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New York City, Society, and The House of Mirth

In his musical.&enl, Jonathon Larson penned the line "New York City, center of the

universe," and so some believe. New York City is truly the center of many things: frnances,

theater, so-called culture. It has become the idea of what city life is. It has become the whole

world for some people who live there and a drearn and a goal for others. New Yorkers often set

the trends for the rest of the country, and it is the place that the rest of the population looks

toward for certain kinds of cultural and social guidance. This is not a new phenomenon. New

york has long been a social mecca. Edith Wharton recognized this and thus wrote novels based

on, reflecting, and taking place in New York sociery.@ e House of Mirthis one such novel. For ,lpC-i', 1,\

the heroine of the novel, Lily Bart, New York City and its society, with all of the social demands ,UI*''I
and false niceties, is a necessary to her life, and so when that society rejects her because of her

inability to fully frrnction in the way that is demanded of her, Lily's life falls ,pu[)

The architect paul Goldberger has said of New York City, "New York is an arrogant city;

it has always wanted to be all things to all people, and a surprising amount of the time it has

succeeded. It has always been a city of commerce, and the values of commerce have tended to

supersede other values" ("New York City Quotations"). This is, at least partially, the New York

that Edith Wharton creates for her readers inThe House of Mirth. The world in which Lily Bart

lives is fulI of money, from the people who host the parties to which Lily goes to the
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businessmen qnng to gain a foothold into the upper echelons of respectable society' Judy

Trenor, one who Lily believes to be a true friend, takes great pride in her parties'

It was diffrcult to define her beyond saying that she seemed to exist only

asahostess,notSomuchfromanyexaggeratedinstinctofhospitalityas

because she could not sustain life except in a crowd. The collective nature

ofherinterestsexemptedherfromtheordinaryrivalriesofhersex,andshe

knewnomorepersonalemotionthanthatofhatredforthewomanwho

presumedtogivebiggerdinnersorhavemoreamusinghouse-partiestlnn

herself. As her social talents, backed by Mr. Trenor's bank-account, almost

alwaysassuredherultimatetriumphinsuchcompetitions,successhad

developedinheranunscrupulousgoodnaturetowardtherestofhersex,and

in Miss Bart's utilitarian classification of her friends' Mrs' Trenor ranked as

*rewomanwhowasleastlikelyto''gobackuonher.(34)

Judy Trenor's whole purpose in life is to give the biggest and most amusing parties' she is only

able to excel at her purpose because of her husband's money' Because Judy Trenor is secure in

her place in the society, she can afford to be tnrly kind to Lily' and Lily recognizes this in 
n,t-k

believing that Judy is "least likely to 'go back' on her'" However' when things begin to go badly " I f't'u\

for Lily, Judy is nowhere to be found'

Societyisalsowherethenewlyrichwanttobe.simonRosedale,ontheoutsideof

society at the beginning of the novel, must work his way up through connections' In an attempt to

do this, he proposes to Lily, thinking that her beaury and her standing in society at that time

would help him in his endeavor, but Rosedale is not someone with whom Lily can see herself'

while pursuing Percy Gryce, Lily notes that if she does not marry uryce' "the day might come
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when she would have to be civil to such men as Rosedale" (46). Rosedale has the money to make

it in society, but not the background and history that makes him truly worthy' It occurs to Lily

that if she is not able to find someone well-entrenched in society, she might have to stoop to

consider someone who is just on the outskirts'

The power in New York society comes from money, but the truly powerful in Lily's tt*'lr-",,1
tN', i

are not the men who make the money, but rather the women who have more say over how thefr'i'l '
\

money is employed. Bertha Dorset is perhaps the most powerful woman in Lily's group of \

,,friends.,' Bertha has had several affairs, including with Laurence Setd#/all of society knows'

but no one dares discuss it in pubric because of Bertha's power and ability to change the social

sbnding of others ress powerfur than she. Bertha invites Lily to traver to Europe and stay on the

Dorset yacht, not because she enjoys Lily's company but because she needs Liiy to distract her

husband, George, while she has an affair with Ned Silverton' carrie Fisher explains Lily's

situation to Seldk.

Weallknowthat'swhatBerthabroughtherabroadfor.WhenBertha

wants to have a good time she has to provide occupation for George' At

first I thought Lily was going to play her cards well this time' but there are

rumorus that Bertha is jealous of her success here and at cannes' and I

shouldn't be surprised if there were a break any day' (148)

Carrie recognizes that Lily does not understand the role she is supposed to play, and therefore

Lily is unable to continue to be a respected member of that society. Lily seems to trust people and

what they say their intentions are. However, according to Linda Wagner-Martin' author of the

book rle Frouse ofMirrft A Nover of Admonition. "words are intended not to convey meanmg

,, lt
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but only to serve as counters in the necessary rituals of the various social games" Qz)'Ltly
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berieves that her duty is to be a confidant and herp to Bertha Dorset when the details of her affair

are discovered by her husband, but she soon learns that the friendly words that had seemingly 
\l d 5

passed between herself and Bertha were simply a way of getting Bertha what she wanted and I

needed, a scapegoat. Lily becomes Berttra's way out of the divorce that George wants because

Bertha so creverty set up her hand and prayed it so we*. Lily shourd have been more aware of the

danger she was in. This is the ultimate ruin of Lily'

Lilyhadbeenmakingsomebadchoices,suchasnottrulypursuingasuitable

husband and accepting money from Gus Trenor, but the episode with the Dorsets was the

AA,f,
final strike against her. Author Stephen Birmingh;=sait, 'A great many people go after

success simply for the shiny prizes it brings...And nowhere is it pursued more ardently

than in the city of New york,, CILew 
york in ouotes). Lily wants those "shiny prizes."

She wants the money and the nice clothing, but she cannot fulfi1lthe demands' When she

gets close to what she wants, such as setting her sights on Percy Gryce, she chooses another path'

Lily is on the verge of really getting Percy's attention by going to church' but she becornes

distracted by Laurence serdon, missing church and even cancelring an aftemoon walk with Percy

tospendtimewithSeldon.SheknowsthatnothingcancomeofherattractiontoSeldon'andyet

she makes that choice.

LilyalsomakestheunfortunatechoiceofaskingGusTrenorformoney.Shenaively

believes that Gus is simpry investing her own money and that she owes him nothing more than

thank-s for the effort he puts into investing it' When it becomes clear to her that Gus Trenor has

justbeenglvinghermoneyandwantsmoreforhiskindness,shecannotoblige,andshecannot

continue to be indebted to hirn. She has the "shiny prizes" for a brief period of time' but the

ultimate cost of her morarity is too much for her. she cannot accept such prizes with such strings
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attached, and that is really one of the tenants of society that wharton shows in the novelodo what 
,-a-':w"

you have to do to get what you want. Lily cannot be so morally comrpt and, therefore' can o"u"r'forru'*
u

truly be a member of high society. Maureen E. Montgomery, author of Disolaving Women : u

writes, "Lily performs for allmen, resisting

the possession of any particurar man. But in doing so, she risks being classified as promiscuous,

forfeiting her respectability. unknown to her, the gossip in male circles is that she is sexually

^('

available,, (132). It is Lily's choices in not continuing to pursue Percy and in accepting money 'lo'

and help from Gus Trenor that show this statement to be true. wharton shows a New York

society that is self_deluded about the important things in life (lvlontgomery 81). seldon, who sees

himself as an outsider, comments on society'

The queer thing about society is that the people who regard it as an end are

those who are in it, and not the critics on the fence. It's just the other way

with most shows - the audience may be under the illusion, but the actors

know that real life is on the other side of the footlights' The people who take

society ils an escape from work are putting it to its proper use; but when it

becomes the thing worked for it distorts all the relations otlite,(56)"/

This is exactly what happens to Lily. This is the way all of her friends see society and this' as

wharton shows through seldons comments, is why there are no relationships between husbands i, ii -+L ,i

and wives in the novel that are not distorted. In each couple, the husband provides money, t6" i iiyt" ,- t{v'
\JI'

wife spends the money. There are no loving relationships' These are the false niceties of New i l "

\

York upper-class societY.

\fu'hen Lily is ostracized from society, shte must find a new place in the world eventually

ending up working in mitlinery shop making hats for the women who used to be her ftiends'
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Accordingto critic Elaine Showalter, 'with each step downward' each removal to a smaller

room, Lily's life becomes more enmeshed with this community [a community of working

women] and she sees it in more positive terms* (150). "when she'joins the working classes" Lily

also sees'the fragmentary and distorted image of the world she had lived in' reflected in the

mirror of the working-girls' minds.' They idealize the society women whose hats they tim.

(showalter 151). But Lily has been a part of that high society' and she knows that under all the 
-\

pretty wrapping lies great danger and a lot of ugliness' It is in this world of the poor and working' 

I U ,t

that L,y once feared, where she finds true friendship and caring. Gerty Farish is Lily's truest 
I I

&iend. Gerry does not have money and standing in society, but she fervently helps Lily and truly

cares about her, offering Lily aplaceto stay though Lily does not accept' Through Gerty' Lily

arso meets the other khd heart that reaches out to her, Nettie Struther. For Nettie Struther, Lily is

a kind of romantic figure (showalter l5r). Nettie sees only L*y's kindness from Lily's brief foray

into charity with the influence of Gerty Farish. Nettie idolizes Lily as a grand lady with a

generous heart, and perhaps that's what Lity could have been in different circumstances'

NewYorkersinhigh-classsocietyseethemselvesassuperiorandsometimesappearto

have not the need to dear with those who are lesser. Lily is lesser. she does not have the family

supporttobuyherwayintosociety,andshedoesnothavetheabilitytoputhermoralsaside.

This is what makes Lily a tragic character. L*y's inability to actually be a part of the society she

craves is urtimately not the fault of the society itself, but rather Lily's fault. she simply did not or'

perhapsmorelikely,shecouldnotfullytakepartintheimmorality'pettiness'andblatantcruelty

that is demanded within the circles of the upper-class. Lily only yearned for the shininess that

kind of life could provide her; she was unwilling\ to give up who she truly was to attain it'
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