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"The Dreary Limbo of Dinginess": The Beauty Ideal at Work in Wharton's The House of Mirth


	Situated at the dawn of a new century with changes in both literary circles and the larger American social circle itself, The House of Mirth (1905) registers an interesting social and gender phenomenon.  Edith Wharton exposes a system in which society commodifies women, exchanging them as objects of trade, and stratifies the classes to validate the reign of the wealthy via a beauty system, or a prevailing aesthetic sensibility with attached moral values.�


	With heightened artistic awareness at the turn of the century, there is clear indication that Wharton was very much in tune with the aesthetic milieu of the day.  Her own publications attest to this aesthetic awareness.�  Wharton published Italian Backgrounds (1905) illustrated by E.C. Peixotto, Italian Villas and their Gardens (1904) with pictures by Maxfield Parish, A Motor-Flight Through France (1908), and The Decoration of Houses (1902) with Ogden Codman, Jr.  Each of these works were� concerned with landscape, scenery, or interior design and decoration.  This aesthetic trend was coming out of the "House Beautiful" tradition, fostered by Oscar Wilde's lectures in America, that promoted aesthetic improvements to the mass culture.  Given this time frame and her travels abroad, Wharton would have also been familiar with recognized European artists and Aesthetes.  In fact, her texts are inundated� with references to art and art theorists, notably Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792), William Pater (1839-1894), and John Ruskin (1819-1900). �


	How closely she ever associated with any of these figures� is hard to determine, but their preeminence in her works is obvious.  Robert Hardy points out that The Age of Innocence� draws on Pater's theme of the exaltation of the moment and the intensity of experience from Renaissance to show how Ellen and May are portrayed as artistic representations of the contrast between experience and innocence, respectively.  What's more, the actual title is taken from a 1788 piece by Joshua Reynolds [fig. 1] with the same title.  To make this connection with Reynolds complete, Lily Bart stages Reynolds' Mrs. Lloyd (1775-76) [fig. 2] for the tableaux vivants scene in The House of Mirth.  Her use of these eighteenth-century portraits establishes her interest in art and aesthetics.  Her knowledge of more contemporary artistic figures apparent as well, she also references Ruskin.  In The Age of Innocence, the narrator announces that Newland Archer's boyhood was "saturated with Ruskin" (Wharton 64).  Similarly, as a child "Ruskin fed [Wharton] with visions of the Italy for which [she] had never ceased to pine" (A Backward Glance 71).  Hardy goes on to note that Ruskin works were "prominent" in Wharton's father's library (Hardy 1, 14).  And Wharton's biographer R.W.B. Lewis points out that she spent time with the famous Norton literary family and that Charles Norton had been a friend of Ruskin (138).�


	This tight connection between Wharton and Pater, Ruskin, and Reynolds does not intimate, however, that she was an Aesthete.  It does establish, though, that she was acutely aware of the aesthetic context in which she was working.  Neither do her aforementioned publications in keeping with the "House Beautiful" movement necessarily make her a protege or student of Wilde or any of the other leading art critics.  She is more clearly picking up aesthetic concerns and experimenting with them in the framework of her own feminist and aesthetic ideologies.�


	Wharton's ideas about the place of women and aesthetics in literature can be grounded in a larger context of feminist aesthetics.  Traditionally aestheticism took a varied but usually negative stance toward women, ranging from animosity to condescension.  In literature, artistic aims by women novelists had been largely overlooked.  Deborah Barker states, "The female artist was not simply an anomaly but an oxymoron" (14).  That is, traditional aestheticism praised the ideal artist for traits specifically presumed masculine, using evolutionary theories to debase women's capabilities and "according to these theories, the woman artist was perceived as lacking the creative genius to produce original works of art" (15).� 


	Wharton and turn of the century� female writers concerned with aesthetics were in a liminal space, oscillating between the identity of the patriarchal established role as Angel of the House and the newly developing identity of New Woman.  In the Victorian role of Angel of the House, motherhood was praised as the highest female virtue, and women were confined primarily to the domestic realm.  By the turn of the century, however, an unconventional female identity was emerging called the New Woman.  The New Woman moved out of the domestic sphere and embraced traits and activities that had previously been considered masculine.  Traditional aesthetics championed the Angel of the House.  Since evolutionary arguments were used to suggest a lack of creative ability in women, female writers from the Angel of the House tradition were accepted but not necessarily taken seriously. The emerging New Woman author threatened the existing norms and was not so readily accepted (Schaffer 5-15).  


	Wharton expresses the difficulties in finding a niche in the literary world, identifying the female writer's paradigm over� beauty and brilliance in her efforts to be accepted.  She recounts, "I was a failure in Boston... because they thought I was too fashionable to be intelligent, and a failure in New York because they were afraid I was too intelligent to be fashionable" (A Backward Glance 119).  When Wharton speaks of her troubles to gain recognition, she refers initially to the disadvantages she had because of her mother's censorship and criticism of her literary activity and her lack of contacts in the market.  Being representative of the woman writer in America,� we must take seriously the fact that she "had to fight [her] way to expression through a thick fog of indifference, if not of tacit disapproval"� to gain recognition, undoubtedly involving her gender.


	Beyond the dichotomy between New Woman and Angel of the House was a further separation, Schaffer points out, between female aesthetes and New Women.  Shaffer claims first of all that not every woman writer fit easily into the category of a female aesthete or a New Woman.  Basically, New women were those women writing with a specific feminist political agenda in mind, and female aesthetes were those who did not use their texts as pulpits for political or feminists agendas (14-15).  This division of intent was slight as Schaffer acknowledges, "The line between female aesthetes and new Women was so thin as to seem, sometimes, almost imperceptible" (25).  But these political differences resulted in a division of purposes and strategies.  Female aesthetes did not attempt "to bear witness to the desperate need to expand women's lives but to precisely question the value and the limits of that expansion of female identity.... Where New Women agitated for real reforms, female aesthetes described spaces where no reform would be necessary" (25).


	Wharton is posed somewhere between being the "lady novelist" regarded with condescension or the New Woman writer regarded as a radical (Barker 13).  She certainly has an affinity for traditional aesthetic figures such as Ruskin and Pater and their style of aesthetics, but she cannot subscribe to misogynistic ideologies that accompany traditional aestheticism and place the woman in a subjugated position as Angel of the House.  Talia Schaffer's recent book celebrates the genius of the female aesthetes who used the aesthetic formula to write works that subverted the patriarchal dichotomy of the female as either the Angel in the House or the New Woman.  Was Wharton an aesthete joining the ranks for Ouida, Alice Meynell, and others?�


	Wharton is not so easy to categorize.  The feminist component aside, Wharton presents a problematic--or at least enigmatic--theory of aesthetics.  Of the existing biographies, few delve into her aesthetic literary concerns.  Of those that do, there is not a unified concurrence on her theory.  Gloria Erlich connects Wharton's sense of artistic creativity with her troubled gender and sexual politics, drawing on Wharton's biography and possibly unconsummated marriage to suggest that her artistic self was defined in masculine terms because of a confused concept of gender roles; Wharton's artistic writing is an attempt to "[unify] her feminine self and her artistic self" (149).  Shari Benstock claims that according to Galliard Lapsby, a member of Wharton's inner circle, that Wharton "had no interest in aesthetic theories," but as Benstock notes this opinion "may be open to question" since all of Wharton's work is so obviously satiated with aesthetic references.  Thus an investigation of Wharton's own autobiography must be taken into account.�


	In A Backward Glance (1936), Wharton elucidates a very complex theory of aesthetic literature.  She is divided on the issue of sentimentality and scientific approach.  Throughout her lifetime she kept abreast of new theories in science and the arts, and her ideologies evolved accordingly.  At one point in her autobiography she states


With the publication of Berenson's first volumes on Italian painting, lovers of Italy learned that aesthetic sensibility may be combined with the sternest scientific accuracy, and I began to feel almost guilty for having read Pater and even Symonds with such zest, and ashamed of having added my own facile vibrations to the chorus (141)  


Such blatant comments would suggest Wharton had chosen to shun aesthetic sentiment and turn away from older masters of aestheticism for newer, more scientific-oriented figures and their approaches to literature.  But ultimately, Wharton is reconciled to an acceptance of an aesthetic sensibility that is a formulation of traditional aesthetics and newer theories.  She explains, "There remains a field of observation wherein the mere lover of beauty can open the eyes and sharpen the hearing of the receptive traveller, as Pater, Symonds and Vernon Lee had done to readers of my generation" (141).  It is out of this aesthetic sensibility that Wharton approached The House of Mirth.


	Wharton never overtly declares her strategy, simply stating in A Backward Glance  that it� is about New York society which she finds "condemned... in all its flatness and futility” (207).  She investigates the idea of destructive social systems whose "tragic implication lies in its power of debasing people and ideals" through the character of Lily Bart (207).  Interestingly, her biographer R.W.B. Lewis reports that Wharton was infuriated when she saw the first copy of The House of Mirth because the cover declared "for the first time the veil has been lifted from New York society" (qtd in Lewis 151).  Lewis does not speculate on her anger, but it stands to reason that she did not want her novel to fall under the stereotype of women's commercial fiction that was not taken seriously by the literary community.  Also, while Wharton's aforementioned disdain of New York has been established, we have no evidence to suggest she ever wanted to play the role of a radical reformer.


	Wharton's The House of Mirth, not explicitly revolutionary but not inscribing characters in a world with no need of reform either,� again positions Wharton in that liminal space between insurgent New Woman and pacifist female aesthete.  There is no need to recuperate The House of Mirth through a radical feminist reading for political agendas.�  We can simply analyze it for its attempt to reveal a social system using a beauty system and aesthetic elements to place women in a position of possible subjugation.  Seen through this lens, the novel is not meant to be revolutionary or even subversive--just an exposé that leaves "the Woman Question" with the reader (Schaffer 15).�


	So what exactly did Wharton intend her novel to be in terms of gender critique and aesthetic representation?  Nothing in her autobiography suggests it was ever meant to be a feminist social protest novel.  Indeed, it was accepted by Scribners for serial publication and didn’t arouse public outcry.  But implicit in her work is a certain attitude surrounding this depiction of patriarchal life.  As scholars such as Grace Ann and Theodore Hovet, Sherrie Inness, and Margit Stange reveal, Wharton uses female artistic characters to do her bidding--in this case, Lily Bart to reveal the social system and the woman’s place in it.  Lily's destruction suggests a criticism of just such a system.  And regardless of Wharton's personal gender politics, ultimately Lily's pitiable fate represents the destiny of women subjected to a patriarchal system supported by accompanying aesthetic aids for objectification of women.


	Wharton reveals the method in which social exploitation occurs in this system through a moral aesthetic.�  Through the character of Lily Bart, it is evident that an ideology based upon an ideal of beauty exists and is important in the structure of class positions. Ideas and values of beauty are reflected in the language and terms used by the characters of the novel to rank people, events, or objects according to a beauty ideal. Wharton's presentation of Lily as an ornament designed to fit the form deemed "beautiful" by society and her struggle and ultimate failure to conform to this ideal of beauty shows how beauty functions socially in The House of Mirth. Thus, the beauty ideal is portrayed as a quality based upon attractive appearances, "breeding," and an ignorance to reality and things of the world interpreted as innocence and sexual purity reminiscent of the Angel of the House role. This ideal of beauty is used by the elite as a means of legitimizing the prevailing social structure in which the wealthy dominate.


	Using beauty to create a moral aesthetic opens the door for feminist and sociological interpretations.  In Elaine Showalter's study she claims that The House of Mirth is "a critique of the artistic representation of women--the transformation of women into beautiful objects of male aesthetic appreciation" (Showalter 88). Linda Wagner-Martin picks up this concept and extends it further. She proposes one possible theme manifested through the novel, "Women's lives are meant to be empty and decorative, tapestries of chicanery and adultery and dishonesty; either live them in that mode, or give up any right to be a woman" (Wagner-Martin 51). This is certainly a viable theme since Bertha Dorset wins, in effect, through her dishonesty and manipulation whereas Lily's attempt to uphold her particular sense of morals is ultimately doomed. However, the message attached to beauty deserves more than only a feminist reading. It expresses more than a fixed relationship between women and men and their established roles. The implications of beauty in this novel reflect and enforce the class system at work in The House of Mirth, suggesting that class position is predicated by an ideal of beauty that veils underlying wealth.


	Many art critics and philosophers have attached a moral value to art and defined beauty.  Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) asserted that concepts of beauty are based upon preconceived notions, not upon any evident, objective qualities. He contends that objects do not possess an internal quality of beauty, but are external complements that satisfy taste because of their acceptable form. 


Furthermore, these objects can produce sensations that are linked to a moral judgment. Kant calls beauty "the visible expression of moral ideas that rule men," not because an object is evaluated according to its morality, but because in the object, the individual perceives something he judges as beautiful that represents a moral order existing beyond that object (Adams 385).  Ruskin agreed that art had a moral purpose and given her familiarity with his tome, Wharton would understand how beauty could be employed to affect moral implications from an aesthetic platform.


	In The House of Mirth, society rates the beauty of an object according to how well it fits the form of ideal beauty� they have created. With this evaluation comes a moral assessment because beauty represents an underlying moral


order which is actually based on wealth and power, but camouflaged by a superficial form of beauty. The elite construct a beauty ideal with which to rank people. They don't judge each other by outright comparisons of bank accounts; they deem that a vulgar characteristic of the nouveau riche, despising people like Rosedale who openly and candidly display and converse about money. Instead we see that members of the ruling class project beauty as a moral order, comparing each other with a scale that judges outward manifestations of beauty, sexual purity or innocence, and breeding to shield crude comparisons based on actual financial assessments. This form of beauty and its projection as the basis for ranking people is recognized by all of society, and the subjects' acceptance of this form of beauty and the underlying moral order based on wealth and power substantiates an ideology that structures class position.


	As we see it in The House of Mirth, beauty is based on an attractive outward appearance, or the way in which an individual can transform his wealth into an appealing display; "breeding," or the possession of taste with a double-entendre suggesting genetics; and a sexual purity and innocence that can be coupled with an ignorance of reality.  All of these characteristics of the beauty ideal are magnified in the character of Lily Bart. 


Beauty is of the utmost importance to Lily, and her struggle in the novel is based on a necessary attempt to meet the demands of the ideal beauty specified by a male-dominated society. A product of her class, Lily was "fashioned to adorn and delight" from childhood (The House of Mirth 281). Mrs. Bart culminated in her daughter a fine sensibility with the appreciation of the beautiful and disdain, moreover, complete rejection of anything less.� Lily's "purely decorative mission" not only fosters her sense of being a source of beauty to her realm, but demands that nothing ugly be admitted into this world--a reflection of the ideology held commonly by those around her (281).


	This engrained "decorative mission" comprises a part of Lily's "breeding"-- a vital component of her beauty. "Breeding" is rather ambiguous but implies that a person possesses a sense of refinement, or taste. It is determined that an individual has taste if he is able to recognize that an object has qualities that everyone would recognize as "beautiful." The elite cultivate a sense of taste in their children, or the ability to judge beauty, and so the system is perpetuated because individuals are judged on their compliance to the standards of beauty recognized by taste. Kant suggests that we even judge the value of others on the basis of whether or not they, too, have taste.�  Lily Bart’s ability to recognize, appreciate, and replicate things beautiful is considered a sign of breeding and good taste, and contributes to her beauty status. For example, Lily's portrayal of "Mrs. Lloyd" in the tableau vivant reflects her breeding and understanding of what is beautiful and how to best recreate that beauty. In this scene she completes the mission for which her "breeding" has designed her and society and has instructed her. And in this "eternal harmony," she triumphantly presents an image that expresses and celebrates the elite's socially accepted ideal of beauty (139).


	Lily's parallel with the "American Beauties" also reinforces the concept of 


her beauty being a quality tied to the notion of "breeding." The "American Beauties" are not a wild flower naturally produced in the environment; they are 


genetically engineered and cultivated, much as Lily is cultivated to be beautiful in her society. Lily's "breeding" is designed to artificially construct and promote her beauty with a taste of refinement, teaching her to use money to fashion herself in a way that transforms that money into an attractive outward appearance that society perceives as "beautiful". 


Isn't beauty, then, at least as we see it in this novel, artificial? For example, Mrs. Hatch hires "beauty-doctors" and enlists Lily to teach her "how to be lovely" as if beauty is a learned or artificially manufactured feature (258-59). Beauty, then, is an engineered quality acquired by conforming to a set standard and assuming a certain form. To do that, one must use the real source of power at work in society--wealth--to conform to the ideal of beauty. One uses wealth to transform oneself into something beautiful, masking the underlying monetary power and presenting an attractive outward appearance that society esteems. Therefore, in The House of Mirth beauty is an artificially constructed ideal defined and upheld by those in power who use it to veil their crude financial power.


	Lily successfully enhances her natural physical beauty with outward manifestations of wealth, such as expensive clothes and jewelry, thus presenting 


an appealing outward appearance and fulfilling another component of the beauty ideal. An attractive appearance is especially essential for women. Lily recognizes this and comments, "Who wants a dingy woman? We are expected


to be pretty and well-dressed till we drop" (33). As a result of these class-imposed expectations, Lily uses money to adorn herself in what her society deems beautiful, created--ironically enough--by the lower working class women in order to belong to the powerful society which defines and sets the standards of beauty. Mrs. Bard "laments" the life she is sentenced to without beauty and would rather not survive than lead the unthinkable "dingy" life one is sentenced to lead not directly because of poverty, but by the lack of beauty which poverty entails. She urgently pleads with Lily to use her beautiful looks to "escape from dinginess" (53). Lily's physical beauty is indeed so exquisite that it holds her above the dinginess around her. Selden observes, "The dinginess, the crudity of this average section of womanhood made him feel how highly specialized [Lily] was" (27). Lily's beauty stands out among everyone else and makes her a rarity which fortifies her for a time against dinginess.  But this beauty again is not based solely upon her physical features, but also upon her "breeding", or the way she was brought up (illustrated in her mother's efforts here to impress upon Lily the importance of being beautiful and not "dingy") to reflect and adhere to the ideals of beauty dictated by society.


	Lily's beauty stands out against the backdrop of dingy people around her, allocating her a special place in society. While those who cannot meet the beauty standard lead a utilitarian existence consumed with the mere struggle to survive, the space in the world afforded to her by her beauty is like a center stage, expressed in metaphor by her tableau vivant performance. She is an aesthetic ornament, and her existence is not validated by her usefulness, merely her beauty as a pleasurable ornament to "adorn and delight.”  Part of her beauty label includes a certain sense of ignorance, innocence, and purity, as if in a way, she becomes an almost other-worldly object of art removed from reality.  Her existence as an ornament dictates that she maintain a certain innocence--even ignorance--to certain things going on about her. For example, early in the novel, her mother sends her to her room so she and Lily's father can discuss the financial demise of the family. She is shielded from certain realities, and what she does not know handicaps her. Her ignorance is evident in the Gus Trenor ordeal as she tries to use her role of a beautiful ornament to exact favors. But ironically, her ignorance results in the compromise of her innocence in the eyes of society. The suggested loss of her innocence and sexual purity taints her beauty and devalues her ornamental role. Kant explains that evaluating whether on not an object is pure is an important aspect of determining its beauty. He goes on to suggest that "pure" means the object conforms to an established form. In The House of Mirth, there is an established model of sexual purity and innocence that comprises a part of the ideal form upon which beauty is based. Purity adds to beauty by complementing the form. Lily's failure to maintain her image of 


sexual purity deducts from her presentation of the ideal form and destroys her 


beauty.


	Loss of her beauty is very detrimental because beauty constitutes Lily's 


identity and role in society. In the very first sentence of the novel, we understand 


Lily's place as a pure ornament. Selden is "refreshed by the sight of Miss Lily Bart" (25). Killoran reminds the reader that the original title for the novel was A


Moment's Ornament which connects with Lily's recognition that she was "brought up to be ornamental." Killoran goes on to explain that the original title alludes to


Wordsworth's "She Was a Phantom of Delight", quoting the poem:


She was a phantom of delight


When first she gleamed upon my sight;


A lovely Apparition, sent


To be a moment's ornament


[II.I-4]


This allusion first of all reflects Wharton's aesthetic concerns and then shows Lily's place as an object of art or an ornament in society (Killoran 24). 


Lily so aptly fills this ornamental purpose when she appears in the tableau vivant as Mrs. Lloyd. She is the center of attention, and everyone comments on her beauty. There seems to be something very powerful and uniquely beautiful about her in this artistic showcase. It seems eternal even in this brief glance in that there is something untouchable and transcendent in her beauty because of the validation from the established artwork she represents. To Selden, for example, she seems more alive and beautiful than ever. In that brief scene of Lily Bart portraying Mrs. Lloyd, she is an ephemeral "phantom of delight" or a momentary apparition of beauty reflecting a pure, eternal, transcendent beauty and not merely herself.  However, as a study of the tableaux vivants points out, “In spite of her efforts at self-expression, the tableau puts Lily in the object position” (Hovet and Hovet 349).  In the consumer culture of aesthetics, she is transformed into an artistic representation to be consumed by the masses.


	As an object in a consumer culture, Lily's beauty entitles her to a certain identity in keeping with her aesthetic sensibilities. She gladly accepts the label that society has given her--and that she has worked so diligently to achieve--of the "beautiful Miss Bart" (190). She recognizes the importance of beauty and its ability to ensure her success. She holds it in high regard as her most precious asset and as a means of survival:


		Her beauty itself was not the mere ephemeral possession it might 


		have been in the hands of inexperience: her skill in enhancing it, 			the care she took of it, the use she made of it, seemed to give it a 			kind of permanence. She felt she could trust it to carry her through 			to the end (65).


But ultimately Lily's beauty does not ensure her survival. Lily's beauty fades with 


the loss of her finances and her reputation, which is based on innocence and sexual purity. When she no longer holds the possibility of wealth, her beauty is worthless. After all, the value of beauty is predicated by wealth though the social elite try to portray the contrary. Without wealth, her reputation is devalued. And without a creditable reputation and wealth, beauty cannot exist. Therefore beauty is a symbol of monetary wealth which equates to power. That power of wealth is, in turn, interpreted as moral superiority, or the legitimate authority to dominate. When Lily fails to maintain wealth, which is power, she is judged by the people who do have it, her moral value is diminished, and, thus, her beauty, or ability to symbolize moral worth, is destroyed.


	Beauty plays a powerful role then as a force with a certain economic power used to bargain in all areas of life. It is a type of capital because it is used as a unit of exchange. Lily notices this connection between beauty and wealth and even tries to use her charming good looks to make business exchanges, but she does not completely understand the connection. For example, she recognizes that she can get money from Gus Trenor if she will use her beauty. But in the ignorance allotted to her as part of her identity as a beautiful ornament, she does not understand the full implications of the exchange and fails. Her perception of beauty as a tool she can employ to manipulate the world around her and the people in it to get what she wants is naive. And in the case of Gus Trenor, she is not successful and her efforts to trade on her beauty


fail and leave her at a disadvantage. This failure is rooted in the fact that beauty 


is powerless if it doesn't have money to back it up. Beauty is not a guarantee of 


power, as Lily learns when eventually her beauty is not enough to secure her social position once her reputation and her prospect of wealth are gone. Beauty is instead merely a complementary value used by those who already have established power through wealth to validate and legitimate that power.


	Beauty is not exactly a currency, rather it is a substitute for a value of exchange.  Wealth is what grants the elite their social position, but such crude truth is veiled behind the mask of beauty. Instead of frankly displaying their money, they use the beauty factor to justify the class strata. That is, they surround themselves with beautiful things, such as the clothes created in the "temples of art"� and impressive architecture as a camouflaged way of implicitly displaying their wealth. Since money is an insufficient moral justification for class inequality, the beauty ideal based on breeding, appearance, and purity are projected to explain the class system. Society uses a class ideology based seemingly on beauty to substantiate their wealth-based social structure, projecting that it is their beauty that gives them their place in society and effectively veiling the vulgar wealth that in all actuality assures them their social 


standing.


	This beauty ideology veils true underpinnings of wealth and power in society and instead convinces the subservient class that the existing social structure is as it should be because those in power possess some inherent quality of beauty that legitimates their power and social standing. Though the lower class is actually being exploited, they do not realize it nor question it because they willingly subscribe to the ideology of beauty as a basis for power and accept the ideology imposed on them by the elite along with the accompanying menial position. Louis Althusser (1919-1990) showed that ideologies subject people to the social order in control drawing on Marx's assertion that they are projected by the ruling class to exploit workers. Individuals that adhere to a certain ideology think it obvious and do not question it (even though it is an inaccurate interpretation of reality).  But through their adherence, the masses are indoctrinated and prepared to be an obedient labor force, perpetuating the system for posterity. The people's willingness to accept this ideology renders them defenseless against this exploitation.  The pervasive beauty ideology is certainly inescapable in the New York society portrayed in The House of Mirth, legitimizing and enforcing class structure.�


	The beauty ideology at work in The House of Mirth is based on an ideal created by the elite to justify a stratified class structure. It camouflages the wealth standard that actually measures people and subsequently divides the social classes on an outward scale of beauty, keeping the elite separated from the lower class by an obvious barrier. Gerty Farish, for instance, recognizes the great divide between herself and people like Lily as one marked by beauty. She recognizes this mark of demarcation and is content to let "beauty [continue] palpitating out of reach" (152). In short, Gerty knows her place. She never questions it because so firmly established is this "natural order of things" (152).


	Ultimately, these conceptualizations of beauty combine to construct and reflect a hegemony adhered to by the whole of society. The top echelon of society justify their place not simply by their control of power and wealth, but by a quality of natural right connected to beauty. They look down on the "dingy" with disdain and equate their low social status with the unpardonable sin of ugliness. It is fascinating to notice that the "dingy" do not object to this judgment. They feel that the elite's rule is justified because of their superior and untouchable beauty. Lily senses the admiration of "dingy people" but thinks "there is only one form of dinginess, and that admiration for brilliancy is the natural expression of its inferior state" (128). Clearly the elite of society have justified their status as one they deserve and have convinced themselves that those below them are where they should be: contentedly admiring the elite.


	We see this phenomenon so clearly through the character of Nettie Struthers. She never questions why Lily is allowed an existence superior to hers


while she struggles merely to survive because she thinks this is the way things are supposed to be--much like Gerty Farrish thinks it the "natural order of things." This acceptance of the way things are perpetuates this class exploitation because the elite feel justified and the exploited working masses do not question this system. Indeed in the case of Nettie Struthers, she even creates her own warped sense of justice in this system. It is as if she thinks that Lily somehow deserves to be on top because of her innate qualities of superiority


		I've always thought of you as being so high up, where everything 


		was just grand. Sometimes when I felt real mean, and got to 				wondering why things were so queerly fixed in the world, I used to 			remember that you were having a lovely time, anyhow, and that 			seemed to show there was a kind of justice somewhere (291).


Though Nettie's speech clearly illustrates this stratification of the classes, she is so deceived and consumed in this illusion that she convinces herself it is somehow justified, buying into the hegemony and succumbing to the plight of her class. Both characters seem to subconsciously realize the fixed positions ascribed to them and acquiesce without protest, Lily "resisting Mrs. Struther's anxious offer of companionship" though she has presented one of the purest offers of true friendship to Lily (294).�  This disillusionment reflects the segregation of the classes and the significance of beauty as a measure of social structure.


	Wharton uses Lily's fate as a form of ideological exposé. In rare moments Lily is almost able to see beyond the veil of beauty and recognize the ideology for what it is: a means to subjugate the lower class and validate the elite's


dominance. But Lily never achieves full clairvoyance, and through her inability to 


reconcile herself to society's terms and meet the demands of an ideal beauty 


prescribed by the elite, Wharton shows how rigidly enforced and destructive the system is. Only with wealth could Lily succeed in this class-stratified society. All of her beauty characteristics are powerless and ineffective without wealth to authenticate her beauty label and, thus, her position among the elite.


	Lily must pay for her failure to fulfill the ideal beauty form with her life.  Why is Lily's death necessary? Turner contends, "A greater depth of beauty in the whole system may require the limitation, even through death, of any part of it" (13).  In one sense, we could consider Lily's death the necessary elimination of an object who had ceased to be beautiful. She can no longer be judged as beautiful because she has lost her image of sexual purity and the money necessary to back up her status of beauty. Perhaps as a result of this, her physical beauty also begins to fade. Showalter points out how Lily's "exquisite ornamentality begins to decline" by contrasting how Selden first views Lily's hands as "art objects" and in the end as "fading and disappearing" (98-99). This fading of her physical beauty is evident to the characters in the novel and mirrors the loss of her other beautiful characteristics, i.e. the image of purity and innocence. However, in a larger sense, we can see that Lily's death is also necessary because nothing flawed or ugly can coexist with the elite's projection of the ideal beauty. 


To maintain their overall assertion of a moral order based on this ideal of beauty, the elite must not admit anyone into the ranks who does not meet the standards. When Lily's loss of beauty becomes evident, so strict and


exploitative is this system that it forces her out of the top social circle and relegates her to the ranks of the lower class. Wharton suggests through Lily's death that no other existence is possible for this flawed object of beauty. Like her mother, Lily has accepted the beauty ideology and equates a dingy life with death. Through Lily's death, Wharton shows just how extensively the beauty ideology penetrates society and exposes the use of this beauty ideology to subjugate the lower class.  Thus the plight of Lily Bart and her ultimate failure to conform to the ideal form of beauty projected by the elite discloses the deep nature of class exploitation in The House of Mirth. Wharton effectively reveals a class ideology based on a beauty ideal of appearance, breeding, and purity and criticizes its use to validate the elite's subjugation of the lower classes.


	Wharton’s successful exposure of a debatably anti-feminist, elitist system places her status as woman writer in flux.  Battling the dreaded lady novelist label on one hand and avoiding the radical reformist label as New Woman on the other, Wharton still manages to reveal a patriarchal social system powered by a moral aesthetic that manipulated the fate of even Wharton herself.
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� Kant specifies that the beauty ideal is the idea of the perfection of beauty determined by taste. Taste is our capacity for judging the beauty of an object. Through taste, we translate the sensations an object produces to a judgment of its beauty. 


�  Mine. Regina's millinery is referred to as a "temple of art" in which the women use "utensils of art" (264, 268). Here, their craft is taken very seriously and is no easy task to master, as Lily soon learns. Indeed "it was something more than an industry" because each of the workers knows who will receive the hat they are producing and ties to their "creation" a certain sense of craftsmanship (264). But though there is a sense of their work as art, there is no escaping the fact that it is a service ultimately to be enjoyed by the rich, reflecting their inescapable class positions and the hegemony to which they have adhered. This paradox is interesting because the working class crafts the very things the wealthy acquire to parade their beauty. In a way, the lower class is the true producer of beauty because in large part, it makes possible the beautiful things the wealthy, such as Lily and her class, acquire in order to turn around and justify the subjugation of the lower classes on the basis of their purchased beauty. This paradox reflects their submission to the perpetuation of their own subjugation.


�  See also Showalter, 98.





�PAGE  �28�























� This is a clear thesis statement for those already familiar with the project, but it needs to be unpacked for those who aren’t. The opening sentence of the introduction should be considerably expanded to situate the reader. I wouldn’t try to educate the reader about aestheticism in the opening; the beginning of the body does that. Instead, perhaps, provide some exposition respecting the “American social scene” focusing on the marriage market. This will then allow you to introduce your particular angle of analyzing Wharton’s critique of the marriage market in terms of the commodity culture created by aestheticism.


	Would it be appropriate also, after you’ve introduced your thesis about aestheticism, to situate your analysis vis-a-vis other readings of House of Mirth by declaring here what you say on top of p. 8 “There is no need to recuperate The House of Mirth through a radical feminist reading for political agendas.  We can simply analyze it for its attempt to reveal a social system using a beauty system and aesthetic elements to place women in a position of possible subjugation.” That is, can you claim to be refining a critical tradition respecting House that does emphasize Wharton’s radical feminist purposes (or the reverse) by arguing that this agenda is not germane, when Wharton is understood in terms of turn-of-the-century women’s writings on aesthetics? That would impart a convincing purpose to the essay that would render it “publishable.”


� Combine these two sentences, and I would state before, not after, the list of titles that Wharton was engaged with the “House Beautiful” tradition. The other tradition that should be identified here is travel writing, which provides the frame for the approach to landscape and garden writing.


� verb agreement


� odd usage: filled? pervaded?


� For your audience, a paragraph explaining Wilde’s lectures in America in particular and aestheticism in general would be welcome. Drawing on Treuherz, try using the lecture tour as a microcosm of the aesthetic phenomenon—the lectures being in fact a summary of Ruskin’s and Morris’s moral aesthetic directed against mass production and socially alienating art, but in intent (for Wilde) a dissemination of the aesthetic creed, with its valuation of beauty over morality (conventionally understood). That’s a lot for one paragraph, but Wilde’s lecture tour will give you a framework, and it doesn’t have to be detailed: just an introduction of the main ideas. The main tenets of the moral aesthetic and of aestheticism should be laid out so that, in the next paragraph, the reader is prepared for the reference to “the exaltation of the moment and the intensity of experience from Renaissance” and for what it would mean to be “saturated with Ruskin”—saturated not only with his idealism but also with his exalted, luxuriant writing.


� Odd way of putting it, since she couldn’t associate with Reynolds himself. Put it in term of her reading.


� point out that this is another novel by Wharton and give its date.


� This paragraph is confusing, partly because you switch between novels (indicate the titles at the starts of sentences), but mainly because, while the paragraph is ostensibly divided between Wharton’s interests in eighteenth-century and in nineteenth-century aesthetics, it in fact starts with a contemporary (Pater), then goes to Reynolds, and then back to the 19th century. I’d start with the general associations (saturated with Ruskin, acquainted with Nortons), then to more specific references (use of Reynolds) , and finally to major theoretical engagement (Pater). By the way, what little I know about Wharton’s interests in decoration suggests that she particularly promoted 18th-century revival styles, which would fit with her interest in Reynolds. Neoclassical and rococo revival did figure in late-century Aestheticism, but I don’t know much about it off the top of my head. I could point you where to find out, but it may be needless detail at this stage.


� This paragraph is ok as a general caveat, but it would be stronger if you could draw on a secondary source remarking the eclecticism throughout American writing on aesthetic appreciation at this time. Wharton is like other American writers in this respect. Let it stand, unless you have time. Otherwise, Stein’s book on Ruskin in America, Boris’s on the Arts and Crafts movement in America, and other more recent titles would give you an introduction to this phenomenon of eclecticism, I believe.


� It’s unclear in this paragraph whether you’re talking about the representation of female artists in literature or the actual institutional place of women in American artistic practice. The representation and reality were related, of course, but the two appear collapsed in this paragraph. Also, I think that last sentence needs unpacking some: what traits presumed masculine were applied to the ideal artist? how did evolutionary theories account for these traits in a way that legitimated male artists and not female? Particularly since you refer to these evolutionary theories again in the next paragraph, some more detail is warranted here.


� Hyphenate turn-of-the-century and fin-de-siècle when used as adjectives.


� The phrase paradigm over isn’t idiomatic, and anyway you’re trying to pack too much into a single phrase. What needs spelling out is that the female artist or writer is connected with “fashion”: explain how that compares with the traits assigned respectively to male and female artists, and with the evolutionary theories—both as explained in the previous paragraph.


� Dangling modifier.


� Whose quote?


� I think this paragraph and the previous one need to be reversed: situate Wharton between the Angel and the New Woman first, and then introduce the finer distinction between the NW and the female aesthete.


� I think I would collapse this paragraph into the next, without making too big a deal of the traditional aestheticism vs. scientific aestheticism business, by summarizing (not quoting) the remarks about Berenson and driving on to the point at the end of the paragraph. You could expand on the issue in a note, if you like, but, in the first place, I think your readers are likely to tire of this continuously sharpening pyramid of finer and finer distinctions, and in the second place, I believe Wharton is mistaken in drawing such a severe line between Pater/Symonds and Berenson. Pater addresses Berenson, if not by name, in the conclusion to the Renaissance, and while Pater may not be in agreement with Berenson, the relation between them is not merely linear, the latter displacing the former in a progression of theory. Carolyn Williams’s book on Pater discusses his relation with Berenson, but you don’t need to get into that here. 


� Clarify pronoun referent. In the next sentence, pronoun agreement problem.


� Awkward double negative.


� I’ve suggested that this agenda of rereading House in aestheticist rather than feminist terms should be stated from the beginning of the essay, if that is in fact your agenda. If so, it can be restated here, as you have it, except that you should lay out more clearly who belongs where in critical treatments of House.


I’m unsure about the status of the critics Ann, Hovet, Inness, and Stange whom you mention on p. 8, as well as Showalter and Wagner-Martin on p. 9. Are they the critics who read the novel in feminist, not aesthetic, terms? Or do they share your position? I think all that needs to be laid out here, and the paragraph at the bottom of p. 8 explaining Wharton’s purposes (according to you) follow. It’s confusing to the reader to put the latter paragraph between the one on Ann, Hovet, et all. and the one on Showalter and Wagner-Martin.


� It looks at first as if Schaffer discusses Wharton, but is that what you mean?


� In light of what follows, this statement of Wharton’s aims is a bit confusing. Do you mean that Wharton, by showing how society draws on an aesthetic ideal to commodify women, is herself adopting a more “more moral aesthetic”? If so, I think it would be clearer at this point to say that Wharton critiques both aestheticism and its adoption for purposes of commodification of women by society, and therefore (and this conclusion might be held for the end of the paragraph) Wharton’s own aesthetic must be more moral than what society employs. 


That would then lead in to the paragraph on Kant. To me, though, that paragraph reads as a digression. Perhaps Ziba will see this differently, given how the paper arose out of her class, but I would think this whole paragraph could go in that footnote 1 on Kant’s beauty ideal. It’s yet another concept with which you’re arming your reader before we’ve even gotten to the explication of House, and your reader is already heavily outfitted. 


� Culminated used incorrectly; syntax of sentence confusing.


� Yes, and given the historical setting you’ve laid out in the preceding pages, Wharton is presumably portraying this society as upholding taste in a specifically 19th-century way, and not just generally Kantian, correct? That is, the question here becomes how Wharton might be critiquing late-century aestheticism for the commodification of women. Can you say here that, beyond the application of Kant, Wharton shows her characters judging by a more Paterian or Wildean standard than a Ruskinian one? In the next paragraphs about “purity,” that’s an important component of Ruskin’s aesthetic and one that often plays into the sexual politics of his aesthetics. In Pater and Wilde, one would think, the valuation of purity gives way to the fascination with intensity of experience, an aesthetic that plays more into the ambivalent attraction to the femme fatale rather than into the idealization of the Victorian angel.


� The use of Althusser here is fine, but again, having situated Wharton in the history of late-century aesthetics, you also want to show how she’s critiquing that particular body of aesthetic theory in terms of power and economics. Here Gagnier is helpful, I believe. She’s doing something like what you say Wharton is doing, but focused specifically on Ruskin, Pater, and Wilde. I don’t know how much of it is in that essay I suggested; it’s also in her book The Insatiability of Human Wants. But I think this kind of analysis, beyond framing the argument in Kantian terms alone, will help you in the conclusion of the paper, which falls back to Schaffer’s distinction between kinds of New Woman agendas—something of a non sequitur as it presently reads, but not so if, all along, you’ve been following through with Wharton’s relation to late-century aesthetics.








