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JennieA. Kassanoff 

Extinction, Taxidermy, Tableaux 
Vivants: Staging Race and Class 
in The House of Mirth 
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Wharton (Arizona Quarterly, 
1997; American Writers: Ret- 
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ner's, 1998; A Companion to 

Nineteenth-Century American 

Poetry, Fitzroy, 1998). The pres- 
ent essay comes from a book 

she is writing on the politics of 
race and class in Wharton's 

prewarfiction. 

UT WHAT IS your story, Lily? I don't believe any one 
knows it yet." Gerty Farish's question, coming as it does 

near the end of Edith Wharton's 1905 best-seller The House of Mirth, is 
certainly ironic. In the context of a novel that labors to tell the whole 
story of Lily Bart, Gerty's question suggests the absence or concealment 
of the text's central narrative. Lily's response, moreover, is disconcert- 
ingly opaque: 

"From the beginning?" Miss Bart gently mimicked her. "Dear Gerty, how lit- 
tle imagination you good people have! Why, the beginning was in my cradle, 
I suppose-in the way I was brought up, and the things I was taught to care 
for. Or no-I won't blame anybody for my faults: I'll say it was in my blood, 
that I got it from some wicked pleasure-loving ancestress, who reacted 
against the homely virtues of New Amsterdam, and wanted to be back at the 
court of the Charleses!" (226) 

Lily decides that her flaws are not the work of her environment; rather, 
they are hereditary traits in the blood, passed down from a sybaritic an- 
cestress. Such logic is a prime example of belief in what Laura Otis calls 
"organic memory"-the idea that "repeated patterns of sensations, 
whether of the recent or distant past, had left traces in the body, making 
the individual an epitome of his or her racial history" (3). Indeed, Lily's 
assumption that she embodies a genealogy responsible for "all of her in- 
stinctive resistances, of taste, of training, of blind inherited scruples" re- 
flects a popular Spencerian notion of the day (Wharton, House 104). As 
the writer Forbes Phillips queried in 1906, "Is it not possible that the 
child may inherit some of his ancestor's memory? That [. . .] flashes of 
reminiscence are the sudden awakening [. . .] of something we have in 

The quotations from Edith Wharton's "Disintegration" (69-70) are reprinted by 
permission of the Estate of Edith Wharton and the Watkins/Loomis Agency. 
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our blood; [...] the records of an ancestor's past 
life?" (980). For Wharton, the answer was self- 
evident: Lily's "ancestral memory" reveals not only 
her deep racial consciousness but also, more impor- 
tant, her embodiment of race itself. 

Walter Benn Michaels, describing the "structural 
intimacy between nativism and modernism," re- 
marks in Our America that "[t]he major writers of 
the Progressive period-London, Dreiser, Whar- 
ton-were comparatively indifferent to questions of 
both racial and national identity" (2, 8). This essay 
will argue, however, that Wharton's early fiction is 
profoundly invested in the imbricated logic of race, 
class, and national identity. If, on one level, The 
House of Mirth famously documents a woman's 
disinheritance-from familial money, from mater- 
nal support, from timely true love, from political 
power, and from the comforts of social position-I 
will suggest that the novel in fact pursues the oppo- 
site end. Although Wharton indicates that Lily's 
status as a twenty-nine-year-old unmarried socialite 
renders her vulnerable to the whims of what Char- 
lotte Perkins Gilman called "the sexuo-economic 
relation" (121), she equally insists that her heroine's 
racial status is reassuringly immutable. Race be- 
comes an essentialist-if deeply problematic- 
answer to the cultural vulnerabilities of class and 
gender. Wharton uses Lily's disinheritance to un- 
derscore and consolidate the permanence of the 
character's racial inheritance, reworking the amor- 
phous possibilities of class and gender into a seem- 
ingly inviolate teleology of blood. In this sense, 
The House of Mirth highlights the tensions inherent 
in the now familiar trinity of race, class, and gen- 
der: if class and gender have conventionally struc- 
tured Wharton criticism, race is the missing but 
historically crucial component complicating pro- 
gressive interpretations of Wharton's project. 

Lily's body becomes a supreme emblem of her 
race in all the ways race was understood at the turn of 
the century.1 As a figure for whiteness, class pedi- 
gree, Anglo-Saxon origin, and incipient nativism, 
Lily articulates a central set of early-twentieth- 
century patrician anxieties: that the ill-bred, the for- 
eign, and the poor would overwhelm the native elite, 
that American culture would fall victim to the "vul- 
gar" tastes of the masses, and that the country's oli- 
garchy would fail to reproduce itself and would 

commit "race suicide."2 What links these concerns is 
an implicit belief-held by Wharton and a number of 
her elite compatriots-in a genealogical conception 
of American citizenship, one that transformed the 
contingencies of gendered disadvantage and class 
decline into an anthropology of racial extinction. 

To examine the pervasive and instrumental role 
of Wharton's racial strategy, this essay will locate 
The House of Mirth within a diverse range of cul- 
tural phenomena that together generated the novel's 
complex discourse of race.3 Indeed, Wharton's mul- 
tiform dialogue with the racial questions of her day 
demonstrates at once her profound investment in 
the hybridity of American culture and her simulta- 
neous rejection of the country's elastic accommo- 
dations. On one level, the multivocality of race in 
turn-of-the-century American rhetoric made the no- 
tion quintessentially useful for Wharton's purposes. 
If race expansively embraced the changing dimen- 
sions of class, family, ethnicity, and nation, it often 
did so to transform these fluctuating categories into 
a static vision of the organic, the permanent, and 
the real. Expediency was central to this strategy. As 
cultural democratization, class mobility, and ethnic 
pluralism eroded the elite's belief in the social ex- 
clusivity of Darwinian fitness, hereditary distinc- 
tion increasingly seemed neither permanent nor 
unique. The patrician rationale behind appeals to 
race thus underwent a perceptible shift, relying less 
on nature, with its manifest susceptibility to change, 
excess, and ruin, and more on culture, the rarefied 
domain of beauty, order, and permanence. Caught 
on shifting ideological ground, Wharton strategi- 
cally exploited the meaning that best suited the situ- 
ation at hand. Thus, she variously insisted that race 
was natural and hence inimitable, that it was cul- 
tural and thus durable, and, ultimately, that it was 
spiritual and therefore intangible. Because this pli- 
ant notion of race could encompass everything from 
class affiliation and genealogical origin to physical 
appearance and aesthetic preference, it served as an 
all-purpose ideological epoxy, fixing disparate and 
often unpredictable orders of meaning within a 
seemingly structured, essentialist taxonomy. 

This protean approach is evident in The House of 
Mirth, a text that, along with Thomas Dixon's The 
Clansman, captured the popular imagination of 
1905. Wharton famously observed that her first 
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New York novel had explored how "a frivolous 
society can acquire dramatic significance only 
through what its frivolity destroys" (Backward 
Glance 207). Critics have long assumed that Whar- 
ton was targeting her own affluent Knickerbocker 
set, an interpretation bolstered by her scathing in- 
dictment of the elite self-interest and moral cow- 
ardice that catalyze Lily's demise. But Wharton's 
remark equally censures American culture more 
generally-a culture in which entrenched class dis- 
tinctions had given way to what her friend Barrett 
Wendell called "the dangers of democratic tyranny" 
("Democracy" 188). In a 1905 letter to Morgan 
Dix, rector of Trinity Church in New York, Whar- 
ton noted that "[s]ocial conditions as they are just 
now in our new world, where the sudden possession 
of money has come without inherited obligations, 
or any traditional sense of solidarity between the 
classes, is a vast & absorbing field for the novelist" 
(Letters 99). Who are these rich new Americans? 
Surely they are not Lily's wealthy friends, who, de- 
spite their instrumental role in her demise, hardly 
qualify as the disruptive arrivistes of Wharton's 
complaint. Rather, the author seems to fault other, 
less genealogically privileged citizens, whose as- 
cendancy has fostered the culture of materialism 
and mobility that spells Lily's doom. Because their 
advantages are bought goods rather than birthright, 
these Americans have challenged the foundations 
on which the social hierarchy is based. A potent 
combination of urbanized labor and robber-baron 
industry had dealt "a double blow" to the compla- 
cent American patriciate (Herman 166). As Arthur 
Herman points out, elite intellectuals felt them- 
selves doubly besieged: "anarchy and despotism" 
threatened from below, and "incorporated power 
and greed" menaced from above (168). Even more 
perilously, the old stock found itself strangely at- 
tracted to the invader's clamorous ways (Kaplan 
92-93). Wharton's response to these conditions was 
adamant: an upstart culture that could not value 
Lily Bart, she insisted, could itself have no value. 

This principle seems to be what Wharton had in 
mind when she remarked in 1905 that a "handful of 
vulgar people, bent on spending and enjoying, may 
seem a negligible factor in the social development of 
the race, but they become an engine of destruction 
through the illusions they kill and the generous ar- 

dors they turn to despair" (Uncollected Writings 
110). If vulgarity, like frivolousness, was a symptom 
of egalitarian leveling, Wharton crucially reinscribed 
this phenomenon within the context of racial decline. 
Inherited biogenetic distinctions, she contended, 
were disappearing in a democratic quagmire of 
spending and enjoying. As her admired mentor, the 
Harvard art historian Charles Eliot Norton, observed, 
"Quantity tells against quality." "Vulgar people," 
Norton complained, were cultural vandals, eradicat- 
ing "the common inheritance [. . .] of thought and 
experience of the race" and accelerating national de- 
terioration (321-22). "Such groups," Wharton wrote 
in The House of Mirth's 1936 preface, "always rest 
on an underpinning of wasted human possibilities" 
(Uncollected Writings 266). Lily personifies this 
squandered Anglo-Saxon promise. She is caught in a 
complex web of racial discourses that require at once 
her apotheosis and her extinction. 

I 

From its opening moments, when Lawrence Sel- 
den encounters Lily in Grand Central Station, The 
House of Mirth meticulously describes its hero- 
ine's eugenic superiority: "He led her through the 
throng of returning holiday-makers, past sallow- 
faced girls in preposterous hats, and flat-chested 
women struggling with paper bundles. [...] Was it 
possible that she belonged to the same race? The 
dinginess, the crudity of this average section of 
womanhood made him feel how highly specialized 
she was" (5). The female throng throws Lily's evo- 
lutionary specialization into high relief. Echoing 
the work of the American neurologist George M. 
Beard, who had declared in 1881 that "the lower 
must minister to the higher. [. . . M]illions perish 
that hundreds may survive" (302), Selden theorizes 
that "a great many dull and ugly people must [.. .] 
have been sacrificed to produce her" (5). Lily's 
evolutionary advantages are evident. Her vulnera- 
bilities, however, are equally so. Despite the ap- 
pearance that Lily belongs to the "same race"-the 
human race-Wharton will gradually insist that 
Lily represents an exclusive, albeit imperiled, race, 
at once superior and fatally overspecialized. 

Lily is, in a sense, overbred: "She could not figure 
herself as anywhere but in a drawing-room, diffus- 
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ing elegance as a flower sheds perfume" (100). 
Beard had warned that "development [.. .] along any 
one line of [.. .] race, family, or tribe, in time reaches 
its limit, beyond which it cannot pass" (300), and 
this vulnerable perfection is crucial to Wharton's 
logic. Too refined for her own good, Lily is racially 
doomed. As Henry Adams would grimly predict in 
1919, when "man [is] specialized beyond the hope of 
further variation, [.. .] he must be treated as [. . .] a 

degraded potential" (Degradation 195). 
Lily's very survival requires certain choice con- 

ditions: 

The dreary limbo of dinginess lay all around and be- 
neath that little illuminated circle in which life reached 
its finest efflorescence, as the mud and sleet of a win- 
ter night enclose a hot-house filled with tropical flow- 
ers. All this was in the natural order of things, and the 
orchid basking in its artificially created atmosphere 
could round the delicate curves of its petals undis- 
turbed by the ice on the panes. (150) 

Lily is a hyperevolved specimen whose purity de- 
mands a life sheltered from the encroaching dingi- 
ness of American democracy. The hothouse with 
frosted windows thus perfectly captures her evolu- 
tionary dilemma: once breeding has become a rar- 
efied art, akin to the skilled horticulture of lilies 
and orchids, the well-bred can no longer survive in 
the chill air of a potentially heterogeneous world.4 

The hothouse, we know from John Auchard, is 
the quintessential site of aesthetic decadence-a 
place "rich in discriminated delicacy, but [ . .] fos- 

ter[ing] little or no hardy growth" (1-2). Lily's ef- 
fete hyperaestheticism therefore reveals Wharton's 
unexpected place in the discourse most often asso- 
ciated with the flamboyant Oscar Wilde.5 Indeed, 
despite her prim persona, Wharton professed the 
"keenest admiration" for her friend Paul Bourget's 
Essais de psychologie contemporaine (1883), a col- 
lection that contained his landmark analysis of 
decadence (Uncollected Writings 213). Bourget de- 
scribed decadence as the inevitable consequence of 
a stratified culture's capitulation to the forces of an- 
archy and barbarism. Under such circumstances, he 
said, the elite inevitably relinquished its commit- 
ment to social unity and embraced instead an "aes- 
thetic individualism" (Calinescu 171). The results, 
for Bourget, were appealing: "Let us indulge in the 

unusualness of our ideal and form, even though we 
imprison ourselves in an unvisited solitude. Those 
who come to us will be truly our brothers, and why 
sacrifice what is most intimate, special and per- 
sonal?" (qtd. in Calinescu 171). 

Lily dramatically personifies this lonely prisoner. 
Unwilling to tolerate America's crass compromises, 
she is prepared to sacrifice herself to the "intimate, 
special and personal"-a sincere gesture that re- 
quires the height of artifice. As the French poet and 
critic Theophile Gautier had asserted in 1868, deca- 
dence was the "inevitable idiom of [. . .] civiliza- 
tions in which factitious life has replaced natural 
life," in which art exists for itself alone.6 Lily is 
Wharton's answer to these contradictory impera- 
tives: at once personal and artful, intimate and facti- 
tious, she is a portrait of American decadence. 

Is Lily's hair "ever so slightly brightened by art" 
(5)? Was it her "streak of sylvan freedom [...] that 
lent such savour to her artificiality" (13)? Selden's 
speculations arguably beg the question. The issue for 
Wharton is not whether Lily is natural or artificial 
but how nature can be transformed into an accultur- 
ated art. Lily's mysterious blend of the sylvan and 
synthetic captures natural perfection in the realm of 
aesthetic permanence. She projects what Alan Trach- 
tenberg calls "an official American version of real- 
ity"-the natural reconceived by the upper classes 
and recast as an emphatic rejection of ethnic and 
racial pluralism (143). In a world transformed by ur- 
banization, immigration, and social mobility, Whar- 
ton insists that Lily's racial perfection is not simply 
natural (and thus presumably vulnerable to loss); 
rather, Lily is the product of Gilded Age culture-the 
"privileged domain of refinement, aesthetic sensibil- 
ity," and continuity (Trachtenberg 143). In this sense, 
her "art of blushing at the right time" fuses nature 
and culture in a deeply class-specific way (Wharton, 
House 6): Lily effectively transforms the biological 
into a culturally engineered aesthetic. Surpassing 
unaffected beauty, she controls the natural, project- 
ing a decadent vision of racial permanence.7 

The novel's opening "sight of Miss Lily Bart," 
motionless in Grand Central Station, dramatically 
stages this strategy. Standing "apart from the crowd, 
letting it drift by her to the platform or the street" 
(3), Lily stresses her stylized distinction. While 
sallow women hurry through the terminal, itself a 
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symbol of industrial movement and commerce, 
Miss Bart's unmoving presence not only forces Sel- 
den to "pause" but also stops anonymous passersby, 
"for Lily Bart was a figure to arrest even the sub- 
urban traveler rushing to his last train" (4). Whar- 
ton's choreography suspends Lily in a moment of 
arrested dynamism: fixed in the first of her many 
tableaux of racialized stasis, Lily distinguishes 
herself from the mobile American crowd by per- 
forming a fantasy of equilibrium, wholeness, and 
aesthetic singularity. Having "learned the value of 
contrast," she is "lifted to a height apart" (47, 116). 

Wharton, of course, was not alone in attempting 
to stage racial perfection by capturing an ideal im- 
age of the endangered Anglo-American. As Nancy 
Bentley has shown, Carl Akeley's 1908 taxidermic 
displays of African mammals in the American Mu- 
seum of Natural History in New York are relevant 
to Wharton's project. Building on Donna Haraway's 
assertion that the Akeley specimens resist the vul- 
garity of industrial modernism by representing na- 
ture as a permanent totality, Bentley argues that The 
House of Mirth deploys a similar aesthetic, trans- 
forming the modern woman's "chaotic subjectivity" 
into "a social or medical artifact" (192). Despite her 
innovative approach, however, Bentley's argument 
serves a somewhat conventional purpose, empha- 
sizing Wharton's preoccupations with gender, class, 
and authorial agency.8 Taxidermy's central role in 
the novel's racial critique remains unexplained. 

The art of endowing the natural with "factitious 
immortality" and the unnatural with the "illusion of 
[...] life itself," taxidermy engendered a fantasy of 
plenitude in which eugenic specimens were held in 
poses of ideal strength, transcending the potential 
concessions of time (Walton 555, 556). By 1900 a 
growing number of urban elites shared Theodore 
Roosevelt's alarm at the "extensive and wasteful 
slaughter of strange and beautiful forms of wild 
life" by the "forces of greed, carelessness, and sheer 
brutality" (Roosevelt, "Conservation" 424, 426; see 
also Judd 209-22). Fearing the annihilation of the 
country's "leading species," the director of the New 
York Zoological Park, William T Hornaday, urged 
American hunters to collect "examples of [...] 
beautiful and interesting animal[s]." "[I]f you must 
go and kill things," he declared in 1900, at least 
"save their heads and mount them as atonement for 

your deeds of blood" (ix, 158). This logic, at once 
sporting and strangely spiritualized, informs Lily's 
racial fate. Like the nation's imperiled wildlife, she 
is a Miranda among Calibans, an innocent creature 
who requires the staged naturalism of a protective 
Prospero (Wharton, House 135). Indeed, The House 
of Mirth reveals a moment of self-recognition, how- 
ever subliminal: America's elite had glimpsed the 
future and realized that they, like Akeley's gorillas, 
were an endangered species. 

Mark Seltzer's observation that "the naturalist 
art of taxidermy" seems "to hover midway between 
the tableau vivant and the nature morte" offers a 
provocative correlation in this regard (170). Like 
the American Museum of Natural History diora- 
mas, the art of tableaux vivants immobilizes the 
mobile, rendering life still. The real is represented 
in a stylized simulacrum that fixes nature in an atti- 
tude controlled by aesthetic technology. Consider, 
then, the continuity between Akeley's spectacles 
and Lily's motionless poses, which culminate in 
a ballroom tableau of Joshua Reynolds's "Mrs. 
Lloyd." The logic informing both styles of exhibi- 
tion reveals a stunning instance of nature's unnatu- 
ralness, the decadent preservation of the organic in 
the service of a perfect but failing racial myth.9 

If the patrician impulse to glorify racial culture 
and the taxidermic quest to capture eugenic nature 
shared a common desire-to secure an American 
identity impervious to hybridization and change- 
then, as Stuart Culver notes, such "arresting" dis- 
plays also ran a significant risk, for "[t]he image of a 
complete body is also the picture of death or dehu- 
manization" (100). Wharton acknowledged this haz- 
ard in the final pages of her 1905 travel narrative, 
Italian Backgrounds. Recalling a Venetian museum 
where "life-sized mannikins" stiffly displayed costly 
eighteenth-century apparel, Wharton regards "the 
very rigidity of their once supple joints" as a poignant 
"allegory of their latter state"-a sumptuous nobility 
laid waste by Napoleonic republicanism. "[D]is- 
carded playthings of the gods," these lifeless aristo- 
crats embody an inanimate fate that threatens Lily's 
stylized stasis. Like them, she risks becoming a 
"poor [doll] of destiny" a wooden aristocrat collaps- 
ing the distinction between person and thing (213). 

The novel's title encodes this anxiety. Taken from 
Eccelsiastes 7.4-"The heart of the wise is in the 
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house of mourning; but the heart of fools is in the 
house of mirth" (New Oxford Annotated Bible)- 
the title poses a crucial choice: is the American 
"house" to be the artificial construction of fools or 
the racially authentic home of oligarchic mourning? 
In the final pages of The Decoration of Houses 

(1897), the interior design treatise she wrote with 
the architect Ogden Codman, Jr., but for which she 
was largely responsible (Benstock 83-84), Wharton 
begins to tackle this question: 

Modern civilization has been called a varnished bar- 
barism: a definition that might well be applied to [ ...] 
modern decoration. Only a return to architectural 
principles can raise the decoration of houses to the 
level of the past. Vasari said of the Farnesina palace 
that it was not built, but really born-non murato ma 
veramente nato; and this phrase is but the expression 
of an ever-present sense-the sense of interrelation of 
parts, or unity of the whole. (192) 

Scornful of modern American barbarism, Wharton 
appeals to the principles of the past-a European 
past in which dwellings were not built but born.10 
Every house, she maintains, is an "organism" whose 
essential integrity is compromised by the "superfi- 
cial application of ornament totally independent of 
structure" (1). This organism, as her biological lan- 
guage suggests, is more than just a house: it is a 
metaphor for the country's elite and a metonym for 
the United States at large. "It is a fact recognized by 
political economists that changes in manners and 
customs, no matter under what form of government, 
usually originate with the wealthy or aristocratic mi- 
nority, and are thence transmitted to other classes," 
Wharton remarks. "This rule naturally holds good 
of house-planning" (7). Throughout Decoration and 
later in The House of Mirth, Wharton attempts to re- 
store America's "aristocratic minority" to a sense of 
"interrelation of parts," a sense, that is, of eugenic 
plenitude, strength, and continuity. 

Wharton's repeated analogy between persons 
and their houses is by now familiar: "The Fullness 
of Life," an 1893 short story, provides perhaps the 
best-known example of a woman whose "nature is 
like a great house full of rooms" (22). In Decora- 
tion, however, the home operates as the central 
metaphor in a cautionary tale of democracy. The 
entrance to America's house, Wharton notes, 

"should clearly proclaim itself an effectual barrier," 
preventing the "hordes of the uninvited" from tres- 
passing on hallowed ground (Wharton and Codman 
107; Wharton, House 87). These "other classes"- 
immigrants, workers, and middle-class capitalists- 
are the human equivalents of Wharton's much- 
deplored decorative "cheap knick-knacks": they 
are mass-produced human beings, built-not born- 
to menace the American patriciate by democrati- 
cally cluttering the national home."I Wharton re- 
marks that "[v]ulgarity is always noisier than good 
breeding, and it is instructive to note how a modern 
bronze will 'talk down' a delicate Renaissance stat- 
uette or bust." 12 Unable to make herself heard amid 
the many-voiced din of modern America, Wharton 
uses Decoration to talk down the abundant agents 
of varnished barbarism. 

The problem in both Decoration and The House 
of Mirth is that of staging racial perfection without 
sacrificing the privileges of personal specificity. If 
America's elite was threatened by what Edwin 
Lawrence Godkin caustically called "chromo- 
civilization," a "pseudo-culture" that "diffused 
through the community a kind of smattering of all 
sorts of knowledge," then blue-blooded Americans 
were urged to vigilance (202). The ubiquitous 
chromolithograph-a cheap printed copy of an 
original work of art-had come to represent a dan- 
gerous accessibility that would undermine the ex- 
clusivity of upper-class privilege. Wharton thus 
insists in Decoration's nursery section that teach- 
ing a child to distinguish between "a good and 
a bad painting" is a "civic virtue"-one easily 
destroyed by popular chromos that confused the 
hierarchical sensibility by imitating authenticity 
(Wharton and Codman 175). 

For Wharton, such perils were the inevitable con- 
sequence of mass production. In an important 1903 
essay, she mockingly connected "the vice of read- 
ing" to "[t]hat 'diffusion of knowledge' commonly 
classed with steam-heat and universal suffrage" 
(Uncollected Writings 99). This diffusion, like other 
dubious emblems of modern progress, had pro- 
duced the dangerously undiscerning "mechanical 
reader."'3 "To read is not a virtue; but to read well is 
an art, an art that only the born reader can acquire." 
By contrasting born readers with their mechanical 
counterparts, Wharton draws a distinction between 
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Americans who inherit culture and those who ac- 
quire it artificially. Mechanical readers, she laments, 
"seem to regard literature as a cable-car that can be 
'boarded' only by running; while many a born 
reader may be found unblushingly loitering in the 
tea-cup times of stage-coach and posting-chaise" 
(100). The contrast between an older, more exclu- 
sive form of locomotion and modern mass transit is 
telling: mechanical readers represent the newly mo- 
bile citizenry rushing through Grand Central Station 
in The House of Mirth; guided by the capricious 
"vox populi" and given to the "socialistic use of cer- 
tain formulas," they threaten to propel themselves 
over and beyond the horse-drawn American patrici- 
ate (102, 103). Wharton's political and economic 
critique is clear: democracy threatens the nation 
with civic unrest, cultural decline, and even the 
wholesale redistribution of wealth. 

II 

Like The Decoration of Houses, The House of 
Mirth offers a blueprint to separate the born from 
the built. Indeed, tableaux vivants perfectly capture 
the politics of replication and reproduction funda- 
mental to the novel's racial concerns. The "living 
picture" controversy in New York, fueled by the 
titillating possibilities of scantily clad performers 
representing classic works of art, had become a sta- 
ple of vice debates by the 1890s. In 1894 Susie 
Kirwin, poseur and design artist, wrote a spirited 
defense of the entertainment, which, she insisted, 
offered "rational, wholesome enjoyment" for the 
whole family. Audiences were amazed, not aroused, 
by the "wonderfully counterfeited" spectacles. The 
"human model" became "an inanimate thing, no 
more than so much paint or canvas or marble" (7). 

Kirwin's insistence on the lifelessness of tableaux 
vivants indicates the fears and fantasies that under- 
wrote the form. If complete mimesis was the long- 
ing of realism more generally, an additional 
anxiety is equally palpable. Tableaux vivants in- 
volved a representational shell game in which a 
person (Lily, in this case) represented a thing (a 
painting by Reynolds), which in turn represented a 
person (the original "Mrs. Lloyd"), who then rep- 
resented a thing (a classical archetype). As we have 
seen, however, the risk of such sleight of hand is 

that the person will be confused with the repro- 
ducible thing. The fact that Reynolds's portrait is 
the subject of parlor theatrics at all proves the case 
in point: tableau vivant, as Henry James made 
comically clear in his 1899 short story "Paste," was 
the democratic illusionist's genre of choice. When 
James's heroine, Charlotte Prime, questions the ap- 
propriateness of using her dead aunt's seemingly 
faux jewels for a tableau of Ivanhoe, her friend 
Mrs. Guy retorts, "Our jewels, for historic scenes, 
don't tell-the real thing falls short. Rowena must 
have rubies as big as eggs" (459). The real thing 
always falls short because tableaux deliberately 
conflate the genuine and the counterfeit. The dis- 
tinction between paste (sham markers of class sta- 
tus) and pearls (authentic essence) is intentionally 
reversed: the fake suddenly appears real while the 
real seems fake. "Living pictures" played on this 
possibility: the authentic was displaced, the origi- 
nal was duplicated, and high art was democratized 
into yet another American commodity. 

Lily's famous appearance midway through the 
text in an elaborately costumed tableau arguably 
climaxes the Wellington Bry ball and the novel as a 
whole. The setting is significant. Like Simon Rose- 
dale, the Jewish financier with whom they are re- 
peatedly linked, the "Welly" Brys have made their 
fortune at the expense of the Knickerbocker elite 
(121). They are invaders "advancing into a strange 
country with an insufficient number of scouts" 
(130). It is no surprise, then, that the Bry gala func- 
tions as a journey into the terra incognita of a new, 
democratic America. The ballroom is immediately 
marked as a space of illusion-a trompe l'oeil in 
reverse: "so recent, so rapidly-evoked was the whole 
mise-en-scene that one had to touch the marble 
columns to learn that they were not of cardboard, to 
set one's self in one of the damask-and-gold arm- 
chairs to be sure it was not painted against the 
wall." This is not the real America, linked in the 
novel to the rituals of an elusive European past; in- 
stead, this is a strangely improvised country associ- 
ated with fairy tale and fantasy, a "boundary world 
between fact and imagination" (132, 133). 

The Bry entertainment opens with a series of 
tableaux "in which the fugitive curves of living 
flesh [.. .] have been subdued to plastic harmony 
without losing the charm of life." Wharton's so- 
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cialite performers, accommodating themselves to 
the limitations of theatrical form, effectively be- 
come "types." Carry Fisher's "short dark-skinned 
face," for instance, makes a "typical Goya," while a 
"young Mrs. Van Alstyne, who showed the frailer 
Dutch type, [. . .] made a characteristic Vandyck" 
(133-34). Such classifications participate in the 
novel's pervasive discourse of racial typology. Rose- 
dale, for example, is earlier described as "a plump 
rosy man of the blond Jewish type" (14), while 
Selden has "keenly-modelled dark features which, 
in a land of amorphous types, gave him the air of be- 
longing to a more specialized race" (65). A staple of 
Victorian vocabulary, type indicated a distinct racial 
ontology of permanent (if often peculiar) genetic 
characteristics-a way of determining the general 
by extrapolating from the specific (Cowling 184). 

Typology met its logical extreme in the strange 
composite photography of the eugenicist Francis 
Galton, whose work is curiously relevant to Whar- 
ton's tableaux. By superimposing fractional expo- 
sures of individual faces on top of one another, 
Galton created "portraits" in which distinguishing 
features faded into a hazy common face. His best 
work, he claimed, was a composite of the definitive 
"Jewish type," a synthesis of boys from the London 
Jews' Free School that captured the Jew's "es- 
sence"-his "cold scanning gaze [...] coolly ap- 
praising [one] at market value" (243). Galton's 
work, if nothing else, reveals typology's propensity 
to erase human specificity in order to mass-produce 
images of the generic subject. Indeed, if the camera 
had democratized the formerly elite aesthetic of 
portraiture, composite photography introduced a 
new possibility-what Allan Sekula has called an 
"essentialist physical anthropology of race" (370). 

Wharton's familiarity with Galton's enterprise is 
evident from a 1905 review of Maurice Hewlett's 
novel The Fool Errant. After criticizing Hewlett's 
previous heroines, who blur "into a kind of com- 
posite portrait, while their moral idiosyncrasies fail 
to leave any impression at all," Wharton praises the 
present protagonist, whose "certain definiteness of 
outline [is] marred only by an occasional reversion 
to type" (Uncollected Writings 111). The edges of 
this critique are sharp, for such typological lapses 
could hardly be more anathema to Wharton's sin- 
gular representation of Lily Bart: 

[S]o skillfully had the personality of the actors been 
subdued to the scenes they figured in that even the 
least imaginative of the audience must have felt a 
thrill of contrast when the curtain suddenly parted on 
a picture which was simply and undisguisedly the 
portrait of Miss Bart. 

Here there could be no mistaking the predominance 
of personality-the unanimous "Oh!" of the spec- 
tators was a tribute, not to the brush-work of Rey- 
nolds's "Mrs. Lloyd" but to the flesh and blood 
loveliness of Lily Bart. [.. .] It was as though she had 
stepped, not out of, but into, Reynolds's canvas, ban- 
ishing the phantom of his dead beauty by the beams 
of her living grace. 

As an astonishingly vibrant portrait of herself, Lily 
cannot be reduced to type. Indeed, by choosing "a 
type so like her own that she could embody the 
person represented without ceasing to be herself," 
Lily transcends typology altogether: she effectively 
performs the impossible, subordinating the Galton- 
ian composite to her personal specificity (House 
134). Unlike her assimilating peers, Lily resists the 
generic abstraction of "plastic harmony," preserv- 
ing instead her "flesh-and-blood loveliness." Were 
she to become the portrait she represents, she would 
risk losing the eugenic quality that makes her pre- 
vious tableaux so arresting and racially loaded. She 
would risk, in short, becoming a mere type-either 
the equivalent of the racially typologized Jew or 
what Seltzer describes as "the American as typical, 
standard, and reproducible" (5). 

Wharton rescues Lily from these possibilities by 
stressing the "predominance of personality"-the 
"serious purity of the central conception" that can 
"break through the strongest armour of stock for- 
mulas."'4 "Undisguisedly" herself, Lily stands in 
stylized opposition to the generic and the mecha- 
nized-a strategy not without risk. Throughout the 
novel, Wharton implies that Lily is imperiled by 
the very racial economy she represents-an econ- 
omy consumed with purity and terrified of sham. 
Lily's embodiment of the William Jamesian dou- 
ble self-"there were two selves in her, the one she 
had always known, and a new abhorrent being to 
which it found itself chained"-crystallizes this 
vulnerability (148; see W. James 142 and Lears 38). 
Struggling to define her real self in a world where 
distinctions between the genuine and the imitative, 
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the natural and the cultural have all but collapsed, 
Lily's crisis reveals the instability of race as an on- 
tological category. Indeed, Wharton can only tenu- 
ously resolve this problem by shifting the grounds 
of the debate. To be a real self, she increasingly 
suggests, is to be realigned with a racial soul-the 
"slowly-accumulated past [that] lives in the blood" 
(319). Walter Benn Michaels's contention that race 
in this period becomes essentially invisible-some- 
thing spiritually inherited rather than physically ac- 
quired ("Souls")-is thus central to Wharton's 
logic. Hovering over Lily's deathbed, Selden fanta- 
sizes that he can distinguish the "sleeping face" 
from "the real Lily" who was "close to him, yet in- 
visible and inaccessible" (326). Only in her final 
tableau of death is Lily truly transmogrified into 
her authentic racial personality-a disembodied 
soul, at once real and invisible.15 

III 

The overreaching effort to consolidate Lily into an 
authoritative real self reveals at once the imperiled 
condition of the oligarchic body and Wharton's in- 
sistence on its transcendent possibilities. Part of an 
endangered species, Lily is not so much a circulating 
commodity as she is a rare museum piece, desirable 
precisely because she is out of circulation. Stephen 
Greenblatt's notion that the museum retains its 
"mystery" by displaying the masterpiece "in such a 
way as to imply that no one, not even the nominal 
owner or donor, can penetrate the zone of light and 
actually possess the wonderful object" is thus pivotal 
to Wharton's vision (51-52). As Rosedale eventually 
realizes, "It was [Lily's] very manner of holding her- 
self aloof that appealed to his collector's passion for 
the rare and unattainable" (113). Miss Bart is funda- 
mentally-indeed, ontologically-inviolate. 

Rosedale's presence in the novel underscores this 
perfect inaccessibility. If the appearance of the Jew- 
ish businessman in a "paternal r6le," "kneeling do- 
mestically" before Carry Fisher's daughter, seems 
to reveal the sympathetic "fireside man" (249), then 
Lily's eventual rejection of Rosedale's proposals 
indicates the alarming nature of the Jew's familial 
persona. Although later scenes appear calculated 
to make Rosedale less sexual and thus more socially 
admissible, The House of Mirth remains what Eliza- 

beth Ammons calls the story of "the flower of Anglo- 
Saxon womanhood [. .] not ending up married 
to the invading Jew" (80). Rosedale as father raises 
the horrifying specter of reproducing with a Jew- 
indeed, reproducing Jews. The novel's working title, 
"The Year of the Rose," thus inadvertently reveals 
one of its central anxieties: were Lily to marry the 
Jewish millionaire, the country's future might only 
bring racially degenerating years of the Rosedale.16 

To prevent this outcome, Wharton commits her- 
self to the iconic preservation of a perfect American 
museum piece. The Whartonian hothouse becomes 
a gallery-a decadent house of mourning designed 
to preserve and exhibit a vanishing species.17 Like 
the rare "Americana" lovingly collected by Jeffer- 
son Gryce in the opening sequences of the novel, 
Lily is of interest to the curator, the historian, and 
the "real collector [who] values a thing for its rar- 
ity" (11). The acquisition of antiquarian books, by 
definition "an unmarketable commodity" (20), is 
crucial to Lily's status. Susan Stewart's point that 
the "antiquarian sensibility" presumes "a rupture in 
historical consciousness" that makes "one's own 
culture other-distant and discontinuous" suggests 
that Lily is simultaneously the object and the 
source of antiquarian desire. She is not only a rare, 
talismanic beauty, but she is also a disenfranchised 
patrician orphan nostalgically determined to re- 
trieve "an imagined past" (Stewart 142). In this 
sense, the failure of the Hudson Barts to provide 
their daughter with "the house not built with the 
hands but made up of inherited passions and loyal- 
ties" marks Lily as the quintessential site of anti- 
quarian loss and nostalgic recuperation (Wharton, 
House 319). In her reawakened desire for aristo- 
cratic rootedness, Lily embodies the patrician quest 
for a "homogenous and uninterrupted culture" 
(Wharton, French Ways 80). 

Such impulses reveal Wharton's sympathy with a 
group of like-minded northeastern intellectuals 
who, fearing for the country's future, increasingly 
forged a rhetoric of "racial nativism" (Higham 137). 
Charles Eliot Norton, writing in 1888, had decried "a 
predominance of [.. .] the uneducated and unrefined 
masses, over [. .] the more enlightened and better- 
instructed few" (321). Under such circumstances, he 
worried, the republic surely could not survive the 
melting pot. As the New York Tribune editor White- 
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law Reid told a posh gathering of the New England 
Society in 1903, "We have emphatically and even 
vociferously made everybody else, from all over the 
world, at home in our Fathers' house. But as we look 
around at the variegated throng, do we always feel 
just as much at home ourselves?" (46). 

Voicing a growing sense of racial siege, the Wil- 
liams College minister John H. Denison declared 
in 1893, "We have tried to share our freedom with 
foreigners, only to discover that freedom is not 
transferable. [. ..] The higher force cannot be dom- 
inated by the lower. Nature will not tolerate it; she 
prefers disintegration and reorganization" (18). 
The imagined world of the racially uniform New 
England village was crumbling into what Henry 
James in 1904 called "a prodigious amalgam, [. ..] 
a hotch-potch of racial ingredients" (Writings 456). 
Social Darwinism armed patrician intellectuals with 
a fitting vocabulary to predict imminent Anglo- 
Saxon extinction. Denison's warning that old-stock 
Americans had "entered upon a struggle for sur- 
vival" and would soon share the fate of "the Amer- 
ican Indian and the bison" (17) found its most 
famous spokesman in Theodore Roosevelt, who 
urged well-born Americans to resist "race suicide" 
("Letter"). Cheap immigrant labor, the president of 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Francis 
A. Walker, agreed, had forced America's "native" 
stock to reduce family size in order to preserve a 
higher standard of living-a socioeconomic strat- 
egy that spelled biological ruin (Higham 143-44). 
As Henry Adams observed, Kelvin's second law of 
thermodynamics-the "Law of Entropy"-made 
the dissipation of America's "vital energies" inevi- 
table (Degradation 184-85, 155). Henry's brother 
Brooks, a sometime guest at Wharton's Berkshire 
estate, spoke for a generation of Brahmins when 
he gloomily predicted that "when the waste of 
energetic material is so great that the martial and 
imaginative stocks fail to reproduce themselves, 
disintegration may set in, the civilized population 
may perish, and a reversion may take place to a 
primitive form" (x-xi). Fearful for their cultural 
survival, upper-class nativists could only look for- 
ward to eventual reorganization in the wake of im- 
minent racial disintegration. 

In 1902 Wharton began writing a novel she 
would abandon after some seventy pages to begin 

work on The House of Mirth. It was entitled "Dis- 
integration." The story of an ambitious woman who 
deserts her shabbily genteel husband and their 
daughter only to win social redemption after mar- 
rying an upstart millionaire, "Disintegration" was 
a dress rehearsal for The Mother's Recompense 
(1925). More fundamentally, however, Wharton's 
unfinished project outlines the racial concerns that 
were to dominate The House of Mirth. 

The narrative charts the spiraling decline of the 
cuckolded Henry Clephane, whose loyalty to the 
"family pieties" and the "honourable past," "six or 
seven generations of upright and gentle living," 
magnifies the gravity of his wife's betrayal. "To 
continue the family tradition [. . .] had been part of 
his conception of life [...]; to have failed in this 
continuance meant the rending of innumerable fi- 
bres with which his own were inwoven" (48-49). 
Alice Clephane's infidelity strikes a number of 
chords simultaneously: not only does she sever 
Henry's unblemished genealogy, but she also does 
so as a direct result of democratic license. Henry 
cynically proposes to write a book on the subject: 

It's to be a study of the new privileged class-a study 
of the effects of wealth without responsibility. Talk of 
the socialist peril! That's not where the danger lies. 
The inherent vice of democracy is the creation of a 
powerful class of which it can make no use-a kind of 
Frankenstein monster, an engine of social disintegra- 
tion. [. ..] The place to study [the results] is here and 
now-here in this huge breeding-place of inequalities 
that we call a republic, where class-distinctions, in- 
stead of growing out of the inherent needs of the so- 
cial organism, are arbitrarily established by a force 
that works against it! (64) 

Railing against counterfeit class distinctions and 
pining for what Denison called "the Anglo-Saxon 
organic nation" (26), Clephane becomes Wharton's 
case study in "the disease" of racial decline ("Dis- 
integration" 64). He is the end of the line, the vic- 
tim of a culture untethered from its legitimate 
fixtures of racial demarcation. As his friend George 
Severance predicts, when South Dakota divorcees 
outnumber Old New Yorkers, society "will have 
ceased to exist": "There will be nothing to hold it 
together. You can't found a state on a penal settle- 
ment. But before that happens, the social instinct of 

69 



Staging Race and Class in The House of Mirth 

self-preservation will assert itself: society will not 
let itself be destroyed by a band of robbers and 
murderers" (61). "Disintegration" reveals the more 
extreme edges of Wharton's conservative critique. 
The invaders of American life are robbers and 
murderers, threatening to transform a consecrated 
nation into a penal settlement. The "socialist peril" 
cannot rival the menace of these democratic impos- 
tors-Frankenstein monsters, built, not born, to 
threaten oligarchic dominion and social cohesion. 

If "Disintegration" demonstrates Wharton's share 
in the abundant gloom of her intellectual milieu, 
her failure to finish the manuscript indicates an im- 
portant shift in her thinking. Like a number of con- 
tributors to the discourses of racial nativism and 
aesthetic decadence, Wharton eventually came to 
believe that Anglo-Saxon extinction, however in- 
evitable, would not take place in the depths of 
Henry Clephane's demise but at the peak of Lily 
Bart's brilliant racial achievement. Barrett Wen- 
dell's exhilarated 1893 pronouncement that "[t]he 
songs that live are the swan-songs" speaks to this 
realignment ("Stelligeri" 113). A great culture 
would only vanish at its aesthetic summit, Wendell 
insisted, for "[a]rtistic expression is apt to be the 
final fruit of a society about to wither" (Literary 
History 462). This singular combination of elation 
and elegy found its most ardent spokesman in 
George Edward Woodberry, a professor of com- 
parative literature at Columbia University. "Race- 
history," Woodberry declared in 1903, had always 
documented the process of Christian sacrifice 
whereby eugenic peoples, "at the acme of achieve- 
ment," bequeathed their civilized legacy to their 
inferiors-what he called the "absorption of aris- 
tocracies in democracies" (29, 5). If "a vanquished 
nation [alone] can civilize its victors," as Wharton's 
friend Vernon Lee had maintained (45), Wood- 
berry's conclusions were compelling. "[F]or a race, 
as for an individual," Woodberry rapturously de- 
clared, "there is a time to die, and that time, as his- 
tory discloses it, is the moment of perfection" (4). 

Lily Bart fully embodies this paradigm of apoth- 
eosis, sacrifice, and extinction. Wharton captures 
and immobilizes her at the moment of racial per- 
fection, a fate preferable, she implies, to a slow 
demise in New York's competitive wilderness. Lily's 
final tableau of death thus transforms her into the 

period's quintessential museum piece-the per- 
fectly preserved taxidermic specimen. As Selden 
enters Lily's boardinghouse room, he discovers "a 
delicate impalpable mask over the living linea- 
ments he had known" (325-26). Lily becomes the 
site of racial elegy: she incarnates the house of 
mourning. Despite her social decline, she embod- 
ies a decadent fantasy of oligarchic wholeness that, 
like Akeley's dioramas and the Gryce Americana, 
preserves an iconic instance of completion and per- 
manence. Wharton's description is rich in the lan- 
guage of eugenic preservationism: 

But at least he had loved her [. . .] and if the moment 
had been fated to pass from them before they could 
seize it, he saw that, for both, it had been saved whole 
out of the ruin of their lives. 

It was this moment of love, this fleeting victory over 
themselves, which had kept them from atrophy and 
extinction [.. .]. 

He knelt by the bed and bent over her [...]; and in 
the silence there passed between them the word which 
made all clear. 

It is this battle against "the influence of [...] sur- 
roundings" (329), now suddenly democratic and 
accessible, that Wharton wages throughout The 
House of Mirth. Like Roosevelt and Hornaday, she 
is committed not only to protecting Lily from "atro- 
phy and extinction" but also to the larger project of 
preserving her "whole out of the ruin of their lives." 

This commitment supersedes all others in The 
House of Mirth as it does in the logic of taxidermy. 
The emphasis on Lily's completeness outweighs 
the possibility that she might eventually give birth 
to eugenic offspring. She is more useful dead and 
stuffed, as it were, than alive. The messy contin- 
gencies of motherhood, Wharton seems to suggest, 
would compromise-indeed, diminish-Lily's sta- 
tus as a racial icon. The longing for an ancestral 
past with the "power of broadening and deepening 
the individual existence, of attaching it by mysteri- 
ous links of kinship to all the mighty sum of hu- 
man striving," is realized not in the quest for an 
individual family (Lily, after all, rejects her own 
stifling kin) but in the desire, in Wharton's vocabu- 
lary, for "Family"-for the genealogical continuity 
that can only originate in the elusive centers "of 
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early pieties" that are born of aristocratic blood 
(319). Wharton sacrifices her heroine to these val- 
ues: Lily is to stand for a kinship that must supersede 
individual, mortal families and instead represent a 
timeless tableau of racial stasis. 

Lily's final hallucination of cradling the infant 
daughter of working-class Nettie Struther thus en- 
acts the novel's most fundamental fantasy: Lily ap- 
propriates the child of the reformed laboring class 
as her own, a switch that marks at once working- 
class acculturation and the mysterious, immaculate 
reproduction of the elite-what Candace Waid 
calls Lily's "virgin sacrifice" (47). Indeed, if the 
novel's conclusion seems to envision class conver- 
gence, it does so on oligarchic terms. The striking 
absence of any proletarian consciousness in Net- 
tie's fawning idolatry of Lily ("Sometimes, when I 
[...] got to wondering why things were so queerly 
fixed in the world, I used to remember that you 
were having a lovely time, [...] and that seemed to 
show there was a kind of justice somewhere" 
[312-13]) implies that a just world is one governed 
by a "traditional sense of solidarity between the 
classes." In such a world, one knows one's place. 

Nettie's decision, then, to name her infant daugh- 
ter "Marry Anto'nette [ . .] after the French queen 
in the play at the Garden-I told George the actress 
reminded me of you"-satirically captures the dy- 
namics of class emulation and, for Wharton, their 
racial impossibility (314). The baby's silly name 
only has meaning in a democratic society that trans- 
forms doomed aristocrats into the stuff of cheap 
melodrama and real nobility into the site of mimetic, 
mass-produced distortion. The House of Mirth will 
ultimately insist that Lily's racial markers are inim- 
itable. Despite Nettie's maternal ambitions, Whar- 
ton reassures us that, in the end, "Marry Anto'nette" 
will only be a doubly displaced theatrical imitation 
of the disappearing real thing. 

Indeed, if Wharton acknowledges the inevitable 
Darwinian doom of America's insular elite, she 
equally envisions a form of cultural production that 
transcends the mutating mechanics of mere sur- 
vival. Lily embodies a sacrificial transmission of 
culture only possible within the most hallowed of 
museums-the ancient cathedral, the site where 
preservation becomes veneration and the specimen 
becomes the relic. Without the untidiness of mat- 

ing, Lily enacts a purified form of cultural repro- 
duction, mystically incorporating Nettie's baby: 
"[it was] as though the child entered into her and 
became part of herself" (319, 316). Like the sacred 
mother in Henry Adams's famous antimodern cri- 
tique, Lily embodies "the force that created it all- 
the Virgin, the Woman-by whose genius 'the 
stately monuments of superstition' were built."'8 
She offers an elegiac answer to the mechanized 
culture of the dynamo-what Wharton saw as soci- 
ety's "atoms whirling away from each other in 
some wild centrifugal dance" (House 319). In will- 
ingly "sacrificing her pleasures to the claims of 
immemorial tradition," Lily incarnates J.-K. Huys- 
mans's "Christian Venus," the mater dolorosa of 
the "word which made all clear."'9 A plaintive 
paragon of "spiritual motherhood," she bears the 
pathos and promise of Anglo-Saxon deliverance. 
Her "passion of charity for [the] race" in the end 
engenders the word (Wharton, Sanctuary 112)-a 
word "not [. . .] for twilight, but for the mo[u]rn- 
ing" (House 324). 

Notes 

The archival research for this project was funded by a grant 
from the American Philosophical Society. I am grateful to Lisa 
Gordis, Martha Hodes, William Sharpe, Herb Sloane, and, in 
particular, Ross Hamilton for their valuable comments on ear- 
lier drafts. This essay is dedicated to the memory of Lora 
Romero-teacher, scholar, friend. 

'The Progressive Era bears out Thomas Gossett's observation 
that the ambiguity of the notion of race "made it a powerful tool 
for the most diverse purposes" (117-18). While nativists, na- 
tionalists, and racists grounded campaigns for immigration re- 
striction, segregation, and imperialism in the pseudoscience of 
eugenics, the Supreme Court's "separate but equal" ruling in 
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) vested hermeneutic authority in the 
vagaries of local "custom," forcing New Negro intellectuals to 
formalize, however problematically, a representative African 
American (Higham; Solomon; Sundquist 233-49; Gates). 

2These concerns were by no means confined to the upper 
classes. Fearing immigrant competition, Populists decried "im- 
ported pauperized labor" in their 1892 platform, and their horror 
of mob rule appeared in Ignatius Donneley's Caesar's Column 
( 1891; Hofstadter 66-70). The rhetoric of race suicide, more- 
over, pitted native middle- and working-class Americans against 
their seemingly more prolific immigrant peers (Gordon 136-58). 
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3Arguing that Lily is an example of "dazzling, overdeter- 
mined whiteness" (79), Elizabeth Ammons contrasts the color 
of Lily's skin to Simon Rosedale's "glossy-looking" appearance 
(Wharton, House 14). I will suggest, however, that the logic of 
race in the novel is far more pervasive, transcending issues of 
skin and encoding instead a complex semiotics of class, geneal- 
ogy, ethnicity, and nation. 

4Despairing of America's "gros public," Wharton in 1903 lo- 
cated the patriciate's evolutionary dilemma in the hothouse. 
"We are the wretched exotics produced in a European glass- 
house, the most d6place & useless class on earth!" (Letters 84). 
While overstating the elite's socioeconomic vulnerability, Whar- 
ton nonetheless imagined the glasshouse as a Europeanized 
alternative to the United States-at once patrician breeding 
ground and decadent refuge from the country's emerging iden- 
tity as the "house of mirth." 

5I have confined my analysis to writers most pertinent to the 
formation of Wharton's intellectual perspectives. For further 
discussion of American decadence, see Auchard; Herman; 
Hoopes; and Williams. 

6Qtd. in Ellis 26. For Wharton on Gautier, see "Eyes" 338, 
Uncollected Writings 191, and Backward Glance 330. 

7Wharton champions this "artificial-natural" aesthetic in Ital- 
ian Villas and Their Gardens (1904). Italy's "frank artifice," she ar- 
gues, outstrips England's "laboured naturalism" by unabashedly 
replacing nature's "deficiencies, [. . .] repetitions, [. . .] mean- 
nesses and profusions" with a "fixed smile of perennial loveli- 
ness" (205, 206). 

8Such concerns have a long history in Wharton criticism. Re- 
cent examples include Michaels (Gold Standard); Dimock; 
Showalter; and Kaplan. 

9The notion of a pristine Knickerbocker past was, of course, 
itself factitious. Wharton recalled a complex pecking order in 
which New Yorkers of middle-class ancestry were distinguished 
from those with authentically aristocratic genealogies (Back- 
ward Glance 10). 

'?In an 1896 letter to the Newport Daily News, Wharton 
chided "puerile" disciples of the colonial revival for their pre- 
tentiously "original" mansions (Uncollected Writings 56). 
"'Colonial' architecture," she insisted, was "simply a modest 
copy of Georgian models" (Wharton and Codman 81-82). Dis- 
placing American originality by displacing American origins, 
Wharton urged a return to the nation's European roots. 

"Wharton and Codman 187. Wharton clarified this connec- 
tion in 1908, blaming the "chaos of ornament" marring a French 
church on the ethnically "strange fellowship" of Flemish, Lom- 
bard, German, and Spanish artisans who had contributed to its 
"deluge of detail." Such "profusion-and confusion" of nation- 
alities flouted Wharton's racialized aesthetic of "artistic unity" 
(Motor-Flight 151-52). 

2Wharton and Codman 186. In this sense, the stifling home 
of Lily's aunt, Mrs. Peniston, underscores patrician decline. 
Aunt Julia's unseemly replica of the Louvre's "Dying Gladia- 
tor" (98), her "ormulu clock" (made of a copper alloy imitating 
gold), and her derivative "steel engravings of an anecdotic char- 
acter" all contradict the precepts inculcated in The Decoration 
of Houses (110). 

While Wharton's critique of sham furthers what I suggest is a 
conservative agenda, her conclusions were by no means in- 
evitable. Gustav Stickley, influential proponent of the Arts and 
Crafts style, advocated a strikingly similar aesthetic. According 
to Stickley, however, "closer contact with real things, with real 
work, with real life" would reconnect Americans to "the com- 
mon needs of the common people" (qtd. in Orvell 161-62). 

13Wharton embraced twentieth-century technology only inso- 
far as it enhanced personal privacy (Kassanoff 31-32). Her 
beloved "motor-car," for instance, liberated her "from all the 
compulsions and contacts of the railway" (Motor-Flight 1). 

14Motor-Flight 154. The association between personality and 
racial singularity is evident in Wharton's 1908 description of 
French visitors to a Paris salon: "the angles of difference have 
been so rubbed down that personalities are as hard to differenti- 
ate as in a group of Orientals" (Motor-Flight 188). While per- 
sonality was not the exclusive domain of the well-born, its 
"slow but continuous growth" required "space"-a "larger [...] 
symphonic plan" generally contingent on affluence (Writing 
48). Indeed if type found refuge in the "temporary shelter" of 
the short story, personality thrived in the "slowly built-up mon- 
ument" of the novel (75, 50). 

15William E. Moddelmog argues that Wharton rejected a 
property-owning model of personality in favor of the "bound- 
lessness" of depersonalization (353). I suggest, however, that 
because Wharton's model of selfhood was fundamentally racial- 
grounded, that is, in the invisible and the inaccessible-such 
unmarketable boundlessness is entirely compatible with the 
Whartonian personality. 

16Rosedale's threatening alliance with his charwoman em- 
ployee Mrs. Haffen (who shares his propensity for blackmail) 
personifies the double blow to the American patriciate-nou- 
veau riche wealth fueled by intrusive working-class labor. 

'7Wharton regretted the democratization of museums in the 
age of mass tourism. She sharply criticized the "museumised 
aspect" of Europe's ancient shrines, valuing only the sites that 
looked "like the house of a great collector who still lives among 
his treasures" (Motor-Flight 150, 154). Merging museum with 
ancestral home, Wharton reveals her paradoxical desire to pre- 
serve the privacy of patrician exclusivity while publicly exhibit- 
ing racial distinction. 

The Whartonian museum thus monastically conforms to Sel- 
den's "republic of the spirit," a place free from "everything- 
from money, from poverty, from ease and anxiety, from all the 
material accidents" (68). Lily's reply that Selden's republic is re- 
ally "a close corporation" echoes the well-publicized comments 
of the Metropolitan Museum director Louis di Cesnola, who in 
1897 ejected a plumber in overalls from the gallery. The mu- 
seum, Cesnola famously remarked, was "a closed corporation" 
entitled to regulate conduct within its walls (Levine 185-86). 

18Education 387. As the traditional attribute of the Virgin in 
Christian iconography, the lily symbolizes whiteness, purity, 
and immortality (Whittlesey 217-18; Hall 192-93). Its conven- 
tional association with the Annunciation, moreover, speaks to 
what Wharton, in an 1891 sonnet, described as the Madonna's 
"strange presentiment" of "the Light's terrible eclipse." This 
"foreboding pain," paired with the Virgin's ultimate assurance 
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that "He also rose again," mirrors the dynamic of sacrifice and 
salvation in The House of Mirth ("Botticelli's Madonna"). 

19Wharton, House 35; Hanson 48. The word functions here as 
a curiously decadent palimpsest of aestheticized gospel. Bour- 
get's oft-quoted definition of decadent style-the book is sacri- 
ficed to the page, the page to the sentence, and the sentence to 
the "independence of the word"-thus gains numinous reso- 
nance in Wharton's novel (Calinescu 170). While a full discus- 
sion of Wharton's relation to Christianity and decadence is 
beyond the scope of this essay, it is worth noting that Lily's ec- 
static renunciations at the end of her life bear a striking resem- 
blance to the retreat of Wharton's ancient hermits in Italian 
Backgrounds: "from the strife of the circus factions and the in- 
credible vices and treacheries of civilized life, the disenchanted 
Christian, aghast at the more than pagan corruption of a con- 
verted world, fled into the waste places to wear out his life in 
penance. The horrors he left behind surpassed anything the 
desert could show" (66-67). On monasticism and decadence, 
see Hanson 218-28. 
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