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The Art and Architecture of the Self: 

Designing the T-Witness in Edith 
Wharton's The House of Mirth 

Gary Totten 

"If, then, design is inevitable, the best art 

must be that in which it is most organic, 
most inherent in the soul of the subject." 

(Wharton 1914, 229-30) 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, writing of 

the ideological force of the gaze in 

The Visible and the Invisible, argues 
that "we could not dream of seeing [things] 
'all naked' because the gaze itself envelops 
them [and] clothes them with its own flesh" 

(1968, 131). Merleau-Ponty s conception of 

how the gaze works describes the ideological 

utility of the eyewitness gaze within the dis 

cursive system of late nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century American literary 
Realism.1 Indeed, narratives which articulate 

individual subjectivities within an ideology 

privileging universal reality often reveal the 

assumptions of the Realist aesthetic. The 

Realists depend on the mechanisms of the 
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gaze to construct a realistic depiction of life," clothing" or "enveloping" real 

ity with the "flesh" of the gaze. Working from the epistemological assump 
tion that "to see is to know," Realism assumes a transparent relation between 

art and artist, between narrative and reality. However, when we consider 

Realist characters acting as what Jonathan Crary calls "observing subjects" 

(and what I term eyewitnesses), the supposedly transparent relation between 

narrative and reality is disrupted. 

In The House of Mirth (1905), Edith Wharton explores the complicated 
relation between narrative and reality through Lily Bart's attempts at self-rep 
resentation during the tableaux vivants. Early in The Order of Things, Michel 

Foucault illustrates the problematic nature of representation by discussing 

Velasquez's Las Meninas. Foucault considers the multiple gazes of the various 

figures in the painting, as well as the position of the actual painter and the 

painter depicted in the work itself, and suggests that the spectator s gaze is led 

to these figures in a spiral pattern which "presents us with the entire cycle of 

representation"; however, the spectator's recognition of this cycle lasts only 
for a moment, and then the representation "dissolves" again (1994, 11). 
Foucault suggests that ultimately the painting is an example of "representa 
tion undertaking] to represent itself... in all its elements" (16): the paint 

ing's structure manages to elide the subject, the foundation of representation, 
and "offer itself as representation in its pure form" (16). 

Lily's portrayal of Reynolds' portrait, Mrs. Lloyd (1776), is also an instance 

of representation representing itself, but Lily's subjectivity remains intact in 

the process. Indeed, as Dale Bauer suggests, Lily manages to retain her own 

identity during the performance rather than becoming the figure in the por 
trait (1988, 96-97), and the spectators praise Lily's ability to express her own 

individuality on stage rather than her fidelity to the portrait. Throughout the 

narrative, Lily utilizes her gaze to create a self; encountering her reflection in 

mirrors, she monitors the condition of her face, and is horrified to see the 

effects that her experiences are having on her appearance. These "faint flaws" 

and "little lines near her mouth" appear early on in the novel (Wharton 

1964, 31) and not only indicate that she is getting older (and thus less mar 

riageable), but also forecast Lily's economic future. Lily's mother had pre 
dicted that though the family may have lost all its money, Lily would surely 

"get it all back" with her face (32).Thus, Lily "values" her looks for obvious 

reasons, and her physical appearance, an important marker of socio-econom 

ic status, also becomes an important component of her subjectivity. Lily uti 

lizes her gaze to assess the visual impact of her appearance and then con 

structs her subjectivity based on what she sees. This process intensifies dur 

ing the tableaux vivants, when issues of design and visual effect dominate Lily's 
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self-creation.Thus, rather than having her subjectivity eclipsed in the tableau's 

structure, LUy uses the tableau to stage her subjectivity, and her experience as 

an eyewitness (indeed as an "I"-witness) during the scene exposes the ten 

sion between her individual acts of gazing and a ReaUst ideology committed 

to a "common vision" of reaUty. In Ught of the many architectural and design 
matters occupying Wharton's attention during her writing of the novel, we 

might even term Lily's production of self in the tableau an "architecture of 

self," due to LUy's (and Wharton's) interest in aesthetic design and structural 

decoration, and the novel's place within a cultural context privUeging vision's 

role in both the social construction of meaning and the construction of the 

modern subject. 

The Ideological Utility of the Eyewitness Gaze 

Wharton's discourse reflects epistemic conditions generated by develop 
ments in film, photography, and other visual technology. Jonathan Crary dis 

cusses the repositioning of the observer in the early nineteenth-century, 
"outside of the fixed relations of interior/exterior presupposed by the cam 

era obscura and into an undemarcated terrain on which the distinction 

between internal sensation and external signs is irrevocably blurred"(1990, 

24). This "'Uberation' of vision" prompts a "faUing away of the rigid struc 

tures that had shaped it and constituted its objects" (24). Crary tracks this 

new perception of vision through scientific interest in the retinal afterimage 
and post-camera obscura inventions such as the stereoscope, zoetrope, 

phenakistiscope, and other technological and cultural phenomena in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries which focused pubUc attention on 

new visual experiences. Crary believes that these developments produce a 

new kind of observer, different from the passive spectator (onlooker) of nine 

teenth century culture, and thus lead to the formation of the modern human 

subject. Relying on Foucault's method of situating subjects within frames of 

discursive possibiUty, Crary defines "observer" as "one who sees within a pre 
scribed set of possibiUties, one who is embedded in a system of conventions 

and limitations" (6).The observer becomes "the site of certain practices, tech 

niques, institutions, and procedures of subjectification" (5). 
The period s visual entertainments exploit these changing perceptions of 

human subjectivity and identity. Spectacles such as the diorama and tableaux 

vivants capitalize on developments in photographic and cinematic machinery 
and processes, mirroring the effect and operation of these processes. Though 

LUy is not participating in a film version of Reynolds' portrait in the tableau, 

Wharton's tableaux vivants reflect the properties of both photography and 

film, and the novel's publication coincides with film's emergence in the late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries, foUowing decades of photographic 
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advancements. Combining both drama and stasis,The nature of tableaux vivants 

is to arrest a particular art work in a dramatic reproduction. Indeed, though LUy 
is dramatically portraying Mrs. Lloyd, the theatricaUty of her performance is 

also characterized by a temporal extension during which the spectator's gaze 

may scrutinize her presentation of self. The tableaux vivants seems especiaUy 
suited for displaying new structural formations of a subject. Martha Banta sug 

gests that for artist's wanting to capture the "soul" of their subject, certain the 

atrical traditions (namely, the tableaux vivants and Noh drama) "serve the artist 

better than nature does," for whUe nature is in constant flux, in the tableau "it 

is stUlness which expresses the self's core" (1987, 296). 
The drama, "stUlness," and heightened aestheticism of the tableau provide 

the ideal setting for LUy's investigation of self. However, because Lily also 

commodities her appearance, the tableaux vivants move beyond the simple 

pleasures of seeing to reveal how the period's developing consumer gaze 
affects representation and self-creation. David Shi reminds us that changes in 

both physical and social structures, particularly in the city, increased oppor 
tunities for people "to see and be seen" during the nineteenth century: "The 

introduction of pubUc transportation, parks, balconied apartments, congested 

tenements, public recreations, spectator sports, office towers, and plate-glass 
windows gave people an intimate glimpse of others and their possessions" 

(1995, 85-86). This combination of consumerism and voyeurism in nine 

teenth-century urban culture is weU iUustrated by the lengthy apartment 

hunting scenes in WiUiam Dean HoweUs' A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890), 
for example, where, similar to those participating in the popular "slumming 

parties" of the late nineteenth century,2 the characters Basil and Isabel March 

characterize the spectacle of Bowery life, poverty, and immigrants as repul 

sive, yet picturesque, their experience a combination of fascination and hor 

ror. The way in which they define themselves in relation to these unsettling 

sights is ultimately an effect of their status as consumers, and these scenes 

from HoweUs s novel exempUfy how spectacles of urbanization, socio-eco 

nomic status, and otherness sustain the period's developing consumer gaze. 
The literary ReaUsts grapple with these various issues of representation 

and the gaze in terms of fictional art, and narrative theory at the turn of the 

century reflects an interest in the ideological utiUty of the eyewitness gaze. 

HoweUs s Criticism and Fiction (1891) and the prefaces and essays of Henry 

James (particularly "The Art of Fiction" [1884]) consider the relation 

between artist, vision, and text. Edith Wharton comments on narrative "see 

ing" in The Writing of Fiction (1925) and various essays such as "The Criticism 

of Fiction" (1914) and "Visibility in Fiction" (1929) where she privileges a 

connection between the art and the artist's consciousness. The eyewitness 

gaze in American ReaUsm provides a narrative device by which the bond 
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between artist and art, reality and narrative, can be invisibly maintained, 

masking the writer's ideological participation in the narrative. 

Edwin Cady articulates Realist ideology by defining Realism rather tra 

ditionally as a "theory of Common Vision," emphasizing the "useful ambi 

guity" of the word "common," meaning "average, ordinary, normal, demo 

cratic . . . shared . . .[or] perhaps even universal" (1971, 5). An essay such as 

Clarence Darrow's "Realism in Literature and Art" (1899) reveals the accu 

racy of Cady's definition. An apologia for the vile, the bodily, and the com 

monplace in fiction, Darrow's essay reproduces Realism's common vision of 

reality by suggesting that the artist imparts truth by "bringing] the world 

before our eyes" (134).The Realists' finely tuned senses allow them to paint 
a picture "so true and perfect that all men who look upon it know it is a 

likeness of the world that they have seen" (128). Darrow suggests that Realist 

writers are able to capture the ordinary, which, through continued exposure 
to Realist works, audiences then recognize as the shared universals of real 

life. Such notions of universality abound in the period, despite wave-particle 

theory and other late nineteenth-century developments in physics and 

mathematics which, as Gillian Beer notes, lead to the "acceptance of multi 

ple, incommensurable outcomes" (1993, 196) and "a heightened awareness 

of the instability of language 
... and the insufficiency of symbol and of alge 

bra" (199), all of which alerted scientists to the problems of representation. 

Although mounting scientific evidence claimed otherwise, literary Realism 

persisted in assuming the possibility of textual access to a universal reality 

existing outside of language. The eyewitness gaze sustains such notions in 

narrative; but this gaze also generates moments of rupture within Realist 

texts. In criticism of Realist texts, characters are often thought of as observed 

by critic, author, reader, narrator, or other characters, but characters' own acts 

of observing are less frequently considered; Realist characters become objects 
of the gaze rather than gazing subjects or eyewitnesses. As an eyewitness to 

her own subjectivity, Lily Bart challenges Realist ideology to design a self 

within the tableaux vivants. 

The Auto-Gaze: Technologies of the Self in The House of Mirth 

Lily's close visual scrutiny of her tableau performance produces a recip 
rocal gaze between her and the audience, particularly Laurence Selden, a 

longtime friend and potential suitor. In the tableau, Lily functions as oh jet a" art 

within the temporal extension, fixed space, and static pose ("stillness") of the 

tableau scene. The extended moment of Lily's objectification gives Lawrence 

Selden time to leisurely gaze at Lily's pose, "time to feel the whole tragedy 
of her life" (Wharton 1964, 142). However, while her act of representation 

(both of the figure in the Reynolds's painting and of herself) produces her 
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objectification by the audience, Lily also becomes the object of an "auto 

gaze." Judith Fryer, focusing on the cultural work of the novel, privileges 
Wharton's gazing at the characters (what we might term an "author-gaze") 

over Lily's gazing at herself (what I term the "auto-gaze"). Fryer believes that 

Wharton herself is the most important "gazer" in the tableaux vivants scene: 

at the eyepiece?the transparent eyeball, if you will?is Wharton herself.... 

[I]n the case of the tableaux vivants in The House of Mirth, we have Edith 

Wharton watching men look at women who watch themselves being looked 

at: she is the primary surveyor in the scene she creates, stages, and directs. 

(Fryer 1992, 45) 

This reading oversimplifies the specular and narrative implications of the 

scene (indeed, we could always view the author as the "primary surveyor") 
and sidesteps the theoretical issues surrounding Lily's gaze as she "watches 

herself being looked at." Lily's careful selection of the painting and the props, 
and her attention to lighting, pose, and effect (Wharton 1964, 138), reveal 

that she is an eyewitness to her own subjectivity, meaning that she is a gaz 

ing subject, observing the processes and methods of her own subjectivity 
under construction. As eyewitness to her subjectivity, then, Lily is very liter 

ally a product of her own design. Lily's obsessive attention to the "look" and 

effect of the production before, during, and in her reflections on the experi 
ence afterwards, reveals her to be both self-designing and self-designating. 

Lily's use of aesthetic means to designate her subjectivity coincides with 

Foucault's notions of self-fashioning. As Christopher Norris notes, Foucault 

believes that subjectivity is constructed via discourses that "provide a means 

of'esthetic' self-fashioning in the absence of any other normative standard" 

(1994, 160).3 Foucault suggests that an aesthetics of self-creation should be 

an important part of contemporary ethics, and draws upon the Greeks' inter 

est in techniques or technologies of the self4 (a techne of self and life engag 

ing questions of "how to live") to suggest that individuals might fashion their 

lives as art. Foucault suggests that such technologies of the self operate on the 

basis of power-knowledge, and comprise how an individual constructs an 

identity in relation to the available power structures in society. This technol 

ogy contains a specular component, as Foucault explains: 

This ontological knowledge of the self takes shape ... in the form of the 

contemplation of the soul by itself in terms of the famous metaphor of the 

eye. Plato asks, "How can the eye see itself?" ... For Plato, one cannot sim 

ply look at oneself in a mirror. One has to look into another eye, that is, 
one in oneself... in the shape of the eye of the other. And there, in the 

other pupil, one will see oneself: the pupil serves as a mirror. (Foucault 

1984, 367)5 
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The role of the gaze in forming subjectivity becomes even more pro 
nounced during the ReaUst period, considering, as Crary notes, the effects of 

new visual technology on the observer. Indeed, this notion of specular and 

ontological contemplation is simUar to the characters' reveries in many 
ReaUst texts. LUy spends much time in ontological speculation, contemplat 

ing the science of her own being and subjectivity in relation to the reaUty of 

her circumstances and her changing physical appearance. Foucault suggests 
that "techniques of the self do not require the same material apparatus as the 

production of objects" and are often "invisible techniques" (369); indeed, LUy 

privileges her gaze, which constitutes the invisible apparatus through which 

she designs and stages her subjectivity. As the avaUable "normative standards"6 

for constructing her subjectivity become increasingly threatened by the 

eroding beauty she sees in the mirrors and her diminishing income, LUy 
turns to her conception of herself as objet a"art in order to enact self-repre 
sentation. In the absence of traditional social and cultural tools for maintain 

ing a self, she depends on the discursive devices of the tableau to reassert her 

subjectivity and re-estabUsh her social worth. 

Aesthetic Structures and Specular Ideologies 

By creating an aesthetic structure upon which to hang her perceptions 
of her self, Lily mirrors the careful structure of the novel itself, which many 
critics have attributed to Wharton's interest in architecture and design. As 

Judith Fryer notes,Wharton was simultaneously absorbed in buUding a house 

(the Mount in Lenox, Massachusetts) and a novel (1986, 74).7 In the intro 

duction to The Decoration of Houses, Wharton and her coUaborator, Ogden 

Codman, Jr., define house decoration as "a branch of architecture" (1897, 

xx). Wharton's attention to architectural decoration and narrative design 
reflects the period's emphasis on sociaUy constructed meaning, which, as Shi 

points out, is largely a product of public spectacle and conspicuous con 

sumption. Wharton provides Lily with a tableau to design, decorate, and pub 

licly display her newly structured self. Though tableaux vivants characteristi 

caUy seem to portray women "kiUing" themselves "into an art object," 
seduced by what Sandra GUbert and Susan Gubar term "mirror madness" to 

loathe their bodies (1979, 34), Lily counteracts the spectators' gaze through 
the power of her own gaze and the control she exerts over the tableau's 

design. Lily's understanding of design and visual effect aUows her to erect an 

architecture of self within a cultural context privUeging vision's role in the 

construction of meaning and subjectivity. 
In designing and staging her subjectivity, there is a distinction between 

the "text" of Lily upon which the performance is based, and the final "pro 
duction" of Lily which results. Terry Eagleton's work on aesthetics iUumi 
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nates this distinction, and allows us to draw some conclusions about how 

Lily's gaze produces her subjectivity within the tableau. Eagleton argues that 

a dramatic production does not merely act as a mirror image of the text 

(object) on which it is based, but actually "produces" the text and transforms 

it into a "unique and irreducible entity," for "text and production 
... inhab 

it distinct real and theoretical spaces," the relation between the two being a 

function of "productive labour [sic]" (1978, 65). For Eagleton, a literary text 

is not the "'expression' of ideology," but rather a "certain production of ideol 

ogy" (64). Eagleton's theory exposes the oversimplification of a Realist ide 

ology which assumes a direct relation between reality (the "text," or object) 
and narrative (the "production" of the text, or mirror image). The relation 

between text and production, between self and representation of self, pro 
duces a specular ideology in Wharton's narrative through which Lily con 

structs subjectivity. Her actions assume that if she can visually construct such 

a subjectivity, she can actually grant herself subjectivity; indeed, by designat 

ing herself as a gazing subject, Lily re-designs the relation between an object 
and its image as an act of self-production. 

The difference between the "text" and "production" of Lily Bart 

becomes apparent in the events surrounding the tableaux. Lily's belief in the 

inevitability of design, "her vivid plastic sense," thrives during her prepara 
tions for the performance: "Her dramatic instinct was roused by the choice 

of subjects, and the gorgeous reproductions of historic dress stirred an imag 
ination which only visual impressions could reach" (Wharton 1964, 138). 

This emphasis on specular operations remains Lily's dominant control strat 

egy over her subjectivity throughout the narrative, manifest most convinc 

ingly when she uses mirrors to gauge the status of her own "text" of self and 

to assess the level of control she maintains over her subjectivity. Ultimately, 
the mirrors document her increasing lack of control over self rather than aid 

ing Lily's self production. However, the tableau counters or "refracts" the fad 

ing quality of her selfhood (suggesting a difference between the "text" and 

"production" of Lily's self, similar to the difference between reality and nar 

rative) and allows her to re-create herself aesthetically in the tableau, produc 

ing, in the process, an ideology (that "production of ideology" Eagleton 

speaks of) that privileges the specular. 

Lily's performance contains at least two levels of reproduction, which 

further illuminate the differences between the text and the performance of 

Lily. First, her depiction of Reynolds's portrait faithfully reproduces the orig 

inal, imitating photographic reproduction in its statis, its fidelity to the orig 

inal, and in its "life-size" impact which produces a "close-up" effect.8 

However, a second and more complex level of reproduction occurs because 

Lily is also trying to reproduce an image of herself that is not connected to 
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the actual painting at aU.This reproduction is a dramatic rendering of her self 

intended to counteract the disturbing image that she sees when she looks 

into mirrors. On this level of reproduction, she is not interested in verisimil 

itude with Reynolds's painting, but wants to construct an Ulusion of subjec 

tivity, a supra-real subjectivity (existing in the supra-real space of the tableau) 

through her visual encounters with her own image and her participation in 

the tableau. Lois Tyson suggests that the rarified Ufe Lily desires would be the 

ideal "frame" to display her beauty (1994, 21). LUy envisions this life whUe 

gazing at the jewels displayed at the Van Osburgh wedding; the jewels sym 
boUze the "Ufe she longed to lead, the Ufe of fastidious aloofness and refine 

ment in which every detaU should have the finish of a jewel, and the whole 

form a harmonious setting to her own jewel-like rareness" (Wharton 1964, 

95). Lacking such a frame, however, LUy substitutes the setting of cultural 

refinement and beauty within her tableau, fabricating a visual and narrative 

frame within which to publicly exhibit her beauty. Seeing her in her scanty, 

yet aestheticaUy correct, finery, the Trenors and Dorsets speculate on Lily's 
intentions to commodity herself, whUe, according to Tyson, Selden aestheti 

cizes Lily (28-29). Regardless of her position as aesthetic object or com 

modity, Tyson concludes, Lily, as object, becomes a fetish (29). 

LUy's status as fetish derives mainly from her position as an exhibited 

object, a further effect of artistic reproduction, which, as Benjamin suggests, 

generates an intensified artistic gaze. Lily, as reproduced image and exhibited 

objet d'art, receives this intensified gaze. However, the unique nature of 

tableaux vivants also lends LUy's reproduction the qualities of film, which 

Benjamin distinguishes from painting: the painter, like the magician, retains 

a distance from reaUty in his work, while the cameraman "penetrates deeply 
into its web" (1968, 235). Benjamin further suggests that filmed behavior 

offers itself more easUy to analysis because it can be isolated more readUy: the 

close-up expands space, whUe slow motion extends movement and time. The 

static nature of the tableau creates a "freeze-frame" effect that seems to com 

bine the dramatic, photographic, and filmic; during this frame, the spectator's 

gaze may scrutinize LUy's production in a manner simUar to the penetrating 

gaze of the surgeon (according to Benjamin) or pathologist (according to 

Foucault). Benjamin believes this rearrangement of time or space "reveals 

entirely new structural formations of the subject" (238).9 
What new structural formations of LUy does this "still frame" reveal? 

Indeed, whUe Benjamin emphasizes how mechanical reproduction affects the 

spectator's experience with the work of art, we must consider Lily as not 

only art object but also gazing subject, and thus, as Crary suggests, the site of 

certain practices of subjectivity tied to specific historical processes of vision 

within the tableau. The novel's narrator informs us that "Tableaux vivants 
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depend for their effect not only on the happy disposal of lights and the delu 

sive interposition of layers of gauze, but on a corresponding adjustment of 

the mental vision." To the responsive individual, such entertainments offer 

"magic glimpses of the boundary world between fact and imagination" 

(Wharton 1964, 140). Selden, we learn, possesses such a responsive mind. 

When the curtain parts to reveal what was "simply and undisguisedly the 

portrait of Miss Bart" (141), rather than Reynolds' depiction of Mrs. Lloyd, 
Selden believes that here before him is "the real Lily Bart" (142). Cynthia 

Griffin Wolff contends that Lily "might best be characterized as a heroine in 

search of an appropriate scenario" (1994, 77), and for Selden, this particular 
tableau seems to represent Lily's perfect scenario, for within the tableau frame, 
"divested of the trivialities of her little world," she represents, "for a moment 

a note of that eternal harmony of which her beauty was a part" (Wharton 

1964,142). During this moment, Selden catches a glimpse of Lily that seems 

to coincide with his notion of a "republic of the spirit,"10 and his reaction to 

Lily's tableau indicates that his conception of this republic may involve both 

a moral and aesthetic vision. 

The moral implications of Selden s vision of Lily become most apparent 
when Ned Van Alstyne leans toward Selden to exclaim: "Deuced bold thing 

to show herself in that get-up; but gad, there isn't a break in the lines any 

where, and I suppose she wanted us to know it!" (142).The comment rous 

es Selden from his aesthetic reverie, indignant that Lily is fated to live in an 

inferior world and be judged by standards far below her level. Thus present 
ed with an opinion from a member of the gaping crowd which, according 
to Wolff and Amy Kaplan, Lily has learned to rely on to maintain an identi 

ty (Wolff 1995, 124; Kaplan 1988, 102), Selden is jarred out of his aesthetic 

contemplation of Lily to feel, "[i]n the long moment before the curtain fell 

... the whole tragedy of her life" (Wharton 1964, 142). He recognizes that 

because Lily seems to require an interpretive frame that is inherendy impos 
sible for her to occupy, she is forced to exist in a society that forever misreads 

her. Despite this lapse into apparent moral indignation, however, Selden ulti 

mately relies on his aesthetic sense and specular processes to appraise Lily.The 

"tragedy of her life" that is impressed upon him before the curtain falls is 

more a consequence of his visual sense than his moral standards. Tyson sug 

gests that the heightened aesthetic awareness of both Selden and Lily con 

tributes to the perpetual distance between them that is never bridged. 

According to Tyson, Selden's insistent aestheticization and fetishization of 

Lily insures that her desirability (in his eyes) is maintained only while that 

distance is intact, while Lily's desire to make herself into an objet a" art repre 
sents her distaste for the "psychosexual demands of an intimate relationship." 
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As a rare aesthetic commodity, she can be "admired from afar" and "seen but 

not touched" (Tyson 1994, 24). 

The Web of the Gaze 

WhUe Tyson's argument is suggestive, and certainly holds up on a phys 
ical level, Benjamin's distinction between the distracted and concentrated 

gaze disrupts the notion that Lily and Selden are irreconcUably distanced. 

The person who concentrates before a work of art as Selden does, is 

absorbed by it, whereas "the distracted mass absorbs the work of art" 

(Benjamin 1968, 241). In that distiUed moment of time whUe LUy is frozen 

in the scene of the tableau, Selden is absorbed into Lily (as work of art). At 

the same time, however, through his probing gaze (like that of the surgeon 
which penetrates into the body of the subject) Selden also penetrates into the 

work of art, bypassing that "natural distance from reaUty" that the painter 
maintains and penetrating deeply into the "web" of the work to experience, 
at least to the "responsive fancy" (Wharton 1964, 140) and "vision-building 

faculty" (141) of his mind, the "real" LUy Bart. In this moment, LUy and 

Selden seem caught up in what Eagleton caUs "the sphere of aesthetic imme 

diacy," a zone involving "a mutuaUty of inner and outer worlds" where sub 

ject-object relations become difficult to distinguish. Indeed, LUy and Selden 

experience the "blurring" of internal sensations and external signs which 

Crary links to the period's reconceptualization of vision. The "'reflective' aes 

thetic" disrupts this "symmetrical interchange," for, Eagleton argues, seduced 

by the immediacy of his or her reflectiveness, the person reflecting "either 

ignores the external world entirely or treats it ... as the manipulable mate 

rial" of his or her own fantasies (1990,181). In their reflective gazing at one 

another, Lily and Selden are oblivious to external reality because the imme 

diacy of the tableau blurs the distinctions between the tableau and the outside 

world. Furthermore, not only does external reaUty become indistinguishable 
from the tableau, but, by way of their reciprocal gaze, Selden and LUy also 

break down any aesthetic distance between them, being both absorbed and 

absorbing, whUe the majority of the "distracted mass" of the audience mere 

ly absorbs LUy's image in the tableau, perhaps a teUing reason why much crit 

icism of the novel reads LUy as object rather than subject, and ignores Lily's 

answering gaze to maintain that Lily is absorbed (and effectuaUy effaced) by 
the spectator's gaze. 

LUy's participation in this reciprocal gaze is further compUcated by the 

fact that the portrait of Mrs. Lloyd depicts the woman of the portrait in pro 
file. During the performance, LUy's actual gaze, then, would be directed off 

stage, in an approximately ninety-degree angle to the audience, adding 
another dimension to the complex web of gazes in the tableau scene. 
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Wharton criticism has not addressed the implications of this deflected gaze 
on Lily's subjectivity. Indeed, as I have already pointed out, scholarship 

largely ignores Lily's gaze to focus on Lily as object of the gaze (including, as 

Fryer suggests, the gaze of the author) rather than on Lily as gazing subject. 
Even when Lily's participation in the auto-gaze is acknowledged, such as 

when Dale Bauer calls Lily a "spectator of herself" (1988, 89), the implica 
tions of Lily's gaze during the tableau have not been adequately investigat 

ed; indeed, Bauer does not ask what Lily sees during the tableau, but rather 

"What does Lily force the men to see in this tableau?' (1988, 97) (Bauer 
answers: her sexualized body.) But what does Lily see? Since she designs 
the tableau as a portrait of herself, a fact which the spectators recognize (con 

firmed by their collective gasp at the "predominance of personality" 

[Wharton 1964,141] as the curtain rises on Lily's performance), she is obvi 

ously not intent on representing the woman writing the name in the tree. 

Indeed, Lily does not "write" the narrative of her life; she "specularizes" it, 

and her gaze is directed at the visual effect of her performance rather than 

at carving her name in the tree trunk. 

Throughout the performance, Lily holds the visual image of her repre 
sentation and its effect on her audience in her mental gaze, vicariously gaz 

ing at her own image through her suppositions about the audience's gaze. 

Lily is particularly concerned about Selden's gaze, and after the performance 
it becomes clear that Lily viewed the tableau through her notions of what 

Selden's perception of the performance would be. When they meet later in 

the ballroom, Lily and Selden exchange a reciprocal gaze that reverberates 

with the implications of the tableau performance: 

Lily was . . . standing alone when he [Selden] reached her; and finding the 

expected look in her eye, he had the satisfaction of supposing he had kindled 

it. The look did indeed deepen as it rested on him, for even in that moment 

of self-intoxication Lily felt the quicker beat of life that his nearness always 

produced. She read, too, in his answering gaze the delicious confirmation of 

her triumph, and for the moment it seemed to her that it was for him only 
she cared to be beautiful. (Wharton 1964,144; emphasis added) 

Lily's specular experience before, during, and after the tableaux vivants 

reveals that, as Foucault suggests, "one cannot simply look at oneself in a mir 

ror"; she must "look into another eye" within herself, one that is "in the 

shape of the eye of the other" (1984, 367), namely Selden.11 Lily Bart uses 

the gaze and her notions of an "aesthetics of self" to intercept and deflect 

Selden's gaze during the constructing and staging of her subjectivity. This 

interception occurs when Lily's perception of Selden's vision of her mediates 

between the gaze he actually directs at her and the gaze that she directs at 

herself. This perception deflects her (physically) off-stage gaze out into the 



Gary Totten 83 

audience during the tableau, and she seeks evidence of this certain perception 
in Selden's eye when she and Selden exchange an actual physical gaze after the 

performance. In Selden's gaze, LUy sees herself reflected in the pupU-mirror of 

the other and her status as subject (who also gazes) is revealed. 

The Mise en Abyme mi Realist Ideology 

In the reciprocal specular engagement between observer and art work 

triggered by LUy's performance, the "cycle of representation" which Foucault 

refers to manifests itself in the events surrounding LUy's subjectivity (1994). 
What makes LUy's act of representation most significant, however, is the fact 

that her reproduction of Reynolds's portrait goes beyond a mere reproduc 
tion of the art work; she visuaUy reformulates the narrative of her self within 

the frame of the tableau. Thus framed and framing, LUy appropriates aU the 

theatrical and specular means at her disposal to create an aesthetics of self 

which speaks to Selden's finely tuned aesthetic sensibUities during the tableau's 

temporal extension, and salvages the fading subjectivity that the mirrors reflect 

throughout the novel. Of course, LUy's aesthetic triumph during the tableau is 

only temporary. The novel's ending impUes that neither the eyewitness gaze 
nor the aesthetics of self produced through her careful design is powerful 

enough to avoid her eventual fetishization. However, reading LUy as merely 
aesthetic fetish (without subjectivity) and viewing her death as the unavoid 

able consequence of that fetishization, does not account for her status as an 

eyewitness to her own subjectivity. Even if it operates only temporarily, LUy's 
function as an eyewitness is important for our understanding of her subjec 

tivity in the narrative. Though LUy's death at the novel's ending suggests her 

faUure of subjectivity, the tableaux vivants scene compUcates this conclusion. 

As I have suggested, in Selden's gaze LUy sees her self, this self-reflection 

producing a kind of mise en abyme, the infinite specular regression which 

occurs when one sees one's reflection between two facing mirrors. Literary 

analyses of mise en abyme ascribe various functions to this narrative phenom 
enon. Lucien DaUenbach notes that one of the mise en abymes functions in 

literature is to bring to Ught "the way in which the writer constructs the 

writing, and vice versa" (1989, 15). Though the two reflections (the writer 

and his or her reflection) "are dependent on each other, they remain distinct" 

and, unUke the instantaneous visual experience of an actual mirror, "can only 

speak to, and answer, each other in turn' (17).The gaze between Lily and 

Selden conforms to DaUenbach's description. LUy sees her self in Selden's 

gaze, reveaUng that her subjectivity is dependent upon this gaze (since it 

"brings to Ught" the way in which Lily constructs herself, and the ways in 

which the act of specular creation constructs Lily); however, LUy's subjectiv 

ity, though dependent on Selden's answering gaze for its formation, remains 
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distinct. Mieke Bal, using terminology similar to Dallenbach, suggests the 

term mirror-text for literary examples of the mise en abyme (1997, 58); thus, in 

Bal's narratological terms, the embedded text or "subtext" (embedded fabula) 
of Lily's self which she sees reflected in Selden's gaze is a "sign" of the "pri 

mary text" (primary fabula) of her subjectivity. Bal argues that the images of 

the infinite regress are only parts of the text, not "the totality of an image" 

(58), and this fact of narrative suggests that Lily's aesthetic triumph at the 

tableaux vivants is only partial. 

Although most analyses of mise en abyme suggest that the phenomenon is 

antithetical to narrative, prematurely revealing the ending, Ann Jefferson 
chooses to regard mise en abyme as identical to any other form of advanced 

notice or flashforward (prolepsis) in narrative, with the added function of 

illuminating overall design (1983, 206). Since narrative contains a "teleolog 
ical force" making it an "end-dominated" form of discourse, the ending is 

generally implied by the creation of a mystery within the text which is main 

tained until the revelation at the end: "the revelation of the truth marks the 

end of narrative, and the end is constituted by the revelation of the truth" 

(196).Thus, we might legitimately expect the mise en abyme generated by the 

tableaux vivants scene to reveal the overall design and perhaps even the end 

ing of The House of Mirth. However, Lily's failure of subjectivity at the novel's 

conclusion contradicts her success during the tableau. In criticism of 

Wharton's novel, the ending reveals everything from Lily exhausting her 

options to the birth of a new literary age.121 suggest that the ending also reveals 

the mechanisms of a Realist ideology which works to maintain a common or 

universal vision of reality by diffusing Lily's individual articulation of subjec 

tivity during the tableaux vivants scene. Though Lily's gaze exposes ideology 
within the text, contemporary criticism of the novel often works to sustain the 

Realist ideology that denies Lily subjectivity. When we as critics continue to 

fetishize Lily's existence and focus on her death as the failure of subjectivity, we 

perpetuate such ideology, destroying Lily's possibilities for subjectivity (howev 
er temporary) each time we read her as object of the gaze rather than a gazing 

subject, or "I"-witness, with access to technologies of self and vision in order 

to design and construct her own subjectivity. 

Notes 

1 I capitaUze Realism in order to distinguish the late nineteenth- early twenti 

eth-century Uterary aesthetic from other instances of reaUsm in discourse. I am not 

suggesting that Uterary realism is isolated to a distinct historical period, but I use the 

term ReaUsm to refer to the period, roughly 1865-1920, when theories of reaUsm 

exerted a 
particularly strong influence on literary practice. 

2 See Keith Gandal s discussion of slumming parties and the photographing of 

nineteenth century slums (1997). 
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3 See also Greenblatt (1980) for a discussion of self-fashioning and the 

Renaissance aesthetics of subjectivity. In his interview with Paul Rainbow and 

Hubert Dreyfus, Foucault also makes reference to Renaissance self-fashioning, to 

"the hero as his own work of art" (1984, 370), claiming that this notion of an aes 

thetics of existence appears in Burckhardt's work on the Renaissance. Though 

Foucault does not specify, he is most likely referring to Jacob Burckhardt (1811 

1897) whose Renaissance scholarship includes The Civilization of the Renaissance in 

Italy (1860) where his interest in Renaissance aesthetics includes, among other 

things, the notion of the state as a work of art. 

4 Foucault theorizes "technology of the self" as a kind of meta-awareness of the 

self, a form of self-analysis which is interested in how the self is constituted. Foucault 

beUeves we should not limit these methods of self-constitution to symboUc systems: "It 

is not just in the play of symbols that the subject is constituted. It is constituted in real 

practices?historically analyzable practices. There is a technology of the constitution of 

the self which cuts across symboUc systems whUe using them" (1984,369). 
5 The process Plato describes is similar to Jacques Lacan's notion of how sub 

jectivity is formulated (at least initiaUy) by the gaze (1978). 
6 These "normative standards" for Lily would include turn-of-the-century 

notions of feminine beauty and economic status, both of which seem threatened as 

LUy approaches her late twenties (and is still not married) and as her economic sta 

tus becomes more tenuous. 

7 See Fryer (1986, 55-94) for a detailed discussion of Wharton's interest in 

architecture. 

8 See Fryer (1992) for an exceUent overview of the phenomenon of tableaux 

vivants at the turn of the century. Fryer's description reveals that the tableaux vivants are 

indeed "photographic" in nature, employing static poses and meticulous verisirniUtude. 

9 
Regarding these "new structural formations of the subject," Benjamin remarks: 

Evidently a different nature opens itself to the camera than opens to the naked 

eye?if only because an unconsciously penetrated space is substituted for a space 

consciously explored by man_Here the camera intervenes with the resources of 

its lowerings and liftings, its interruptions and isolations, its extensions and acceler 

ations, its enlargements and reductions. The camera introduces us to unconscious 

optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses. (Benjamin 1968, 238-39) 

10 In her biography ofWharton, Wolff interprets the "repubUc of the spirit" as a 

moral-aesthetic vision (1995,125), whUe Tyson characterizes it as an "idealized aes 

thetic quest" (1994, 27). 
11 This moment of reciprocal gazing clearly Ulustrates the processes of the gaze; 

indeed, the exchange between LUy and Selden enacts the creation of subjectivity 

(through the gaze and the objet a) which Lacan describes (1978). 
12 For example, Elaine Showalter argues that Lily dies an awakened woman, 

"who fuUy recognizes her own position in the community of women workers," and 

that the novel ends with a "vision of a new world of female soUdarity" (1991, 36) 
and of a new generation of women surviving the "crisis of maturation at the turn of 

the century," to usher in a era of "female mastery and growth" in American litera 
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ture (38). Showalter suggests that Lily, the refined "lady," dies so that the new female 

worker might live on. This more positive approach to the implications of Lily's death 

resists reading Lily as merely aesthetic fetish, but does not account for Lily's gaze. 
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