easy in the world to live after the world's .
opinion.3+*

Isabel is, of course, mistaken in her conception.of Osmond; but~her

ambition remains admirable because it is noble, and her consistent

~

defense of Osmond is honest. The nobility of Isabel's position lies in

her enlightened refusal to define ‘'greatness' only from the perspective
“~

of social advantages, in her spiritual conception ot the term. Although
A 43
she may be willfully deviating from acceptable or conventional
o )
expectations and though she may seem unreasonably uncontorming, her

ambition is p comment on someqne like Mrs. Jouchett, who 1is unable to
se'e\'beyoﬁd Lord Warburton's worldly superiority. In its scheme of

things, the novel is asking'u‘s; to .sympathize with and admire the o‘

and. intelligent niece, who is. capable of nobler imagination than hcg
aunt- ’ .“

Haxiy' ;eadeté 6: The Péttra-it" have ovquookod tﬁis nobility of

Isabel’ § ambition. J. M. Nowton, one of Isabel's, and Jms s, harlhn;

-

“Selections fxom Ralph Waldo Emerson 151, | Lo

" o ]

L
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critics, claims,

My main proposition is the double one that Isabel s ambition and
imagination, which we are led to think of as maklng a very
distinguished as well as a very attractive person and which are
only thoroughly satisfied by what she sees of Gilbert Osmond
before she marries him, are actually a spiritual disease, and
that once the reader does what James doesn't do and identifies
them as a disease all the charm of the novel and especially of
Isabel begins to fade.?®

There surely is something distinguished and attractive in Isabel’'s faith
and in her courage to want a nobler foundation for distinction. Her
being deceived by Osmond's facade is not the point: she is deceived
precisely because there was something admirable about that facade. As

she saw him, Osmond was "not a prodigious proprietor,” but a simple, "a

‘very cultivated, and a very honest man" (288). These qualities surely

ought not be considered criteria for abnormalityl

wWhen we perceive the way in which one object of desire is shown to
be more beautiful and attractive than the previous one, we come to see
the gradual and logical stages Isabel's life has gone through. Every new
model has,\or seems to have, somerhingithat'ﬁakes him or her superior to
the'previous model. After eciipsing Henrietta Stackpdle, hrs. Touchett
introduces Isabel to Madame yerle, somebody rhe Touchetts glearly rhink
highiy of. Madame Merle, for.her part and for her‘particular reasons,
sees to it that Isabel gets to meet Gilbert Osmond, .an even more
superio.r beihg‘ . The logieai progression from one mediator Qanother
gives consisk,tency to Isabel's actions and helps dispel the kind of |

A

uncqrtamty we find Ralph Norman expressing when he says that "'I‘hings

‘heppen in James 'S world, but ’!.t is not clear why. Osmond acquires

.Isabel, but itﬁs{not clear whether this is" a result of OSmmy s and

35J. M. Ngwton, “Isabel Archer's disease, and Henry James s," Cambridge
Quarterlx 2 (1966-67): 4.

a
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Madame Merle's machinations, or a result of Isabel's own perversity."s¢
Arnold Kettle too finds Isabel's decision to marry Osmond hard to accept
and thinks the whole episode a fraud:

It is worth noting what would seem an odd weakness in the novel.
Is it not a little strange that of all the essential parts of
Isabel's story which are revealed to us the section of her life
most polntedly avoided 'is that immediately before her decision
to marry Osmond?.%.. This is, from the novelist's point of view,
the most difficult moment in the beok. How to convince us that a
young woman like Isabel would in fact marry a man like Osmond?
And it is a moment which...is I suggest not satisfactotily got
over. And the point is that if Isabel's marriage to Osmbnd is in
any sense a fraud perpetrated upon us for his own ends by the
author, the book is greatly weakened.®’

Kettle goes on to explain that "what is achieved is a kind of

inevitability, a sense of Isabel's never standing a chance, which

amounts not to objective irony -but to the creation ot something like an
external déstiny."" To understand the importance of "human mediation in

Isabel's .life is to comprehend-ghat Kettle calls 'external destiny,’

for, once Isabel is in the grip of mimetic desire, oOnce she falls under

Madame Merle's 'charm, ' the course of her actions becomes indeed

inevitable.

| Even Ralph Touchett, who surely does ndt wish Isabel to marry
Osmond, comes to sed the IOgic underlying her decision. In chapter l
‘thir-ty-four,' after Isabel's cousin finds himself convinced‘py the

consistency in her conduct: ) )
Ralph;had’listéned with great attention, as if everything she .
said merited deep consideration; but in truth he was only half
QT thinking of the things ‘she said, he was for the rest simply .
accomodatinq himselt to the weight of his total lmpruslon--tho _

"Ralph Norman, ‘The I nsgu‘r ¢ World ot H_eg__rx James's gicti& (Lopdon
MacMillan, 1982) 177.

L2 2 2 ] .
’1Arnold Rettle, "Henry. James. The- Portralt of a gggx in The Portrait
‘of a Lady, ed. Robett D, Bamborq (ch !ork° Norton, 1975): 685. :

*'*' = s
. : p .

*"Kettle685. e S L
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impression of her ardent good faith. She was wrong, but she
believed; she was deluded, but she was dismally consistent.

(288)
‘

In her spiritual quest, Isabel believes that, in Osmond, she has come
upon the person wh6 has completely renounced worldly ambition.

But Gilbert Osmond's withdrawal from society is simply a pose. His
apparent detachment from worldly concerns and his seeming indifference -
to spcial importance are elaborate gestures designed to deceive. Even
his house, for instance, is symbolic of his deceptive front: .

[The] imposing front had a somewhat incommunicative character.
It was the mask, not the face of the house....the house in
reality looked another way....The windows...were...extremely
architectural; but their function seemed less to offer
communication with the world than to defy thé world to look in.
They were massively cross-barred, and placed at such a height

that curiosity, even on tiptoe, expired before it reached them.
(192 93)

The man's solid conventionaiity can be discerned in the imposing design
of the windows, the function of which, it seems, is to suggest thawethe
outside world can be dispensed with; the house, looking another way,
shows how its occupant is intentionally turning his back on society.

But Osmond's actions are deliberate, and, far from renouncing

§£c1al ambition, he is in reality the worst v1ctim of mim¢tiq;desire in,
the novel. In one of his conversations with Isabel beforeé their
marriage, Osmond claims that e has managed to subdue his desires;

. 'I ustd to want a great many things before and to be,angry I
didn't have them. Theoretically I was satisfied...I flattered
myself I had limited my wants. But I was subject to irrixation,

‘ I used to have morbid, sterile, hateful fits of anger, of
desire. Now I'm really satisfied.' (291) ¥ o,

In a sense, Osmond can be called a flat character because his mask

bareiy disguises the fact that he is a fortune-hunter. His fits of
discontent attest to his dbnvictlon that such a cultlvated' man asf_:';

himself is unfairly treated by the vulgar world, that his superior ,
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intelligences and his sophisticated perceptions are not given their due

3

credit.??

e ¢ . *‘d Osmond's desires are huge. His models are great men of power
»
o

who oy tremendous recognition. As he declares in chapter twenty-four,

< 'Therefwere two or three people in the world I envied--the

eror of Russia, for instance, and the Sultan of Turkey! There
were even moments when I envied the Pope-of Rome--for the
consideration he enjoys. I should have Been delighted to be
considered to that extent; but since that couldn't be I didn't
care for anythlng less, and I made up my mind not to go in for
. honours.' (223)

‘\Carefully considered, Osmond's words reflect an odd mixture of .

indolence, impertinence, arrogance, and excessive§ self-esteem, while his

-

powerful envy betrays his deep-seated resentment of the socially

successful

g i —e

One oﬁ Osmond s 1mportant mediators in the story is Lord
Warburton. As he tells Isabel in chapter twenty-eight, \

'He's very good-looking. How detestably fortunate!--to be a
great English magnate, to be clever and handsome into the
bargain, and,. by the way of tinhshing it off, to enjoy your Mgh
favour! That's a man I could .envy.'
Y - Isabel considered him with interest. 'You Sseem to me to be
- always envying some one. Yesterday it was the -Pope; to-day it's:
poor  Lord Warburton. S
. © 'My envy's: dangerous; it wouldn‘t hurt a ‘mouse. I don't
. want to destroW th® people--I only want to be them. You see if
would destrqy only myselt ! (2?1)

'.l'he stnk;gg thing about this passage is Osmond’ s view of desire as a
‘means of appropriating somebody else's being, of pssimilatihg the
mediator 's being. in this context, Girard a:rgues that "'l'he wlsh to be |
absorbed into tha Substance of the Other j.mpl.tes an :|.nsuperab1e

revulsion for one' s own substance."“ Osmond 1: perceptive enouqh ;o

Sofis sister,' the Countess Geinini, points out that Omond "'hes eluan
appeared to believe he's descended from the gods'™ (228).
whnw, g " . . l i ) .

«*Girard S4. | "»f”f”ﬁr |
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_know that he is a failure, that he is "a sterile'dilettanté" (286), as
Ralph rightly calls him.-Because he is constantly making comparisons
petween himself and the persons who are, eaasperatingly, his superiors,
Osmond can, see only too well that he is'small, and thug lives under the
permanent dread of inferior;ty'and humiliation. e o

Osmond's keen envy of Lord Warburton reminds one of Iago's acute
sense of inferiority and of his‘secret but.overwhelming env;:of Cassio, ’
who "hath a da%ly beauty in‘his life/ That manes.[Iago] ugly.” Unlike

' ‘lago--probably the greatest example of the resentful character in

¢

literature--Osmond de51res only ‘to be others, not to destroy them.

And}her strong indicatfon that Osmond's sense of self is derived

N

-
from others can be found when he learns that Isabel, who is about to
1 \

marry him, has turned down Lord Warburton's offer. Osmond's thoughts

. . i - . N
about, the matter reflect the triangular nature of his interest in
. . \
Isabel: .

We know that he was fond of originals, of rarities, of the
superior and the exquisite; and now that he had seen Lord
. Warburton, whom he thought a very fine example ogkpis race and
' . order, he perceived a new attraction in the idea of taking to
" himself a young lady who ha@ qualified herself to figure in his
collection of \choice objects by declining so noble a hand. -
Gilbert Osmond had a high appreciation of this particular :
patriciate; not so much for its distinction, which he thought- .,
easily surpassable, as for its solid actuality. He had never
. forgiven his star for not appointing him to an English dukedom,
and he could measure the unexpectedness of such conduct as
Isabel's. It would be proper that the woman he might marry
should have done somethiry of that sort. (253)

‘05mond is experiencing a sophisticated kind of agsthetic pleasure in
perceiving that Isabel the gem of his collection, has actually rejected
.a man .better born and more tichly endowed than he is. He has the paltry
sensation of vicariously being as great as, if not greater than, Lord

Warburton. Isabel s intrinsic worth, in Osmond s eyes, depends on the
Y
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v <

extent to which she is desired by other men. I &
Marriage to Isabel would finally offer Osmond his long-awaited

ot chance, and other people would at iast\come to appreciate his style. As

*

%,' we are told in chapter twenty-nine,

The desire to have something or other to show fof his ‘parts”--
to: show somehow or other--had been the dream of his youth..

C e His "style” was what the girl had discovered... and now. she
should publish it to the world without his having any trouble
She would do the thing for him, and he would not have waited in
vain. (255) oy A

. '- B (%

Osmond s need té be ]ustified poin;s to what he secretly knows: that he
is a fréud whose indolence ﬁnnot j>ustify his existence or support m‘?‘

pretensions to superiority. Osmond's intense concern;wit.h sochty can

-

[

! ) .
also be discerned in his need to 'show"" or 'publish’''his style to the .

world. In short, Osmond's life, even after his marniage to Isabel, is a
show put on for the sake of his mediators. For instance, he insists on

. ) . - : N ] . [
keeping up, purely for. form, the ‘tradition of his 'famous' Thur sday

<

evenings, of which Isabel “had grown very waax:y, but to which M

»

H

" husband still held -for the sak& not so much of inviting peopl _ t‘ not
inviting them" (404). What might initially apped& as perdsrse onduct is

in fact a ploy—-the strategy of the coquettez ‘"In order to be desired, _

/

writes Girard, one must cOnVince others that one desires /oneselt haz "

A

Osmond's is no genuine narl::.ssistic desii_'e, but a pretense ot_selt- '

L A
>
N 4

€ - U .
! 2

contentment. | }
¥  ‘ The pose is so effective that even Ralph 'l‘ouchett is initially(

deceived During a visit to Rome, Ralph, we ene told, "was obliqe,d to ’

admit that fOsmond] just no« was a delightf.ul associete. His qood-hunoui'
ghtw produccfon o! : \
_the right word, as convenient as the—}&@dirﬂi?&u—e!—e netch for. . ',

2 “Girerd 78.

was - imperturbable, his lemwledge ot
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your cigarette” (253-4). Ralph is, however, not tricked tor‘long; in
fact, Ralph's crucial role in the story &s to unmask Ogpond, and, more
significantly, t» expose and explain Osmond's intehse interest in the
world.

The process of ;evéaling Osmond's social obsession begins when

,Ralph perceives that Isabel has unknowingly begun pdblisﬁing her
husband's style, and, as James points out in chapter thirty-nine,
"Ralph, in all this, recognized the hand of the master; Eor he knew that
Isabel had no faculty for producing studied impressions.... Tbefe was a
kind of violence in her impulses, of crudity in some of her experiments,
which took him by surprise” (323).¢? The difference bQQSeen Isabel and

Osmond is beginning to show, and, in what may be cgnsidered Ralph's
»

moment of recognition in the novel, we come to understand the true

Y

. nature of Osmond's mock renunciation:

He recognized Osmond... he recognized him at evbr;\;urn. He saw
how he kept all things within limits; how he adjusted,
regulated, animated their manner of 1ifq.... He always had an
eye to effect, and his effects were deeply calculated.... To
surround his interior with a sort of invidious sanctity, to
tantalize society, with a sense of exclusion, to make people
believe his house¢ was different from every other, to impart to
the face tMat he presented to the world a cold originality--this
was the ingenious effort of the personage to whom Isabel had
attributed a superior morality. (32¢)
» . : -
£ager for control and power and intensely aware of tha eyes of the

world, Osmond, Ralph's insight” suggests, leads a sterile existence, °

«1Before Isabel realizes what her marriage to' Osmond entails, Ralph has’
already notited the change in his once free and independent cousin and
realized how she has completely surrendered to her husband’'her once"
cherished freedom:

The free, keen girl had become quite another person; what he saw was
the fine lady who was supposed to represent something. What did
Isabel represent? Ralph asked himself; and he could only answer by
saying that she represented Gilbert Osmond. 'Good Neavens, what a
function!' he then wdefully exclaimed. He was lost'in wonder at the
mystery of. things. ,(324) T 4

o’

. N
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.

devoid of naturalness or spontaneity, while his. 'originality' derives

its basis from the deceptive but cheap effects of his theatrical way of

life.*’ But, although Osmond--not Caspar -Goodwood--is the epito?e of
will in the story,.his will is itself controlled from outside, thereby
makin; his actions thoroughly mediated. As Ralph goes on to reflect,

Under the guise of caring only for intfinsic values Osmond lived
exclusively for the world. Far from being its master as he
pretended to be, he was its very humble servant, and the degree
of its attention was his only measure of success. He lived with
his eye on it from morning till night.... everything he did was
pose--pose so subtly considered that if one were not on the
lookout one mistook it for impulse. Ralph had never met a man
who lived so much in the land of consideration. His life on his
hill-top at Florence had been the conscious attitude of years.

(324-5)

It turns out that Osmond's presumed detachment from society has
consisted in looking without being seen and that his apparent
indifference to gfeatnass does not amount to an ab;ence of desire.
Osmond, who has intensely but secretly yearned, who has always

.. ) .
considered himself above brdinary struggles, is suddenly revealed in his
complete enslavement to the world.

For her part, Isabel begins to see through her husband's mask when
he and Madame Merle attempt to draw her into the psychological 'struggle
of consciousnesses' they are experts at. Madame Merle is .the first to
suggest that Isabel exert her influence on Lord Warburton to make him
marry Pansy: .

'l want to see her married to Lord Warburton.'

'You better wait till he asks her.'

'...he'll ask her. Especially,' said Madame Merle in a moment,
'if you make him.... It's quite in your power. You've great
influence with him... [Mrs. Tog:hett] let me know you had-.
declined an offer of marriage from Ldrd warburton., (340)

_Immodiately afterwards, Osmond makes a similar request of his wife:

-¢3Ne should also note in passing how Ralph himself was aware of the A
noble and moral nature of lsabel”'s gquest.

\ M - =
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‘f7§ou must have a great deal of influence with him.... The
mq@ent you really wish it you can bring him to the point.'..
" 'why should I have the influence?... have I ever done to
put him under an bbligation to me?’ ,

'You refused to marry him,' said Osmond with his eyes on his
book... 'I-hold that it lies in your hands.... Think that.over
and remember how much l'count on you.' (347)

If correctly understood, Madame Merle and Osmond's requests amouﬁt to a

form of temptation enjoining Isabel to fall into the world of means, to’

enter thp realm where a person's desires can be ef:gttively used against
L . .

him or used to entrap him.

But a great deal of Isabel's charm‘and nobility dériw'as precisely
from her refusal to stoop-to manipulation as a viable mode'ofzhuman
inte;;Etioq. Her rgjectibn of the temptation leads to a correct
understanding of her husband's real nature }nd, more importantly, to the
growth and articulation of her moral character. _

Now that the worldly prize seems so near and so alluring, Osmond
can no longer keep up his pretense, but Isabel finds such a sudden.and
strong desire startling,- and her husband's ponduct inconsistent: )

It was Gilbert's constant intimation that for him nothing in
life was a prize; that he treated as from equal to equal with .
the most distinguished people in the world, and that his

- daughter had only to look ahgput her to pick out a prince. It

cost him therefpre a lapse from consistency to say explicitly
that he yearned for Lord Warburtorn and that if this nobleman
should escape his equivalent might not be found. (345)
_ : + ] .
Isabel, who-had earlier objected to Caspar Goodwood's tendency to show
"his appetites and desighs too simply and too artlessly” (106), cannot
fail to notice how wanting in deljcacy and propristy Osmond is when he
) _ R : ) P
requires that she act quickly lest Lord Warburton ‘escape.’ But unlike
Caspar's, Osmond's situation is reprehensible hoq’uso of his hypocrisy

and falseness. ‘ IR ; -
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The attempt to draw I#ébel ingo the game of desire jolts'her into

i . : ‘\ "
what James himself conside;§\{obviously the best thing in the book,"+*
the moment of recognition in-chapter forty-two: (/}

The suggestion from another that she had a definite influence on
Lord Warburton--this had given her'the start that accompanies
ufexpected recognition. Was it true that there was something
still between them that might be a handle to make him declare
himself to Pansy--a susceptibility, on his part, to approval, a

' desire to do what would please her?.... Was she to cultivate the
advantage she possessed in order to make him commit himself to
Pansy? (347-8)

Isabel finds the proSpect "frightening” and thinks her husband's’request
“repulsive.” The model, who had seemed so &ésirable‘before, is beginning

v - .
to show unexpected and unattractive qualities: "Isabel looked at her
. & -

companion in much wonderment; it struck her as strange that a nature in

which she found so much to esteem should break down so in spots”

.

(81-82). The companion in question is actually Henrietta Stackpole in an

earlier chapter, but the irony of The Portrait is such that Caspar and
o = : -

Henrietta turn out to be superior to a Gilbert Osmond, who may be the
incarnation of taste, but who is fundamental®y false. In short, "the
first gentleman in Europe" proves to be a fake, pagsionately seeking

social apéroval. -
Isabel's relationship with Osmond suggests how faith and trust

finally triumph over sophistication\fhd artfulness. Isgbel‘had mgrried

Osmond because she believed in him,, )

But when she began to see what it implied she drew back; there
was more in the bond than she’had meant to put her name to. It
implied a sovereign contempt for everything in the world but
half a dozeh ideas of his own. That was very well....for he .
opened her eyes so wide to the stupidity, the depravity, the
ignorance of mankind, ‘that she had been properly impressed
with...the virtue of keeping one's self unspdotted by it. But
this base, ignoble world, rt appearod was after all what one was

¢‘Henry James,. pretace, The Portrait of a ngx ed. Leon Edel (Boston:
Houghton, 1963) 14. .
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to live for; one was to keep it for ever in one's eyes, in order
not to enlighten or convert or’ redeem it, but to extract from it
some recognition of one's own superiority. On the one hand it
was despicable, but on the other it offered a standard. (353)

‘Ssmond;s inconsistency shatters itself against thl solidity of Isnbel;s

steadfast belief, just as her faith ultimately exposes Osmond's

pretensions to superiority ' ” v
osmond had talked to Isabel about hfs renunciation, ‘his !
indifference, the ease with which he dispensed with the usual:
aids to success.... The indifference was really the last of Mis.
qualities; she had nevyer seen .any one who thought 30 much of
others.... He was unable to live without [society], and she saw
that he had never really done so; he had looked at it out of his
window even when he appeared to be most detached from it, (354)

In essence, Isabel learns-that her husband's life has never been free

from human mediation.
‘ +

It is also in fhis chapter that Isabel comos to'understand the

difference between her and.Osmond's notions of the 'aristocratic
. .

situation’': -

They attached such different ideas, such different associations
and desires, to the same formulas. Her notion of the
aristocratic life was simply the uniop df great knowledge with :»
great liberty; the knowledge would give oneé a sense of duty.and -
the -liperty a sense of enjoyment.. nntrtor Osmond it was:
altogether a thing of forms, a conscious, calculated attitude
... There were certain things they must do, a certain posture
they must take, certain people they must know and not know.

} (354) . —

©

Isaoelis view of the aristocratic situation, combining duty and
enjoyment, may be regarded ar n-i (and Jamos's)'nont articulnto
definition of virtue. In essence, Isabol soeks a rosponsiblo onjoynnnt
of life. To call her quest porvorso 'morbid, ’ or 'unroaliltic, ;',; o

some readers of the. novel have dcne, is to ovorlcok tho loral diltnsion

" of her search. Isabel's appaai is to be traccd ultinntoly to an appnriht

oxynoron: tﬁ;—~‘}a1 onjoynnnt of lifs.- (/- : ) . .

0 -§
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The irony in Isabel's story is t?at in her search for an ideal \

form of behaviour, she has married the man who combines the exact traits *
tof which she rejected her first two suitors.vBesides‘living in a
narrower .and more regulated system than Lord Warﬁuéppn's, Osmond can
show his desires "too artlessly”"--a tendency Isabel had initially:
thought characteristic of Casptr.
 Osmond's narrow and i;}ibeiql nature sHows itself most
conspicuouély whén he realizes that Isabel has seen\tﬁmpugh his pose: 
a The feeling [of hatrqd] was deep, bécause it was sincere; he had
had the revelation that she could after all dispense with him.
If to herself the idea was startling, if it presented’itself at

first as a kind of infidelity, a capacity for pollution, what
infinite effect might it not be expected to have upon him? (356)*

I4

" Isabel, who had admired him with perfect trust, has quickly turned into

the critical wife thank% to the power of her eager mind:
. T . . ¢ preg
The real offense, as she ultimately perceived, was her having a
mind of her own. Her mind was to be his.... he expected her
intelligence to erate altogether in hid favour.... He had
expected his wifd to feel with him and for him, to enter into
his opinions, hig ambitigns, his preferences. (355) ‘

0§mond's inordinate and sinister desiré for potxf and recognition,
imdicative of his-ungenerous and selfish nature, makes Caspar Goodwo;d'{
;esire "to make, people Qork his willg march betpre;iim, and justify him"_b_
(105) appear harmless in comparison.'The man who had seemed ts possess a
- 'truly initiated Pind' turns ouf'to be a m?nster determined, liﬂéithe :
Duke in Bfowning';'boem, to,regu{zte his wife's very being. l

_ In his Notebooks, James notes that this phase of Isabel's life is
pervaded by her "exquisitely miserable revuléioq:_bmought'ahout py

Osmond's "worldliness, his degp snobbishness, his want of generosity,

etc.; his hatred of her when he finds that she judges him, that she
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morally protests at so much that surrounds her."+s As well as being a

»

repudiation of the once so desiraﬁle‘model, Isabel's moral protest is

signiticant in that it indicates that while early in the story -her

judgments were largely Zesthetic, toward the end, whaen she perceives ¢

what Osmond and Madame Merle are trying to draw her into, the moral

reas%erts itself in har conduct. Isabel's realization amounts to a new

beginning, as she now sees that, though honest, her intense desige for
an dftistica;ly perfect future had distorted her perception; she now .
-finds some t@ings in Osmond's life 'hideocusly unclean,' just as her

'vocabuléry—-fhat began expanding with the term 'eccentric'--is now

——

making‘room for such words as 'justice,’' 'duty,' 'chastity,’' and

'decency.' A if Madame Merlé had made Isabel's marriage, Isabel

e [ ¥

refuses to make Lord Warburton marry Pansy.

) It 1s,a1§o in this light that we should understand Isabel's return
to Rode and to bzmond. Isabel has become the tragic heroine who accepts
the conseéuences of her actiong. ”'One must accept ohe's doﬁds. I
married. him before all the world'" (400), 1sabel .xplains to Henrietta.

1]

l
In other words, Isabel comes to accopt her obligations to the world.

. - —_

L
=~ i © 3
N ) - ¢ -
_.'.“’7“; . (r . . . - - ‘ . )
“sThe Henry James, ods. r. 0. !nttluuun and Kenneth D.
llurdock !oi’ Mord P, 1947). 17. '
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Conclusion ‘Eb )

1

" There was a tension in America between the opportunity the young
democracy offered each person, however plain, to realize himself
in response to his own hent, and the Americans’ nervous herding
together that was an inevitable consequence of their being cast
loose from the protections of inherited class, ﬁidelity to a
royal house, and membership n an established national
church 1

A ' _ <
In democracies, where the members of the communlty never differ

. much from each other, and naturally. stand so near thi; they may
all at any time be confounded in one general mass, numerous
artificial and arbitrary distinctions spring up, by means of
which every man hopes to keep himself aloof, lest he should be
carried -away against his will in the crowd.? ‘

Undine was fiercely independent and yet passionately imitative.
She wanted to surprise every one by her dash and originality,
but she could not help modelling herself on-.the last person she
met, .and the confusion of ideals thus produced caused her much
perturbation when she had to choose between two courses.?

Rene Girard explains that when, in the modern age, social and religious
distinctions between men are erased or when stable traditions are

replaced by fashion, , unwilling fd relinquish his desire for

‘metaphyéical autonomy, merely diverts this desire toward his neighbours..

But thid passionate imftathon of individuals who are fundamentally his
. equals draws him into a%ife of inauthenticity and mimetic conflicts and
results in an erosion of his igentity.
Several critics have}reme}ked'on the 'thinness' of character in
Agerican tic;ion. Richard Chase, for instance, finds that, for the

classic Amd?ican‘writer,."Character itself becomes ... Somewhat aS;tract

‘Larzer 2iff, The American 1890s: Life and Times of a Lost Generation
(New York: Viking P, 1966) 12. . .
[ 227 ]
3Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed Richard D. Hettner
(New York: NAL-Mentor, 1956) 248.
[ 1 1 2 BN

, 3EXth wharton, The Custom of the Countgy (New !orks 5cr1bner s, 1913)
13, . .
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deeper 1ayers of consciousness, Girard s insights make 1 possible to
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and ideal, so much so in some romances that it seems to be merely a .
.. -0 ‘ -
function of plot."* Richard Poirier makes a similar’@bservation when,

identifying what he believes characterizes nineteenth4cehtury American
. : S
novelists, he points out that their central }hbject ig the "panoramic

environment and thevanonymity of the self."s Writing about Sister

Carrie, Walter Benn Michaels notes that "the capitalism of the iate » 2
nineteenth and twentieth centuries acted more to s f 't the ideology ot
the autonomous self than to enforce it:."¢ Girar s theory of desire" /

helps us see that if character constitutes an issue in American fiction, //
it is because in the realm of 'internal mediation,’ the number of /
meédiators has SO increased and mimetic desire is so eqaspereted that %f

T e’

is indeed difficult for the individual ‘to preserve his identity, let

-

alone maintain his wholeness.

“a

) 4

An examination of Sister Carrie, The House of Mirth, and The
o [ \
Portrait of a Lady in the light of Girard‘s concept ot Pimetic desire

enables one to:discern amd articulate the intricate protess of

1

-strategies, conflicts, delusions, and misunderstandinqs that undenbles

o~

the characters thoughts and conduct in these novels.- By focusing on the

’

perceive, more clearly than would- have been possfble othe ise, the

operations otfdesire end, morevfundamentallg~still, the tetive nature

of these operations. We. thus come to realize that the thr works'depict

lives given tO'derivative-ideels and mimetic reections.

+ ’ ..
o L ) |
‘Case 13.- o B o : |
whAh o B : . '\‘ . —_—
sPoirier, A __19 Elsewhere, 215. - - \ 5 :
8 Ldad N [ _-. ». ' . o
- SMichaels _388. SR N . e
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But at the same time, these novels suggest ways of escaping the-
hold of imitiative behaviour. It is true that the half-hearted attempt ;
made by Dreiser toward the end of Sister Carrie to introduce his heroine

g

to the world of the mind is?hgp.qery persuasive. But.it would be a

pistake to discount the moving power of the passages in which Wharton

]

invokes tradition and taitq to counteract the negative effects of Ege

social mimetit entanglement? portrayed in The House of Mirth. In Isabel

Archer's experiences, James shoys that to achieve a true 'aristocratic

situation’'- is to reconcile style and truth, manners and moral

intentions.

~
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