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“The world is a welter and has always been one; but though all the cranks and 

the theorists cannot master the old floundering monster, or force it for long into 

any of their neat plans of readjustment, here and there a saint or a genius 

suddenly sends a little ray through the fog, and helps humanity stumble on, and 

perhaps up.” 

 

 

Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance (1934)
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Abstract 

 

American novelist Edith Wharton (1862-1937) is best known today for her tales of 

the city and the experiences of patrician New Yorkers in the “Gilded Age”. She 

does not seem to be a very obvious candidate for the type of academic scrutiny 

synonymous with “ecocriticism”. On university syllabi Wharton often features as 

a novelist of manners par excellence, whose fiction documents in coruscating 

detail the cossetted inhabitants of well-appointed libraries and drawing-rooms. 

My project seeks to push against the grain of critical orthodoxy by prioritizing 

other “species of spaces” in Wharton’s work. For example, how do Wharton’s 

narratives represent the organic profusion of external nature?  Does the current 

scholarly fascination with the environmental humanities reveal previously 

unexamined or overlooked facets of Wharton’s craft? My Introduction proposes 

that what is most striking about her narrative practice is how she utilizes, adapts 

and translates pastoral tropes, conventions, and concerns to twentieth-century 

American actualities. It is no accident that Wharton portrays characters returning 

to, or exploring, various natural localities, such as private gardens, public parks, 

chic mountain resorts, monumental ruins, or country-estate “follies”. Such 

encounters and adventures prompt us to imagine new relationships with various 

geographies and the lifeforms that can be found there.  

 My first chapter – “The Pastoral Cosmopolitanism of the (not so) Secret 

Garden” – shows how some of Wharton’s moneyed, boundary-crossing characters 

yearn for a return to the native, the sheltered nook or the pastoral retreat. In so 

doing, Wharton invites us to reappraise “cosmopolitanism” as an analytic 

category. In her 1934 autobiography A Backward Glance, Wharton refers to her 

own literary production as her “secret garden”. What my chapter demonstrates is 

that the private park or the public garden becomes a site for staging (and engaging 

with) tensions between the cosmopolitan and the pastoral, the exotic and the 

endemic, elite and mass culture, the globe-trotting and the parochial.   

 The second chapter is entitled “‘Endless Plays of Mountain Forms’: Mapping 

the Mountains”. In a letter to Nicky Mariano on 31st May 1932, Wharton described 

the Sibylline Mountains thus: “The run today was indescribably beautiful, with 

changing skies & such endless plays of mountain forms”. Her response to the 

shape-shifting plasticity of this terrain is suggestive of the ways in which rocky 

peaks and summits operate in Wharton’s fiction more broadly. Her writing 



 

 

4 
enterprise, I argue, evinces an abiding and acute fascination with the 

metaphorical, aesthetic and cultural aspects of mountains. By construing key 

Wharton texts through an ecocritical lens, I propose that her fictional summits 

and hills can be understood as “edgelands at an altitude”. 

The third and final chapter – “Romantic Ruins? Edith Wharton’s Sedimented 

Vision” – addresses Wharton’s representation of the “ruin” as a space between the 

natural and the man-made. That monumental ruins and garden “follies” carry such 

affective and symbolic resonance in her oeuvre is owing partly to her incisive 

treatment of John Ruskin’s cultural theories, especially his powerful conception 

of the “voicefulness” of crumbling masonry, where the living and the dead seem 

to be in complex and eerie dialogue. Overall, then, Wharton’s oeuvre can be 

construed as a form of “imaginative archeology”, in which she excavates personal 

experience with a view to restructuring it in her fictions. 
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Note: The footnotes and bibliography in this thesis were prepared in accordance 

with the guidelines set forth by the Modern Language Association (MLA 8th edition). 

In this version, only the most crucial information is included (author’s name, book 

title, publisher, and date). The city/place of publication is not required, and the 

medium of publication is removed. 

 

American spellings are used throughout. 
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Introduction 
 

In her 1934 autobiography A Backward Glance, Edith Wharton proposes that the 

“world is a welter and has always been one”.1 Apprehending the “world” as little 

more than a mass of sensations, opinions and beliefs reminds us of Nietzsche’s 

famous conception of advanced industrial “modernity”, its white noise, 

bewildering complexities and civic pathologies in The Will to Power. For 

Nietzsche, the sheer “abundance of disparate impressions” is “greater than ever 

[…] The tempo of this influx prestissimo”.2  Does Wharton find relief from, or even 

a partial panacea for this “welter” – Nietzsche describes it as a hectic “flood of 

impressions” – in the improved, idyllic or pristine forms of nature synonymous with 

pastoral? Could this literary, social and cultural phenomenon be viewed as a 

storehouse of utopian ideas, at a time when many cultural commentators saw the 

“frontier” ending, cities expanding and rural communities dwindling? Might the 

pastoral illuminate alternative values to an audience grown weary of the mantras 

and watchwords synonymous with an American expansionist agenda: ceaseless and 

explosive growth, “development, size (bigness), and – by extension – change, 

novelty, innovation, wealth, and power”.3 These questions are not only central to 

my project but acquire greater urgency given Lawrence Buell’s recent claim that 

pastoral is a type of “cultural equipment that Western thought has for more than 

two millennia been unable to do without”.4  

My dissertation situates Wharton as an author who is acutely responsive to 

pastoral tropes and terrain, among other species of spaces. She addresses the 

affective and geographical resonances of such sites, especially sparsely populated 

localities and landforms – voguish mountain resorts, private ornamental gardens, 

lush public parks, monumental and “sham” ruins – which offered pampered 

 
1 Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance. Simon & Schuster, 1998, 379. 
2 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, translated by Walter Kaufmann, Random House, 1967, 
47. 
3 Leo Marx, “American literary culture and the fatalistic view of technology”, in Marx, ed. The 
Pilot and the Passenger: Essays on Literature, Technology, and Culture in the United States. 
Oxford University Press, 1988, 179-207. 
4 Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and the Formation 
of American Culture. Harvard University Press, 1995, 11. More recently Greg Garrard has 
suggested that “pastoral has decidedly shaped our constructions of nature. Even the science of 
ecology may have been shaped by pastoral in its early stages of development”. See Greg 
Garrard, Ecocriticism. The New Critical Idiom, Routledge, 2010, 33. 
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American socialites a brief escape from the “welter”. In a letter to Anna Bahlmann 

from 3rd May 1893, Wharton recounts her travels through Brittany, France: 

 

The drive took us through a lovely rolling country with hedges of hawthorn 
& broom, & on arriving we found a most beautiful old château, placed on a 
high plateau overlooking a wide expanse of woods & meadows – a beautiful 
pastoral landscape, such as one would never tire of.5 

 

The beauty of this “pastoral landscape” is mirrored and enacted in mellifluous and 

witty effects of rhyme (“château […] plateau”) and alliteration. Wharton’s 

writerly agency and artfulness is apparent in how she orchestrates as well as 

records a natural world of “woods & meadows”. Her graceful stylistic flourishes 

play to our culturally ingrained expectations and assumptions, the ways in which 

we conceive of the serene bucolic “expanse” – a restorative retreat of which we, 

like Wharton, never seem to “tire”. Describing her move to The Mount, her house 

in the Berkshires of Massachusetts, Wharton averred that “life in the country is 

the only state which has completely satisfied me, and I had never been allowed 

to gratify it, even for a few weeks at a time”.6   

 When portraying her visit to “La Palazzina (Villa Gori), Siena” in the 1904 

nonfiction study Italian Villas and Their Gardens, Wharton noted that “the 

remembrance of this leafy stage will lend new life to the reading of the Italian 

pastorals”.7 Wharton’s tone here is less rapt than in the letter above, but equally 

intriguing. “New life” implies that “pastorals” can be employed to open up and 

complicate the ways in which we register and construe our physical surroundings; 

that it is a flexible and reflexive mode, morphing to process increasingly 

challenging environmental and political conditions at the dawn of the twentieth 

century. However, “remembrance” – with its hint of communal nostalgia and 

idealization – and “reading” draws attention to the mannered artifice and 

backward glance of pastoral itself, how it is frequently performed and promoted 

via “stage” or page. Is it perhaps, a sad tribute act to a world that no longer exists, 

utterly divorced from the feelings of embodied situatedness that contemporary 

place writers aspire to distil? To what extent are pastoral ideals reliant on a 

fantasized rather than palpable geographical milieu? Wharton’s phrasing, such as 

 
5 Edith Wharton, My Dear Governess: The Letters of Edith Wharton to Anna Bahlmann. Edited by 
Irene Goldman-Price, Yale University Press, 2012, 115. 
6 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 124. 
7 Edith Wharton, Italian Villas and Their Gardens. The Century, 1905, 123. 



 

 

10 
“leafy stage” (my emphasis), evokes a keen desire for an innocent link with a 

locus of mountain wilds, green altars and the ancient Greek god of shepherds and 

flocks who features in Robert Frost’s early poem “Pan with Us” (1902). Such 

yearning is shot through by an anxious sense that in our everyday transactions and 

movements – for example travelling overseas by plane or train – we have 

irretrievably damaged the prospect of such innocent immersion.8 Wharton’s 

reference to “pastorals” in Italian Villas makes us reassess a mode that often 

voices topographical and socio-economic unease, utilizing tropes of estrangement 

and sought-after reconciliation. “Pastorals” appeal, on some basic level then, to 

a vision of “lovely rolling country” that may only be savored through the 

stylizations of verse or frozen and framed on a painter’s canvas. Wharton’s “leafy 

stage” implies that composing work in this mode is as much about daydreaming as 

it is about methodical and mature documentation.  

These brief examples are only – to borrow from William Empson – some 

versions of pastoral found in Wharton’s oeuvre.9 As Paul Alpers rightly observes, 

weighing the myriad scholarly endeavors  to pin down the core facets of this mode, 

and thus “delimit” its scope, “there are as many versions of pastoral as critics who 

write about it”.10 Indeed, Alpers’s own effort to capture the essence of the mode 

– “pastoral’s defining characteristics: idyllic landscape, landscape as a setting for 

song, an atmosphere of otium, a conscious attention to art and nature, herdsmen 

as singers, and […] herdsmen as herdsmen” – comically slides into vagueness and 

generalization.11 “[I]n all probability”, according to T. G. Rosenmeyer, “a tidy 

definition of what is pastoral about the pastoral tradition is beyond our reach”.12 

For Peter Marinelli, pastoral is “the most all-embracing” of literary terms, while 

Bryan Loughrey posits that its multifarious legacy contributes towards its 

 
8 On pastoral as a reaction to a compromised and “unacceptable world”, written when “an ideal 
or at least more innocent world is felt to be lost” see Joseph Meeker, The Comedy of Survival: 
Literary Ecology and a Play Ethic, 3rd edn. University of Arizona Press, 1980, 50; Peter V. Marinelli, 
Pastoral. Methuen, 1971, 9. Marinelli’s concise text affords a vivid sense of how pastoral is “in 
search of the original splendour, but the different ways in which it conceives of that splendour are 
the ground of its fertility and multiple variations”, 11. 
9  See William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral. New Directions, 1974.  
10 See Paul Alpers, “What Is Pastoral?” Critical Inquiry, vol. 8, no. 3, 1982, p. 437–460. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/1343259. Accessed 24 May 2021. 
11 Paul Alpers, What is Pastoral? University of Chicago Press, 1996, 23.  
12 T. G. Rosenmeyer, The Green Cabinet: Theocritus and the European Pastoral Lyric. University 
of California Press, 1969, 3. See also Harold E. Toliver, Pastoral Forms and Attitudes. University 
of California Press, 1971. 



 

 

11 
interpretation as a bitterly contested label.13 Arguably one of the most perceptive 

recent scholars in this field, Terry Gifford, explains how some readers still view 

pastoral as “a deeply suspect” aesthetic phenomenon in an epoch of ecological 

crisis. Martha Hale Shackford goes further than Gifford: “pastoral has, in many 

cases, justly been a word of reproach and ridicule […] Pastoral, idyll, eclogue, 

bucolic” are “used interchangeably for productions that range from exquisite 

poetry to sustained doggerel”.14  

These definitional difficulties do not deter Wharton from brooding over the 

aesthetic and political connotations of pastoral in her fiction – far from it. She is 

rather energized and liberated by Alpers’s overriding notion that pastoral is a 

capacious category “that includes, but is not confined to, a number of identifiable 

genres”.15 What is curious here is how, at the very moment when the stoical and 

doughty precapitalist yeoman farmer seemed ancillary to twentieth-century 

America’s self-perception, pastoral tropes continued to shape the cultural 

imaginary, especially “New World” notations of citizenship, democratic 

empowerment and (the literary) marketplace.16 This trend has been variously 

acknowledged by Mathilde Skoie and Sonia Bjornstad Velaquez’s Pastoral and the 

Humanities: Arcadia Re-Inscribed, William Barillas’ The Midwestern Pastoral: 

Place and Landscape in Literature of the American Heartland, as well as Ann Marie 

Mikkelsen’s Pastoral, Pragmatism, and Twentieth-Century American Poetry.17 

Mikkelsen’s shrewdly angled and historicized account charts how white male poets 

like Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens and John Ashbery radically remodeled pastoral 

 
13 Peter V. Marinelli, Pastoral. Methuen & Co, 1971. The Critical Idiom, 8. 
14 Bryan Loughrey, The Pastoral Mode: A Casebook. Macmillan, 1984, 8; Terry Gifford, Pastoral. 
Routledge, 1999, 147; Martha Hale Shackford, “A Definition of the Pastoral Idyll.” PMLA, vol. 19, 
no. 4, 1904, p. 583–592. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/456511. Accessed 27 May 2021, 583. 
15 Alpers, What is Pastoral?, 44. 
16 On eighteenth century American pastoralism and its link to republican ideals of “righteous” 
citizenship see the work of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur.  For Crèvecoeur, the yeoman 
farmer’s connection to the soil he tends is economically and legally sound, as well as morally 
certified: “the instant I enter on my own land, the bright idea of property, of exclusive right, of 
independence, exalt my mind”. He continues: “What should we American farmers be without the 
distinct possession of that soil? […] This formerly rude soil has been converted by my father into 
a pleasant farm, and in return, it has established all our rights”. See J. Hector St. John 
Crèvecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer and Sketches of Eighteenth Century America. 
1782. Penguin Classics, 1981, 54. 
17 Mathilde Skoie and Sonia Bjornstad Velaquez, Pastoral and the Humanities: Arcadia Re- 
Inscribed. Bristol Phoenix, 2006; William Barillas, The Midwestern Pastoral: Place and Landscape 
in Literature of the American Heartland. Ohio University Press, 2006; Ann Marie Mikkelsen, 
Pastoral, Pragmatism, and Twentieth-Century American Poetry. Palgrave Macmillan, 2011. 
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imagery, showing how verse could keep pace with a modern political economy and 

debates about the defects of a purely fiscal and proprietary relation to land. 

These critically nimble studies do not, regrettably, shed much light on how 

Wharton, impelled by a sense of the malleability of pastoral at the turn of the 

twentieth century, portrays her protagonists’ sensory enquiries, encounters, and 

explorations in the “non-metropolitan”. I employ the term “non-metropolitan” 

pointedly here. I wish to complicate popular perceptions of “Wharton’s world” – 

reinforced by numerous handsomely produced cinematic and television 

adaptations of her novels – as one rooted in often opulent domestic interiors with 

their waspish social cliques, strict rules of politesse and elaborate hierarchies. 

Virginia Woolf, in a 1925 Saturday Review of Literature essay on “American 

Fiction” famously – or notoriously? – sketched a picture of Wharton driven by the 

“obsession with surface distinctions – the age of old houses, the glamour of great 

names”.18 While acknowledging that this is an aspect of Wharton’s mainstream 

appeal, I prioritize her aesthetic representations of more panoramic vistas, 

especially the imbrication of gendered subjectivity and external nature. As Janet 

Beer states: “Throughout her writing life”, Wharton “sought to communicate her 

sense of the importance of place, of literal terrain, but also the landscape of the 

imagination, her own powers of invention and expression being most freely 

exercised in the Old but on the subject of the New World”.19 

Beer’s stress on “the importance of place” has proven prescient given how 

scholars in the environmental humanities like Lawrence Buell and Terry Gifford 

seek to pinpoint, dissect, and quantify the pastoral mode, how its cardinal 

features harmonize (or clash) with current ecological enquiries. That such 

scholarly debate is rich in possibilities for reappraising Wharton’s work is apparent 

in Nancy Von Rosk’s 2001 essay “Spectacular Homes and Pastoral Theatres: 

Gender, Urbanity and Domesticity in The House of Mirth”. Unfortunately, Von 

Rosk’s article only discusses a single primary text, but her conclusion warrants 

 
18 Virginia Woolf, “American Fiction”, The Moment and Other Essays. Harcourt, 1948, 113-27. 
19 Janet Beer, Edith Wharton. Liverpool University Press, 2001, 7. “That Edith Wharton felt herself 
out of sympathy with her native land did not mean” according to Beer, “that she did not 
understand it: her discomfort was perhaps one of the chief sources of inspiration for her work as 
writer both of fiction and of cultural criticism.” For Pamela Knights, it is not possible to separate 
the two, but rather to look at Wharton’s fiction as a transatlantic corpus: “In her texts, simple 
oppositions are rare, and Europe and America, as with other narratives of encounter and contact, 
fuse and intertwine, to generate newer, hybrid cultures.” Pamela Knights, The Cambridge 
Introduction to Edith Wharton. Cambridge University Press, 2009, 24.   
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repeating: “What makes Wharton’s work so compelling is the extent to which it 

embodies the psychic and cultural shifts of her time”.20 In Von Rosk’s account, the 

pastoral conveys these shifts – it is not a static, monolithic, or obsolescent poetic 

phenomenon. Subsequent pundits have taken Von Rosk’s remarks as an invitation 

to explore the pastoral in other fictional texts by Wharton. The results have not 

been entirely satisfying. This is because critics tend to focus on supplying a 

historically nuanced case for how Wharton’s twentieth century “American 

pastoral” is distinct from earlier fictional articulations of the “school”. The 

problem here of course is that Wharton’s familiarity with and use of the mode 

comprises a unique fusion of “Old” and “New World” tropes. Judith Fryer, in the 

chapter devoted to Wharton in Felicitous Space: The Imaginative Structures of 

Edith Wharton and Willa Cather, proposes that “Wharton created an ‘urban 

pastoral’, I mean ‘pastoral’ in a particular way”.21 Fryer goes on to clarify that 

Wharton “neither attributed healing qualities to nature nor urged a withdrawal 

from society”.22 This argument, however, is not fully developed. Nevertheless, 

Fryer’s lively critical approach – scrutinizing how narrative form and lexis 

refreshes extant conceptions of the bustling American city and the rustic 

sanctuary – invites us to weigh Wharton’s aesthetic articulation of topographical 

experiences, issues and imaginaries across her oeuvre. Meredith L. Goldstein and 

Emily J. Orlando’s Edith Wharton and Cosmopolitanism (2016) takes up this 

challenge to a limited degree. Annette Benert also probes these ideas in her 

chapter entitled “The Romance of Nature” from The Architectural Imagination of 

Edith Wharton, published in 2007. Benert is fascinated by how Wharton’s shifting 

attitudes, fictional tropes and philosophies are mirrored in her meticulous 

portrayal of the material environment. Ultimately her discerning analysis says 

more to gender theorists than to commentators operating under the disciplinary 

banner of ecocriticism.  However, there is a great deal we can add to Benert’s 

key finding: “the traditional American paradigm that identifies the natural world 

 
20 Nancy Von Rosk, “Spectacular Homes and Pastoral Theatres: Gender, Urbanity and Domesticity 
in The House of Mirth”, Studies in the Novel, vol. 33, no. 3, 2001, p. 322–350. JSTOR,  
www.jstor.org/stable/29533458. Accessed 24 May 2021, 323. 
21 Judith Fryer, “Book II: Edith Wharton”, Felicitous Space: The Imaginative Structures of Edith 
Wharton and Willa Cather. University of North Carolina Press, 1986, p. 54–199, 106. 
22 Fryer, Felicitous Space, 106. 
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with freedom of all sorts and juxtaposes it to culture, to the social world, 

identified with restraint, artifice and inauthenticity”.23  

 By paying scrupulous attention to Wharton’s fictional landscapes, we can 

bring into sharper focus how her texts chart intricate, dynamic and evolving 

interactions between history, “the social world” and what Wharton’s friend 

Vernon Lee called the genius loci or spirit-of-place.24 Lee’s evocative term serves 

as an apt and salutary reminder that Wharton’s narratives of the “Old” and “New 

World” are deeply entwined with the “afterlives” of the leitmotifs and techniques 

of nature writing in general and the pastoral mode specifically.25  

 

Past/oral, present and future 

As I have suggested, pastoral is a flexible term and Wharton’s usage reveals 

sophisticated (and at times slippery) habits of thought and expression. My 

emphasis on Wharton’s lifelong interest in and engagement with pastoral, how she 

refines fresh critical and creative applications for its tropes, owes a major debt 

to Lawrence Buell and those whose research he has influenced, like Ken Hiltner. 

In the “General Introduction” to Ecocriticism: The Essential Reader Hiltner 

appeals for the “humanities, such as literary study”, to play a more active and 

inventive “role” in “our shared challenge of forging an environmentally better 

future”.26 Buell’s 1995 book The Environmental Imagination explains that “Nature 

has long been reckoned a crucial ingredient of the American national ego. Ever 

since an American literary canon began to crystallize, American literature has 

been considered preoccupied with country and wilderness”. This is not a dazzling 

or audacious intervention. What makes Buell’s project notable is its thoughtful 

response to Leo Marx’s ground-breaking The Machine in the Garden: Technology 

 
23 Annette Benert, “The Romance of Nature.” The Architectural Imagination of Edith Wharton: 
Gender, Class, and Power in the Progressive Era. Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2007, p. 
140–165, 140. Benert argues that “Ideologically, and sometimes actually, Wharton identifies 
natural landscapes with men, and the built environment — houses, cultural institutions, gardens — 
with women”, 143. See also Gary Totten who addresses how “Wharton’s work encourages us to 
consider positive continuities of nature and culture”. Gary Totten, “Women, Art, and the Natural 
World in Edith Wharton’s Works.” The New Edith Wharton Studies, edited by Jennifer Haytock and 
Laura Rattray. Cambridge University Press, 2019, p. 175–188. Twenty-First-Century Critical 
Revisions, 187. 
24 See Vernon Lee, Genius Loci: Notes on Places. Leopold Classic Library, 1898. 
25 I am conscious here of Ken Hiltner’s argument that pastoral “perception of forests and mountains 
(what we sometimes broadly refer to as ‘nature’) is, to a large degree, historically and culturally 
dependent”. See Ken Hiltner, “General Introduction”, Ecocriticism: The Essential Reader, edited 
by Ken Hiltner, Routledge, 2015, xii-xvi, xv. 
26 Hiltner, Ecocriticism: The Essential Reader, xii. 
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and the Pastoral Ideal in America (1964) which Buell calls “the best book ever 

written about the place of nature in American literary thought”.  

Marx describes a North America impelled to subordinate natural landscapes 

to industrial and entrepreneurial imperatives. Marx’s closing pages challenge 

future scholars to make pastoral relevant again, as a means of guiding readers 

onto a less ecologically damaging path. Buell responds to The Machine in the 

Garden by positing that pastoral has always possessed this public, socially 

conscious, even inspiring energy – it does not sidestep or evade but rather 

validates a “green agenda” in often surprising ways. Buell opines that since Virgil 

pastoral has privileged the class and ethical obsessions of the pilgrim-poet, who 

also grasps and surveys scenarios beyond his own circumscribed “emotional 

horizon”. Of course, Buell is mindful of the peculiarly problematic issues 

associated with these claims. He registers that the “ambiguous legacy of Western 

pastoralism” offers up “some major stumbling blocks in the way of developing a 

mature environmental aesthetics”.27 For African American authors, as Paul Outka 

notes, the pastoral carries a profoundly sinister affective charge given how the 

rustic hinterland is inextricably linked with a history of racist violence, oppression 

and slavery.28 However, these factors should not derail, in Buell’s opinion, our 

efforts to gauge the literary and political possibilities, as well as frustrations, of 

pastoral writing in relation to ecological themes like sustainability, waste/lands, 

overconsumption and resource conservation. His case is anchored in a confident 

grasp of the longevity and elasticity of pastoral’s cultural applications – 

shapeshifting is both vital to and inherent in the mode’s aesthetic DNA.  

Buell’s published research does not address in granular detail how Wharton 

explicitly made American and European facets of pastoral core to her imaginative 

mapping of place over the course of her career. However, Buell furnishes a critical 

lens through which to investigate how she bolsters the modern pastoral by 

confronting turn-of-the-century socio-economic convulsions and the ever more 

intricate divisions among reading communities that they fostered.29 Moreover, 

novels such as The House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country are especially 

 
27 See Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and the 
Formation of American Culture. Harvard University Press, 1995, 11, 33, 22, 34-36. 
28 Paul Outka, Race and Nature from Transcendentalism to the Harlem Renaissance. Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008. 
29 Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and the Formation of American 
Culture, 32-33. On the longevity of literary pastoral, which “first appeared in classical antiquity” 
and “had an enormous vogue in the Renaissance” see Alpers, What is Pastoral?, 8.  
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alert to “the hidden interdependencies between areas of life usually seen as 

opposites: nature and artifice, pastoral and nature, leisure and work, fantasy and 

reality”.30 

 Before we embrace Buell’s scholarly campaign wholeheartedly – especially 

his stress on “the ecocentric repossession of pastoral” – it is worth weighing what 

other, more skeptical critics like Greg Garrard and Terry Gifford parse at the 

conceptual blind spots, obfuscations and naiveties of the tradition.31 Gifford 

recognizes the surprising dearth of cutting-edge research on modern American 

pastoral and welcomes Buell’s nuanced contribution. However, Gifford concludes, 

“we cannot ignore the evidence of the anti-pastoral and the development” even 

prevalence, of “the pejorative use of the term”.32 Such generic shortcomings are 

implicit in Kevin R. McNamara and Timothy Gray’s identification of “Some Versions 

of Urban Pastoral” for The Cambridge Companion to the City in Literature: 

“Pastoral conjures fantasies of rural freedom: shepherds lounging in meadows 

piping on oaten flutes, as they often do in Theocritus’ Idylls and Virgil’s Eclogues, 

or professing undying love for their coy mistresses, a common pastime” of the 

“early modern pastoral”.33 As these scholars variously imply, Buell’s energetic 

appeal for readers of American literature to reassess the “luminous ideal” of 

pastoral and the potency of its politically progressive, even “oppositional forms”, 

fails fully to answer the charges of rival pundits who subject the mode, its guiding 

principles and cultural legitimacy, to trenchant and sometimes scathing critique.34 

 As early as 1974, John Barrell and John Bull foresaw, in their Penguin Book 

of English Pastoral Verse, a remarkable “revival of interest in the Pastoral” 

alongside “the current concern with ecology”.35 However, they were far from 

convinced that such an alignment could be affirmed or defended. For Barrell and 

Bull, pastoral furnishes “Industrial Man” with an opportunity to “[look] away from 

his technological wasteland to an older and better world”, thus softening the 

 
30 Richard Kerridge, “Ecothrillers: Environmental Cliffhangers”, in Laurence Coupe, ed. The Green 
Studies Reader: From Romanticism to Ecocriticism. Routledge, 2000, p. 242-252, 242.  
31 Buell, 52; Greg Garrard, “Radical Pastoral?” Studies in Romanticism, vol. 35, no. 3, 1996, p. 
449–465. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25601184. Accessed 27 May 2021, 459. 
32 Gifford, Pastoral, 147. 
33 Kevin R. McNamara and Timothy Gray, "Some Versions of Urban Pastoral." The Cambridge 
Companion to the City in Literature. Ed. Kevin R. McNamara. New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014. 245-60, 245. McNamara and Gray conclude that pastoral desires “are most often 
suffused with an awareness of loss or sense of longing because the green world has always already 
vanished”. 
34 Buell, The Environmental Imagination, 51. 
35 John Barrell and John Bull, eds. The Penguin Book of Pastoral Verse. Penguin, 1974, 432. 
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psychological impact of widespread environmental damage in a democratic but 

deeply unequal society.36 Their phrasing here deliberately evokes the affective 

appeal of Tityrus’ farmstead in Virgil’s first eclogue, an origin story for the mode 

that measures pastoral satisfactions like material simplicity against the luxury, 

venal ambitions and unsavory political rifts of an urbanized world beyond. 

Wharton’s fiction both indulges and interrogates this craving for escapist solace 

and greater affective spontaneity, as a protagonist like Lily Bart attempts to swap 

New York’s gilded cage for a golden age of fresh green terrain. Lily’s visit to 

Bellomont in The House of Mirth casts an acerbic sidelight on the temptation to 

“manufacture” a feeling of umbilical attachment to unspoiled American nature, 

as recompense for its apparent absence from “the world” of “welter” outlined in 

A Backward Glance. For Friedrich Schiller, “our feeling for Nature is like that of 

an Invalid for Health”. Lily resembles Schiller’s restive and “sentimental poet”,  

embarking on a quest for “nature but as an idea and in a perfection in which it 

never existed”.37 As Lily learns to her chagrin, in the words of  critic Joseph 

Meeker, retreat “into fantasies is not a workable solution to urban and existential 

ills”.38 Lily’s pastoral reveries can do nothing to improve a polity that, in Virginia 

Woolf’s very Wharton-esque lexis, “forbade any natural feeling” and functioned 

as “a very competent machine. It was convinced that girls must be changed into 

married women. It had no doubts, no mercy”.39  

 As a necessary (and sobering) riposte to Buell’s influential thesis, Barrell 

and Bull posit that the affective comfort of pastoral drifts dangerously into the 

realm of outright denial – the mode looks back in languor so that harsh, 

desensitizing present-day facts are blotted out. This is why, Barrell and Bull 

conclude, “the pastoral vision simply will not do” – it is hardly designed to tell us 

compelling and urgent stories of “today”. Pastoral is composed from an 

unassailable position of metropolitan ease and erudition; it does not imply, as 

William Empson claimed, a “beautiful relation between rich and poor”, the “high” 

and “low”.40 At best, Barrell and Buell observe, the pastoral registers 

 
36 John Barrell and John Bull, eds. The Penguin Book of Pastoral Verse. Penguin, 432. 
37 Friedrich Schiller, On the Naive and Sentimental in Literature. Carcanet New Press, 1981, 35-
42. 
38 Joseph Meeker, The Comedy of Survival: Literary Ecology and a Play Ethic. University of Arizona 
Press, 1997, 73. 
39 Jeanne Skulkind, ed. Moments of Being: Virginia Woolf, Unpublished Autobiographical 
Writings. Harcourt, 1976, 134-35. 
40 William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral. Chatto & Windus, 1935, 11. 
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environmental crisis by willfully sketching an agreeable parallel universe, without 

the need to depict or dissect the heedless human behaviors which triggered that 

crisis in the first place.41 In T.G. Rosenmeyer’s view, we savor “pastoral because 

it enables us to live, on our own terms, with a nature we have abandoned; pastoral 

relieves our sense of loss without forcing us to give up on our new gains as 

beneficiaries of the industrial age”.42  

 Barrell and Bull’s stern sense of a pastoral “vision that will not do” relies 

on an overly narrow reading of the mode as irresponsible, jejune and self-

centered. There is not much room in their reading for my sense of a Wharton who 

documents myriad “rustic”, “regional” or “natural” landscapes in order to 

interrogate not just the source and social function of her own novelistic practice, 

but also the correct relationship between a North American woman writer and the 

material terrain she surveys. Barrell and Bull’s thesis implies that the 

environmental humanities will be hamstrung if it overcommits to pastoral as a 

subject of extended critical analysis or as model for ecological awakening.  This 

is because, Barrell and Bull aver, the pastoral is wedded to the testimony of 

cossetted, detached and overwhelmingly male spectators. Reappraising Barrell 

and Bull’s volume nowadays gives the impression that the pastoral actually 

facilitates environmental abuse by partitioning the domains of ecology and 

economy. However, their forthright assessment tells us little of the intricate links 

between pastoral form and content. The following chapters will demonstrate that 

Wharton’s writing identifies and illustrates the perils synonymous with Barrell and 

Bull’s version of pastoral. However, Wharton also perceives complicating ironies 

and a more refined, riddling, and self-conscious energy at play, which is woven 

into the aesthetic fabric of the earliest examples of the mode. Kathryn 

Gutzwiller’s research, admirably attentive to questions about caste power and 

patronage, gendered subjectivity, ethnicity and sexual orientation, shows us that 

what is missing from Barrell and Bull’s critique is a fully realized feeling for how, 

say, Theocritus’s pastorals are canny “representations”. Such texts, she contends, 

 
41 Barrell and Bull, 432. 
42 T. G. Rosenmeyer, The Green Cabinet: Theocritus and the European Pastoral Lyric. University 
of California Press, 1969, 17. Rosenmeyer’s study is alert to how environmentally-oriented literary 
pastoral updates Alexander Pope’s reflections upon the idealizing and indirect patterns of the 
mode. Pope writes that “we must therefore use some illusion to render a pastoral delightful; and 
this consists in exposing the best side only of a shepherd‘s life, and concealing its miseries”. See 
Alexander Pope, “Discourse on Pastoral Poetry” in Essays on Poetry and Criticism, edited by E. 
Aubrey Williams, Methuen & Co., 1961, 27-30. 
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are anchored in a productive “tension between what is being represented and the 

act of representation”.43  

 Leo Marx, in the foundational The Machine in the Garden (1964) and later 

essays such as “Pastoralism in America” (1986) and “Does Pastoralism have a 

Future?” (1992) revisits these issues. He asks – and this is especially pertinent 

when reflecting on Wharton – that we excavate imaginatively the real-world affect 

and actualities buried beneath the slick surface effects of the mode. Moreover, 

the drive towards “idealization” might be construed, Marx declares, “not as a 

failed attempt to transcribe reality, but rather as a vehicle for quasi-utopian 

aspirations without which no critique of existing culture can be effective or 

complete”.44 If, as Renato Poggioli claims in a seminal account, the “psychological 

root of the pastoral is a double longing after innocence and happiness, to be 

recovered not through conversion or regeneration but merely through a retreat”, 

then we need to discount how Tityrus’ farmstead in Virgil’s first eclogue not only 

affords a still center in a turning world but also provides coded political 

commentary on the reasons why the farm is cherished – as a safe house from cruel 

political forces that make victims out of the virtuous.45 This is helpful in addressing 

those Wharton characters who “take flight”, often overseas, into the gardens, 

parks and icy peaks of Europe. These patterns of mobility and migration not only 

expose the privileged standpoint of affluent wayfarers. Such movements also 

imply the interpretive potential of what Scott Hess terms the pastoral’s 

“perspective by incongruity”. So, Lily Bart’s search for a rustic retreat clarifies 

what is scorned or left behind, albeit briefly – a cheerless urban arena where the 

interplay of money and marriage reduces potentially decent people to mere bodies 

for barter. For Hess, the concealments of pastoral that Barrell and Bull deplore 

can be “re-angled” as (self-)critical components, motivating us to parse the 

representation of “escape” from various viewpoints, to foster new academic 

insights.46 

 
43 Kathryn J. Gutzwiller, Theocritus’ Pastoral Analogies: The Formation of a Genre. Wisconsin 
University Press, 1991, 5. 
44 Leo Marx, “Does Pastoralism Have a Future?”, in John Dixon Hunt, ed. The Pastoral Landscape. 
Washington National Gallery of Art, 1992, 223. 
45 Renato Poggioli, The Oaten Flute: Essays on Pastoral Poetry and the Pastoral Ideal. Harvard 
University Press, 1975, 1. See also W. W. Greg, Pastoral Poetry and Pastoral Drama. Russell & 
Russell, 1959, 4. 
46 Scott Hess, “Postmodern Pastoral, Advertising, and the Masque of Technology.” Interdisciplinary 
Studies in Literature and Environment, vol. 11, no. 1, 2004, p. 71–100. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/44086226. Accessed 24 May 2021. Hess’s account shares some common 
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 This more positive attitude to pastoral tropes in art and literature is 

certainly attractive when turning to Wharton’s many fictional episodes involving 

the imbrication of self and the organic plenitude of nature. Buell expands and 

nuances this scholarly standpoint to sketch a viable future for pastoral writing in 

the twenty-first century. However, Terry Gifford’s book Pastoral, part of the 

“New Critical Idiom” series and recently updated in 2019, indicates that the 

mode’s integrity, objectivity and interrogative impact is diluted by its 

entanglement within a web of aesthetic, commercial and political laws. Gifford, 

like Leo Marx, notes the “convincing testimony to the continuing appeal of the 

bucolic […] supplied by advertising copywriters”.47 Marx’s phrasing carries a faint 

echo of American philosopher John Dewey’s sardonic conception, in Art as 

Experience (1934), of the prosperous, complacent “city man who lived in the 

country when he was a boy” and indulges a taste for “purchasing pictures of green 

meadows with grazing cattle or purling brooks”.48 Scott Hess’s notion of 

“postmodern pastoral”, for all its conceptual verve, is not blind to the glib, highly 

selective and compensatory tactics described by Gifford, Marx and Dewey. Hess 

understands why so many commentators see pastoral as “no longer set against” 

the ferment and disarray of “modern society” but rather furnishes “a consumer-

friendly interface with that society”.49 In my chapter on Wharton’s fictional 

summits we find a complex commentary on this “rebranding” of pastoral as a 

desirable commodity and upmarket tourist destination. Wharton’s incisive 

depictions of modish hillside hotels and chalets or grand rural estates like 

Bellomont recall Raymond Williams’s seminal The Country and the City, especially 

his conception of the “enameled” world of pastoral, whose regal splendor is made 

possible and perpetuated by hard-headed political and economic activity: “it is 

 
traits with Frank Kermode’s thesis that it is pastoral which greatly “complicates the simple town-
country contrast with serious reflections upon that contrast; which cultivates simplicity in 
decorated language; and which uses the country scene and rustic episode for allegorical purposes”. 
See Frank Kermode, English Pastoral Poetry: From the Beginnings to Marvell. George G. Harrap, 
1952, 25; see also Andrew V. Ettin, Literature and the Pastoral. Yale University Press, 1984, 12. 
47 Marx, 6; see also Roger Sales, English Literature in History 1780-1830: Pastoral and Politics. St. 
Martin's Press, 1983, 17. 
48 John Dewey, Art as Experience [1934]. Perigree Books, 1980, 113. See also Dewey, Experience 
and Nature. [1929]. Dover Publications, 1958. 
49 Hess, 89, 80. 
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not easy to forget that Sidney’s Arcadia […] is written in a park which had been 

made by enclosing a whole village and evicting the tenants”.50 

  As this necessarily brisk survey of criticism demonstrates, the ethical 

provocations and “alternative set of values” that Lawrence Buell locates and lauds 

in pastoral stock-in-trade must themselves be subjected to suspicious close 

reading. Through such rigorous scrutiny we can get a better handle on how 

Wharton’s fiction reacts to Terry Gifford’s recent query: “Can there really be no 

twentieth-century continuations of the pastoral form?”51 At a time when New York 

City was transforming into the metropolis we know today and Paris had just 

undergone Haussmann’s radical renovations, Wharton pushes against John 

Barrell’s impatient dismissal of a hopelessly dated, exclusionary and elitist mode. 

Rather she sees pastoral as bracingly open-ended, ideologically intricate and 

ecologically inquisitive – capable of expressing the intellectual labors, aesthetic 

tastes and political convictions of those like herself who had been historically 

marginalized because of gender. Here she demonstrates that “pastoral” authors 

are “inescapably of their own culture”, its preoccupations, traumas, and tensions. 

Indeed, Dominic Head concludes that “each generation” will thoroughly test “the 

relevance of pastoral writing” – as “human needs change, so does the function of 

pastoral evolve”.52 

 

The Thesis Chapters 

Although it has long been debated how the pastoral seems to stand in vexed (and 

critically vexing) relation to metropolitan values, codes and energies, it is time to 

acknowledge that the mode stages a much more involved “conversation” with the 

urban, at least in Wharton’s published texts. My first chapter title – “The Pastoral 

Cosmopolitanism of the (not so) Secret Garden” – pays tribute to Marx’s The 

 
50 Raymond Williams, The Country & The City. Chatto & Windus, 1973, 22. See also Gerald Maclean, 
Donna Landry and Joseph P. Ward, eds. The Country and the City Revisited: England and the 
Politics of Culture, 1550-1850. Cambridge University Press, 1999. 
51Terry Gifford, Pastoral. Routledge, 2019, The New Critical Idiom, 3. In order to answer this 
question adequately, we must be aware that pastorals “demand alert readings that are capable of 
making critical judgements about their inner tensions, their contextual functions, their multiple 
layers of contradictions”, 12. 
52 Gifford, Pastoral, 52; Dominic Head, An Introduction to Modern British Fiction 1950-2000. 
Cambridge University Press, 2002, 190. For Peter Marinelli, “if pastoral lives for us at all at the 
present time, it lives by a capacity to move out of its old haunts in the Arcadian pastures and to 
inhabit the ordinary country landscapes of the modern world, daily contracted by the 
encroachment of civilization and as a consequence daily more precious as a projection of our 
desires for simplicity”. See Peter V. Marinelli, Pastoral. Methuen, 1971, 3. 
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Machine in the Garden as well as those now very familiar accounts of American 

history that rely on catchwords like Edenic frontier, nature’s nation and virgin 

land to limn the distinct components of “New World” pastoral.53 Marx’s searching 

account of the confounding and contradictory relationship with nature epitomized 

by modern American pastoralism – whereby Wharton’s affluent countrymen waxed 

lyrical about rural standards and yet pursued ecologically destructive commercial 

ploys to realize a bucolic paradise – has been rightly extolled by recent spatial 

theorists such as Peter Cannavo.54 My chapter’s principal concern is with 

Wharton’s fictional gardens and parks, and how they vouchsafe examples of what 

Terry Gifford calls the pastoral tendency to portray “borderland spaces of activity 

which can be seen through a number of frames”.55 I prefer Gifford’s “borderland” 

to the concept of the “frontier” that once dominated academic discussions of a 

uniquely American pastoral mode.56 In my view, Gifford’s “borderland” is a better 

term for identifying those nebulous physical sites which not only subvert fixed and 

unchanging conceptions of place but also reveal where culture and nature, the 

interloper and the indigene, meet and negotiate. The ornamental gardens and 

public parks in Wharton’s novels and short stories are such intricately liminal 

localities. Moreover, her elaborate descriptions of pastoral design in a country 

estate reflects – in often mischievous or self-conscious ways – our contemporary 

concerns about city living. By focusing on these zones, we gain a more nuanced 

grasp of how Wharton’s pastoral is brought into bolder relief at that very moment 

when it seems to be engulfed by the forces synonymous with a different type of 

“frontiering” gusto – one more invested in industrial and commercial 

“development” than territorial acquisition or enlargement. Wharton’s fictional 

borderlands are places where the traditional tropes of Anglo-Saxon farmers 

clearing and toiling upon the soil are replaced by weirdly immaculate country 

 
53 See, for example, Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth. 
Harvard University Press, 1950; Perry Miller, Nature’s Nation. Harvard University Press, 1967; 
Myra Jehlen, American Incarnation: The Individual, the Nation, the Continent. Harvard 
University Press, 1986. 
54 Peter F. Cannavo, “American Contradictions and Pastoral Visions: An Appraisal of Leo Marx, 
The Machine in the Garden”, Organization & Environment, vol. 14, no. 1, 2001, p. 74–92. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/26161714. Accessed 27 May 2021; Tony Hiss, The Experience of Place: A 
new way of looking and dealing with our radically changing cities and countryside. Random 
House, 1990.  
55 Gifford, Pastoral, 12. 
56 See Louis Slotkin, Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 
1600-1860. Harper Perennial, 1996.   
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estates in which “adventuring” figures like Lily Bart find themselves surrounded 

by new threats and enemies from the metropolitan glitterati. 

 In order to reinforce these arguments, I employ the term “pastoral 

cosmopolitanism” – joining two concepts that seem to be at odds or profoundly 

divergent, when, in fact, they are not. The “return to nature” or the potency of 

the countryside that some of Wharton’s jaded, frontier-crossing characters crave 

– to enjoy the tranquillizing sights and sounds of a secluded nook or bower – is a 

cosmopolitan form of displacement. This is illustrated by Wharton’s “garden 

plots” in novels such as The Age of Innocence, where the retreat from a sterile 

and snobbish urban culture is all too brief. Wharton indicates that her characters’ 

desire to seek out new fields of experience and revel in an Arcadian elsewhere 

allows us to reappraise “cosmopolitanism” as a critical category. We can also 

ponder how the social self – and the values and virtues of travel – are culturally 

constructed. A crucial research question in my first chapter is whether curiosity 

about the garden refuge – or what is termed in The House of Mirth a special “spot 

of earth” – can be reconciled with, and even enrich, an intrepid globe-trotting 

tendency.57 I suggest that a number of Wharton’s protagonists are well placed to 

address this issue, given how they are caught between overcrowded city and 

undisturbed hinterland, urbanized Europe and American wilderness, nostalgic 

fancy and utopian hope, progress and the primitive, modest homeland roots and 

glamorous foreign routes.58  

 In Chapter One, I also contend that when Wharton’s narrators evoke 

localized green retreats, we must practice a different form of reading, one 

attuned to the palimpsests of place. The Bellomont episode in The House of Mirth 

provides a vital opportunity to refine this close/r reading. I indicate that Lily 

Bart’s vexation during her stay at this lavishly appointed country house derive 

from her failure to construe her organic surroundings precisely. Bellomont seems 

to promise a refreshing rustic “getaway” when in fact its neat gravel walks, 

 
57 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 314. 
58 For Barbara Bender, these tensions – such as between the particular and the universal – can be 
felt in the natural world: “to force a recognition of the multiplicity of experience through time 
and space, and at any given moment of time and place; to relativise ‘our’ own experiences and to 
recognise both their particularity and that they are part of a process and therefore continually 
open to change; and, finally, to permit an exploration of the ways in which people, differentially 
engaged and differentially empowered, appropriate and contest their landscapes”. See Barbara 
Bender. “Introduction: Landscape - Meaning and Action.” Landscape, Politics and Perspectives, 
edited by Barbara Bender. Berg, 1993, 1–17.  
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parterres and picturesque vistas conceal a history of violence – waged by patrician 

men against their “property” (women, slaves, soil), and by watchful women 

against each other. The House of Mirth, like The Age of Innocence and Twilight 

Sleep, remind us of what Leo Marx terms precarious and “complex pastorals”: 

“Most literary works called pastorals” do not “finally permit us to come away with 

anything like the simple, affirmative attitude we adopt toward pleasing rural 

scenery”. Marx believes that “in one way or another” such texts “manage to 

qualify, or call into question, or bring irony to bear against the illusion of peace 

and harmony in a green pasture”.59 Lily Bart’s and Newland Archer’s inability to 

secure any lasting “peace” and stability evidences a lack of topographical literacy, 

even a failure to translate the runic inscriptions of public parks and gardens.  

 My first chapter then moves on to weigh a series of haunted or Gothic 

gardens. The short story “Kerfol” is a striking text in this regard. The narrative is 

memorable not only for the consummate skill with which Wharton evokes the 

uncanny experience of place. “Kerfol” also exploits the semantic ambiguities of 

possession. I end the chapter with an enquiry into Wharton’s fascination with 

North American and European gardens designed on a much more ambitious scale, 

for example New York’s Central Park and the Parisian Tuileries.  

 Chapter Two gauges “Endless Plays of Mountain Forms”. Here I start by 

mapping the “sublime” European summits and peaks depicted in Wharton’s work. 

This is a chance to scrutinize “edgelands at an altitude”. I borrow the term 

“edgelands” from the British landscape historian Marion Shoard, who is credited 

with being the first to designate these mysterious and marginal zones in Remaking 

the Landscape (2002), although the cultural geographer Richard Mabey had 

documented comparable “in-between” zones decades before in The Unofficial 

Countryside (1974). Shoard defines the “edgelands” as those “interfacial areas 

between town and country and are sites where essential but despised functions 

are located”.60 What I find suggestive in Shoard’s conception – and also in 

subsequent work by poets Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts – is the sense 

of the “unobserved parts of our shared landscape” that are unaccounted for in 

 
59 Marx, The Machine in the Garden, 15. 
60 Marion Shoard in Jennifer Jenkins, ed. Remaking the Landscape: The Changing Face of Britain. 
Profile Books, 2002, 192. “Waste landscapes” or “drosscape” have also been used by environmental 
scholars to specify these tricky-to-describe areas. See Alan Berger, Drosscape: Wasting Land in 
Urban America. Princeton Architectural Press, 2007. The architect Ignasi Solà-Morales Rubio 
favours the phrase terrain vague to pinpoint the evacuated, forlorn or dilapidated sites scattered 
across and around a modern city. 
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“the duality of rural and urban writing”. For these contemporary writer-pilgrims 

of place, “edgelands” represent amorphous, oddly entrancing and “untranslated 

landscape”, thus raising urgent questions about “the contested ground between 

pastoral and ecology”, as well as the myriad bequests of “pastoral idealization”.61  

 We might think that there is barely anything “edgy” about the stylish 

hillside hotels and chalets depicted in, say, The Custom of the Country. There is, 

I propose, scope to modify the meaning of Shoard’s “edgelands” to address how 

Wharton’s high-altitude resorts mix and merge urban comforts and the ambience 

of remote rurality. After examining Wharton’s portrayals of European peaks, I 

move on to the stark New England community depicted in Ethan Frome, and the 

austere “Mountain” from Summer. This latter novella provides a stinging contrast 

to the Kantian conception of “man [living] an Arcadian, pastoral existence of 

perfect concord, self-sufficiency and mutual love”.62 I propose that the indigent 

Mountain folk of Summer embody the American “countryside” at its most chaotic, 

disturbing and unruly. The Mountain community in Summer occupy a version of 

“edgelands” that “makes a great deal of our official wilderness seem like the 

enshrined, ecologically arrested, controlled garden space it really is”.63 The 

abject, shadowy and “drink-dazed creatures” who scratch out the meanest 

existence on the Mountain also make a mockery of those pleasing, picturesque 

wanderers of the wilderness synonymous with James Fenimore Cooper’s oeuvre. 

Summer closes this chapter because Wharton’s Mountain, with its “strange lands”, 

barren “stony fields” and perilous “granite ledges”, comprehensively scrambles 

figurations of a resource-rich New Eden, or the soothing cultivated countryside 

synonymous with Bellomont’s manicured lawns in The House of Mirth. Wharton’s 

gloomy Mountain exposes the grievous limitations of classifying species of space 

by way of their marks of connection to recognizable sub/urban or rustic enclaves. 

 The title of my third and final chapter – “Romantic Ruins? Edith Wharton’s 

Sedimented Vision” – exploits the notion that her fictional green zones operate as 

an accrual – or even better – a stratification of cultural meaning. Wharton’s 

narrators are tireless imaginative excavators, uncovering in layered terrain the 

rubble of a long forgotten, and in the case of her first piece of published prose 

 
61 Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts, Edgelands: Journeys into England’s True 
Wildernesses. Jonathan Cape, 2011, 6. 
62 Immanuel Kant, Political Writings, translated by H.B. Nisbet. Edited by Hans Reiss. Cambridge 
University Press. 1991, 44-45. 
63 Farley and Roberts, Edgelands, 7-8. 
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fiction “Mrs. Manstey’s View”, a much more recent past.64 In this chapter the 

presence of a material ruin shows how the search for pastoral ease of life, solitude 

or serenity is haunted by fraught feelings of unhomeliness, even cultural oblivion. 

Wharton’s engagement with her admired predecessor John Ruskin’s poignant 

evocations of the “ruin” supplies a conceptual scaffold for my early sub-sections, 

which examine the august Coliseum of “Roman Fever” and the damaged North 

African fortress in “A Bottle of Perrier”. What makes “A Bottle of Perrier” 

especially resonant in this chapter is how it challenges that delight in the 

spectacle of ruin/ation which signals the privileged standpoint of a moneyed 

capitalist-traveler who can “afford” the luxury of sketching “quaint” crumbling 

sites from a cozy distance. However, there is nothing quaint or anodyne about the 

fortress in “A Bottle of Perrier”. Wharton’s vivid depiction of the battered 

structure compels us to ponder how abandoned sites in the desert may be the 

outcome of forced migration, bitter internecine strife or political ferment. 

Wharton employs this ruin as a narrative and “conceptual topos” that calls our 

cherished ideas of locality “and our aesthetics of the world into question”.65  

 My final chapter also confronts issues of dissolution and economic 

displacement caused by urban expansion in “Mrs. Manstey’s View”. This early story 

focuses on “people and places left behind”. Mrs. Manstey is a case study in what 

sociologists and cultural geographers nowadays call “place-attachment”: the 

“positively experienced bonds, sometimes occurring without awareness, that are 

developed over time from the behavioral, affective and cognitive ties between 

individuals and/or groups and their socio-physical environment”.66 Wharton’s 

short story documents how people in straitened circumstances craft a sense of 

selfhood embedded in an apparently unpromising milieu. What Mrs. Manstey has 

to realize is that treasured homes and neighborhoods can suddenly become mere 

“waste” – what Brian Thill describes as “every object, plus time”.67 

 
64 This concept of the narrator-excavator can be seen in the astonishing depictions of blasted 
landscapes in Wharton’s Great War texts, especially Fighting France (1915). In “The Look of 
Paris”, the war is imaged as a “monstrous landslide, […] burying under a heap of senseless ruin 
the patiently and painfully wrought machinery of civilization”. Wharton frequently relies on 
anthropomorphic lexis to delineate an Ypres, “bombarded to death” and “a disembowelled 
corpse”, with shattered houses in whose "exposed interiors the poor little household gods shiver 
and blink like owls surprised in a hollow tree”. See Edith Wharton, Fighting France, Scribner’s 
1915, 9, 152-53, 173. 
65 See Aidan Tynan, The Desert in Modern Literature and Philosophy: Wasteland Aesthetics. 
Edinburgh University Press, 2020, 4-5, 9. 
66 Barbara Brown and Douglas D. Perkins, Place Attachment. Plenum Press, 1992, 284. 
67 Brian Thill, Waste. Bloomsbury Academic, 2015, 8-9. 
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 I close this chapter by addressing Wharton’s delineations of sham ruins as 

well as the abandoned, forlorn physical structures of Summer. This novella again 

proves fruitful since it meditates on how all tangible sites are, at some level, 

reminders, remainders and remnants.68 Wharton wonders what happens to humble 

localities left behind by the “welter” of the “world”, like the threadbare township 

of North Dormer; or on a more intimate level, the tumbledown cottage where 

Charity Royall makes decisions that will irrevocably change the course of her life. 

That this ramshackle building seems to be the true specter of the novella is 

suggested by the way it is empty yet so expressive; on the brink of collapse yet 

undoubtedly, eerily, still “there”. It is another example of an “edgeland”, in-

between existence and non-existence, the garden plot and the unfenced wild, the 

decorous and the feral. Muted in tone and modest in length Summer may be – yet 

it furnishes a memorable fictional framework around the patterns, rhythms, and 

results of abandonment in place. That Wharton’s narrator carefully portrays 

dereliction in this text – the almost-unperceived, the already residual, the slow 

inexorable sinking-into-soil – is part of a move to theorize how such zones operate 

as a troubling counterpoint to an overpopulated and rapidly expanding New York 

City. Following Caitlin DeSilvey’s argument that “the disintegration of structural 

integrity does not necessarily lead to the evacuation of meaning”, it is crucial we 

evaluate the significance of Summer’s “ruins” in the mapping of the discarded, 

the perished or “left behind”. Throughout this final chapter the ruin/ed is a locus 

of physical and subliminal interaction, a partially readable cultural text that 

throws into relief a version of pastoral much more profound that the mere absence 

of inhabitants or background noise.69  

 My Conclusion revisits and extends some of the key findings of my core 

chapters. I also sketch future directions for ecocritical scholarship on Wharton. In 

the Appendix two typescript unpublished gardening article dating from the 1930s 

can be found: “Spring in the French Riviera Garden” and “December in the French 

Riviera Garden”.70 

 

 
68 For more on this idea see Thill, Waste, 15-37. 
69 See Caitlin DeSilvey, Curated Decay: Heritage Beyond Saving. University of Minnesota Press, 
2017, 5. 
70 Please see Appendix I and II. The original sources can be found in the Edith Wharton Archive at 
the Beinecke Library, Yale University in New Haven, CT. 
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The Pastoral Cosmopolitanism of the (not so) Secret Garden 
 

In her 1934 autobiography A Backward Glance, Edith Wharton refers to her own 

literary production as her “secret garden”: “Therefore I shall try to depict the 

growth and unfolding of the plants in my secret garden, from the seed to the 

shrub-top – for I have no intention of magnifying my vegetation into trees!”1 It is 

a striking choice of metaphor, but not a surprising one: Wharton was passionate 

about the arts of writing and gardening.2 Parkland, subsistence plots and 

ornamental gardens feature conspicuously in her life and work. Indeed, Renée 

Somers contends that Wharton dedicated so much of her time to studying “the 

complex relationships that exist between people and their built environments”, 

as well as shifting conceptions of the garden’s cultural meaning, scope and worth, 

that we should view her as a “spatial activist”. Somers rightly prioritizes Wharton 

as an author for whom the garden or park was an “imagined” as well as a 

“material” zone; and to get a better purchase on that imagined zone she became 

fluent in, and savvy about, the socio-economic discourses in which that imagining 

was expressed.3 Somers has proven useful in reminding scholars to look at 

Wharton’s fictional gardens not only in terms of her deep knowledge of 

environmental history, or her appreciation of certain large-scale landscape 

designers. We should also consider how her characters, especially female 

protagonists, use these areas – to anchor themselves socially (in a world of money, 

marriage and fashion), emotionally, morally, even spiritually.4 

 Wharton embraced the chance to develop ambitious estate designs for her 

myriad properties: The Mount in Lenox, Massachusetts; the Pavilion and Castel 

Sainte-Claire in France.5 Her library contained work by the Michigan-born Liberty 

 
1 Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance. Simon & Schuster, 1998, 198. 
2 A separate and lengthy chapter could be written on Wharton’s detailed awareness of Italian and 
French formalist gardens, and how she packaged this knowledge to trigger a revitalized public 
interest in horticultural pursuits.   
3 Renée Somers, Edith Wharton as Spatial Activist and Analyst. Routledge, 2005. 2-4. See also 
Malcolm Andrews, Landscape and Modern Art. Oxford University Press, 1999; Jane Brown, The 
Pursuit of Paradise: A Social History of Gardens and Gardening. HarperCollins, 2000; Dan O’Brien, 
(ed.), Gardening: Philosophy for Everyone. Wiley-Blackwell, 2010; Dorri Beam, Style, Gender, and 
Fantasy in Nineteenth-Century American Women’s Writing. Cambridge University Press, 2010.   
4 See Robert Pogue Harrison, Gardens: An Essay on the Human Condition. University of Chicago 
Press, 2008. 
5 In the last two decades, incisive research has been published on this aspect of Wharton’s life and 
career. See Renée Somers, Edith Wharton as Spatial Activist and Analyst. Routledge, 2005. 
Wharton’s niece, Beatrix Farrand, was a gifted garden designer. On their discussions regarding 
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Hyde Bailey, one of the most industrious and eloquent horticulturalists, rural 

journalists and botanists in the early years of the twentieth century.6 Hyde 

Bailey’s avowed ambition was to help America arrive on the world stage as a self-

assured and robust civilization. This would be attained, he averred, by pushing 

gardening into the realm of a national art form: constructing “great pictures out-

of-doors”.7 Wharton, like Hyde Bailey and Sarah Orne Jewett, saw intriguing links 

and contrasts between horticultural labor and cultivating unexpected 

configurations of narrative pathways.8  

 Wharton used her thorough knowledge of interior design as well as 

landscape history – evidenced by the publication of The Decoration of Houses 

(1897) and Italian Villas and Their Gardens (1904) – to think through an array of 

narrative concerns, among which: mimesis, the laws and limits of genre, relations 

between form and content. In a letter dated from 3rd July, 1911, to Morton 

Fullerton she remarked: “I am amazed at the success of my efforts. Decidedly, 

I’m a better landscape gardener than novelist, and this place, every line of which 

is my own work, far surpasses The House of Mirth”.9 These terms remind us how 

“borders” emerge in Wharton’s work not just as ways of maintaining caste 

hierarchies or as “lines” slicing a garden’s soil into pleasing shapes of self-

contained flora. They also reveal where narrative tracks intersect. Moreover, in 

her “Secret Garden” chapter from her autobiography, she opens with an epigraph 

from Walter Scott’s diary that evokes the writing process as a “wielding of the 

unreal trowel”. Jacqueline Wilson-Jordan weighs the significance of this intertext: 

Wharton’s “metaphor of the trowel is doubly rich, paying homage to her love of 

gardening while calling attention, in the realm of the unreal, to her view of writing 

 
landscape theory and practice see Mia Manzulli, “‘Garden Talks’: The Correspondence of Edith 
Wharton and Beatrix Farrand”, A Forward Glance: New Essays on Edith Wharton.  Clare Colquitt, 
Susan Goodman, and Candace Waid, eds. Associated University Presses, 1999, 35-48.   
6 Wharton’s library contained an impressive array of garden-related texts, such as histories of 
English horticulture by Reginald Blomfield, Charles Holme and Inigo F. Thomas; Aubrey Le 
Blond’s The Old Gardens of Italy (1912); garden theory by Gertrude Jekyll; and substantial 
botanical works by luminaries such as Hugo De Vries and Asa Gray. See George Ramsden, Edith 
Wharton’s Library: A Catalogue. Stone Trough Books, 1999  
7 American gardens and parks have the potential to be “some of the greatest works of art that man 
can make”. See Liberty Hyde Bailey, The Outlook to Nature. The Macmillan Company, 1905, 87-
89; see also Richard Heinberg, Memories and Visions of Paradise: Exploring the Universal Myth of 
a Lost Golden Age. Quest Books, 1995.   
8 See William Conlogue, Working the Garden: American Writers and the Industrialization of 
Agriculture. University of North Carolina Press, 2001. 
9 Edith Wharton. The Letters of Edith Wharton. Edited by Richard Warrington Baldwin Lewis and 
Nancy Lewis. Collier Books, 1988, 242. 
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as a metaphorical dig”.10 Wharton’s narrative practice can be interpreted here as 

imaginative archeology, excavating her personal experience to capture 

“something beyond the usual range of her vision”.11 Wharton thus plays a pivotal 

role in American literature’s development of novelistic form, refined as part of an 

ongoing theoretical conversation with the realm of garden and landscape design 

that she also addresses at length in her nonfiction texts.12  

Wharton is widely feted for her tales of the city in which sophisticated 

cosmopolites take center stage, like Newland Archer in The Age of Innocence who 

speaks fondly of “European scenes”, of “Granada and the Alhambra”.13 Often, at 

pivotal moments, these characters – many with untrammeled access to the global 

due to inherited and/or earned wealth – seek out, or wander into the intensely 

local, specifically a private garden or a public park. For Wharton a garden 

epitomizes that beguiling space between the unfenced and the enclosed, the 

unfarmed wild and the artificer’s agency, where, according to critic Michael 

Pollan, “nature and culture can be wedded in a way that can benefit both”.14 The 

“betweenness” of a garden or park – exposing tensions between bustling 

metropolis and the retired sociability of country estate, industrial and agrarian 

toil, the machine and the manicured lawn – is significant because it reminds us of 

Elaine Showalter’s influential argument that “the literary history of American 

women writers” is defined “by the spatial images of the father’s library and the 

mother’s garden”.15 Showalter explains that Wharton’s position is anomalous, 

neither in one space nor the other:  

 

While the standard pattern for nineteenth-century American women 
writers was a strong allegiance to the maternal line and the female 
community, Wharton belonged to the more troubled and more gifted 

 
10 Jacqueline Wilson-Jordan, “Materializing the Word: The Woman Writer and the Struggle for 
Authority in ‘Mr. Jones.’” Memorial Boxes and Guarded Interiors: Edith Wharton and Material 
Culture, edited by Gary Totten. University of Alabama Press, 2007, p. 63–82. Studies in American 
Realism and Naturalism, 67. 
11 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 189. 
12 The first book Wharton published, with Ogden Codman, was the interior design manual The 
Decoration of Houses. She later focused specifically on landscape in Italian Villas and Their 
Gardens and wrote multiple gardening articles which have not been published. Beyond her love 
for gardens and gardening, Wharton writes about enjoying life in the country, when describing her 
move to The Mount, her house in the Berkshires of Massachusetts. See A Backward Glance, 124. 
13   Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 91. 
14   Michael Pollan, Second Nature: A Gardener’s Education. Grove Press, 1991, 5. 
15 Elaine Showalter, “The Death of the Lady (Novelist): Wharton's House of 
Mirth.” Representations, no. 9, 1985, p. 133–149. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3043768. 
Accessed 1 Apr. 2020, p. 145 
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countertradition of women writers who were torn between the literary 
world of their fathers and the wordless sensual world of their mothers.  
(My emphasis)16  

 

Such tension informs Wharton’s fictional scheme and is evident in garden and 

parkland scenes that deserve more sustained scrutiny. Because of this liminal or 

“torn between” quality, the novelistic terrain exemplifies what I call in this 

chapter “pastoral cosmopolitanism”.17  

 Cosmopolitanism has been extensively canvassed, by, among others, 

Meredith L. Goldstein and Emily J. Orlando in Edith Wharton and Cosmopolitanism 

(2016). However, scholars have frequently underestimated how her literary works 

map and tap what Showalter calls above a more “sensual world”, which I connect 

with pastoral ambience. Pastoral itself occupies a curious “in-between” zone, as 

it has done since the Idylls of Theocritus and Virgil’s Eclogues. The pastoral speaks 

of the semi-primitive and the unvarnished. It is regulated by the two neighboring 

conditions of a genteel urban culture and unimproved wilderness. Wharton is 

fascinated by how pastoral appeals to reveries of a rustic Golden Age, unsullied 

both by the challenges of grueling outdoors labor as well as the commotion of city 

living. This is a twee and unrealizable fantasy. However, pastoral design in an 

ornamental garden or public park confronts and processes – in frequently impish, 

ironic or highly self-conscious ways – some of the dislocating complexities of our 

modern experience. This version of pastoral emerges and evolves at the very 

moment when it is hampered or stifled by the potencies of urban and technological 

expansion.  

 My argument in this chapter is that “pastoral cosmopolitanism” is the 

unlikely and unpredictable pairing of two concepts that seem to be contradictory 

opposites when, in fact, they are not. A “return to nature” – or at least an 

eagerness to savor the pastoral imaginary via the physical arrangement of, say, a 

public park – is a cosmopolitan form of displacement and not a reaction against 

cosmopolitanism. This is apparent in Wharton’s many “garden plots”, where the 

escape from inhospitable social codes, or the dreary rituals of a patrician urban 

 
16 Showalter, “The Death of the Lady (Novelist): Wharton's House of Mirth.”, 145-6. 
17 This oxymoron evokes both Homi Babha’s concept of “vernacular cosmopolitanism” and Angali 
Gera Roy’s “pastoral cosmopolitanism”. See Homi Bhabha, “Unsatisfied: Notes on Vernacular 
Cosmopolitanism”, p. 191–207 in Laura Garcia-Morena and Peter C. Pfeifer, eds. Text and Nation. 
Camden House, 1996; Angali Gera Roy, Imperialism and Sikh Migration: The Komagata Maru 
Incident, Routledge, 2017. 
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clique, is fleeting, fragile, and often symbolic. What I propose here is that 

cosmopolitanism reveals a habit of mind, whereby a déraciné or a moneyed citizen 

of the world, perhaps wearied by globe-trotting, craves the pleasurable frisson of 

local attachment, the slower pace of bucolic life, a purgative encounter with 

native leaves of grass, mountainous heights and deep gorges. For the Scottish 

American environmental philosopher John Muir, “tired, nerve-shaken, over-

civilized people” should learn that “going to the mountains is going home; that 

wildness is a necessity”.18  This desire to inhabit – if only briefly – a lush, Arcadian 

hideaway permits us to reflect upon and reassess “cosmopolitanism” as an analytic 

construct. Here a crucial question arises: can a curiosity about the culturally 

specific, the pleasing materiality of a modest patch of earth or the garden nook, 

be reconciled with an enlightened, transnational, frontier-crossing impulse? Many 

of Wharton’s protagonists are uniquely situated to weigh this issue, caught as they 

are between center and periphery, near and far, the endemic and the exotic, 

homeland roots and foreign routes.  

In Renaissance Italy, which saw a notable burgeoning of interest in 

landscape aesthetics as well as innovations in horticultural skill according to 

Claudia Lazarro, gardens were defined as “third nature”. For Cicero and his 

followers, untamed wilderness is “first nature”, while terrain modified by human 

ingenuity is “second nature”. The “third” shows how a garden might be very 

different from, and elevated above, other modes of landscape modification, such 

as growing produce and raising animals, arduous outdoors tasks memorialized in a 

georgic literary tradition.19 “Nature and art are united into an indistinguishable 

whole, in which nature becomes the creator of art and shares the essence of art. 

Together they produce something that is neither one nor the other, and is created 

equally by each”.20 This is akin to pastoral cosmopolitanism, in the sense that two 

separate terms, frequently construed as counterparts, come together to form a 

fresh, vital experience.21 Lazzaro argues that the “idea of a third nature grew out 

 
18 John Muir, Our National Parks. University of California Press, 1991, 59. 
19 See Lewis Holloway and Moya Kneafsey, eds. Geographies of Rural Cultures and Societies. 
Ashgate, 2004. 
20 Claudia Lazzaro. The Italian Renaissance Garden: from the Conventions of Planting, Design, and 
Ornament to the Grand Gardens of Sixteenth-Century Central Italy. Yale University Press, 1990. 
See also Yrjo Haila and Chuck Dyke, eds. How Nature Speaks: The Dynamics of the Human 
Ecological Condition. Duke University Press, 2006. 
21 See John Dixon Hunt, Greater Perfections: The Practice of Garden Theory. University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2000; Martin Hoyles, The Story of Gardening. Journeyman Press, 1991; Kathryn 
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of established notions of art and nature, and recalled specifically a related 

concept of a second, or another, nature”.22 Lazarro is enthralled by how a garden 

cross-pollinates nature and art in a generative, sometimes unrestrained, 

interaction. Her key terms will prove fruitful in approaching Wharton’s fiction, 

especially the ostentatious, out-of-town Bellomont estate of The House of Mirth. 

Although the Garden of Eden is the archetypal garden in the Judeo-Christian 

tradition, and signifies, in the terms of Karen R. Jones and John Wills, “the most 

prominent vision of a park-like landscape in early Western civilization”,23 allusions 

to it are conspicuously absent not only from Wharton’s fiction, but also her 

personal writings and erudite pieces on horticulture. There is one reference to a 

biblical garden in an early novella, published in 1903, entitled Sanctuary.24 In it, 

the female protagonist Kate muses about her relationship with Denis thus: “Their 

affection had been the garden enclosed of the Canticles, where they were to walk 

forever in a delicate isolation of bliss. But now love appeared to her as something 

more than this – something wider, deeper, more enduring than the selfish passion 

of a man and a woman”.25 What is striking is how this passage implies complicated 

ties and contrasts between human geography and human affect. “Garden 

enclosed” conjures set demarcation lines, captivating borders of choreographed 

care and beauty. However, “passion” signals dangerous disorders of feeling that 

threaten to erode those lines. As we will see in this chapter, the notion of a 

rarefied romantic attachment (“something wider, deeper”) played out in the 

arena of a sun-dappled idyll, is one to which Wharton returns and revises, time 

and again in her published texts. 

My chapter is divided into two sections. The first treats Wharton’s depiction 

of “Private Gardens”, enjoyed in the main by New York socialites.26 This section 

also explores the haunting or haunted garden and how uncanny affect extends 

 
Cornell Dolan, Beyond the Fruited Plain: Food and Agriculture in U. S. Literature, 1850-1905. 
University of Nebraska Press, 2014. 
22 Lazzaro, 9. 
23 Karen R. Jones and John Wills, The Invention of the Park: Recreational Landcapes from the 
Garden of Eden to Disney’s Magic Kingdom. Polity Press, 2005, 11; see also Evan Eisenberg, Ecology 
of Eden. Vintage Books, 1999. 
24 Here Wharton alludes to the following Biblical text: “You are a garden locked up, my sister, my 
bride; milk and honey are under your tongue.” (Song of Songs 4:12). The Holy Bible: New 
International Version. Hodder & Stoughton, 2000, 756. 
25 “Sanctuary.” Madame de Treymes and Three Novellas, by Edith Wharton, Scribner & Schuster, 
1995, p. 119-210, 151. 
26 Jones and Wills, 11; see also Thomas Mickey, America’s Romance with the English Garden. Ohio 
University Press, 2013. 
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beyond her much-admired ghost stories. My second section considers “Public 

Parks” on both sides of the Atlantic; it not only ponders the function of Central 

Park in Wharton’s fiction, but also French parks and how they express the cultural 

reach and kudos of a sovereign state that Wharton deemed the very “land of 

letters”.  
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Section 1.1 American Back Grounds 
 

In “The Background”, the opening chapter of A Backward Glance, Wharton ties 

her ecological awakening to a specific moment in her childhood: “I cannot 

remember when the grasses first spoke to me, though I think it was when, a few 

years later, one of my uncles took me with some little cousins, to spend a long 

spring day in some marshy woods near Mamaroneck”.27 It is especially notable that 

she connects this awakening to the Hudson Valley, an area that features 

prominently in  some of her novels. As an adult writing about an event that took 

place many decades before, Wharton includes vivid tangible detail regarding 

blossoms and sward. Westchester county was “where the earth was starred with 

pink trailing arbutus, where pouch-like white and rosy flowers grew in a swamp, 

and leafless branches against the sky were netted with buds of mother-of pearl”.28 

I propose here that Wharton’s literary narratives restage and reassess this 

ecological awakening or moment of being through “garden plots”. She indicates 

how her creative faculty flows from a heightened consciousness of this natural 

terrain: 

 

My imagination lay there, coiled and sleeping, a mute hibernating creature, 
and at the least touch of common things – flowers, animals, words, 
especially the sound of words, apart from their meaning – it already stirred 
in its sleep, and then sank back into its own rich dream29 
 

Wharton’s conception of a “coiled” imagination – implying a living organism – 

invites comparison with Katherine Mansfield’s “love” for a type of artistic “mind” 

that “must have wild places, a tangled orchard where dark damsons drop in the 

grass, an overgrown little wood, the chance of a snake or two” and “paths 

threaded with flowers planted by the mind” (my emphasis).30 For Wharton, as for 

Mansfield, gardens comprise “such a subtle combination of the artificial and the 

natural – that is, partly, the secret of their charm”.31 Wharton’s garden imagery 

shows how she tunes her own aesthetic gifts to the frequency of “things” that 

make visible the point where domesticated (human) nature and the wild (psychic) 

 
27 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 4. 
28 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 4-5. 
29 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 4. 
30 Katherine Mansfield, Katherine Mansfield Notebooks: Complete Edition, ed. Margaret Scott. 
University of Minnesota Press, 2002, 263. 
31 Mansfield, Notebooks, 261. 
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hinterlands contend, negotiate and converge. Wharton crafts her own version of 

“negative capability” here – an acute responsiveness to “dream”, fancies, native 

auras and subliminal potencies that emanate from local soil. It is this ability which 

allows her to show the strange, unearthly power of “common” things such as 

“flowers” and “animals”.   

 In the chapter “Life and Letters” from A Backward Glance, Wharton goes 

back to ponder this impactful, even epiphanic, moment in her felt experience: 

“Now I know the joys of six or seven months a year among the fields and woods of 

my own, and the childish extasy of that first spring outing at Mamaroneck swept 

away all the restlessness in the deep joy of communion with the earth”.32 Wharton 

sought to renew this ecological awakening throughout her life by spending 

extended periods of time in the countryside, at home and abroad. What I suggest 

here is that such “renewal” also takes place in the imaginative patterns of her 

fiction, with often complex results. It is through literature that she is able to voice 

and reappraise what she terms “my secret sensitiveness to the landscape – 

something in me quite incommunicable to others, that was trembling and 

inarticulately awake to every detail of wind-warped fern and wide-eyed briar 

rose”.33 The intensity and duration of her imaginative gaze is sharpened by “a 

unifying magic beneath the diversities of the visible scene – a power with which I 

was in deep and solitary communion whenever I was alone with nature”.34 This 

stress on “communion” – hinting at elation and embeddedness – echoes a 

Wordsworthian mysticism and conjures an image of a priestess worshipping at 

green altars.35 It prompts us to gauge how this multiplied perception – a sense 

sublime – is changed (or diluted) when Wharton’s rapt observing gaze shifts from 

so-called wild untamed nature, to the grounds of the palatial “houses on the 

Hudson River” with their groves, shrubberies and well-groomed edges.36 Wharton 

both participates in and probes what Carolyn Merchant calls “a counternarrative 

of wilderness appreciation” that was “emerging among elites” and “would be 

expressed through poetry, art, literature, and landscape architecture”.37 This 

 
32 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 124. 
33 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 54. 
34 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 54. 
35 See Ralph Pite, “How Green Were the Romantics?” Studies in Romanticism, vol. 35, no. 3, 1996, 
p. 357–373. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25601179. Accessed 25 May 2021. 
36 Hermione Lee, Edith Wharton. Vintage Books, 2008, 669. 
37 Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western Culture. 2nd ed., 
Routledge, 2013, 108. 
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“wilderness appreciation” resonates through three novels that operate here as 

case studies; starting with Bellomont in The House of Mirth, followed by the 

Skuytercliff encounter in The Age of Innocence, and finally the Cedarledge retreat 

in Twilight Sleep. 
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Section 1.1.1 Bellomont 
 

Early in Wharton’s 1905 novel The House of Mirth, the female protagonist Lily Bart 

is conceived of thus: “Selden reflected that it was the same streak of sylvan 

freedom that lent such savor to her artificiality”.38 Despite, or perhaps because 

of his location in a well-appointed Manhattan apartment at the Benedick, 

Lawrence Selden associates Lily with woodland haunts. His stress on “sylvan” 

evokes a poeticized domain of frolicking nymphs, fauns and satyrs. Of course, 

Selden’s notion of a spirited – or uninhibited – femininity in terms of “sylvan 

freedom” is itself “artificial” – a hint of the male cultivation that relies on 

hackneyed mythic allusions and other learned reference to maintain gendered 

hierarchies. Selden’s fanciful conception of Lily is tested during their meeting in 

the Hudson Valley, at the Trenors’ house, Bellomont Park during a Sunday stroll. 

Gary Totten contends that “Bellomont’s artificiality is emphasized by the way in 

which its rural nature has been manufactured”.39 As Totten notes, there is a sense 

that Bellomont, much like Selden’s “republic of the spirit”40 is a piece of theatre 

that offers a methodically structured snapshot of countryside manners and mores. 

This is apparent in Bellomont’s library, the “only surviving portion of the old 

manor-house”, whose “pleasantly shabby books” are simply stage props rather 

than precious reading matter that offers intellectual nourishment. Lily is acutely 

aware that Bellomont is a different kind of space, whose owners have left stories 

layered on top of one another in the form of wood, glass and stone. Plus, she is 

conscious of the highly contrived natural beauty encircled within somebody’s 

else’s property. She can look and linger, but how close can she get to the blossoms 

to appreciate their hues and organic texture? Can she claim Bellomont’s abundant 

cultural resources as her own, or do they simply throw into relief the “meagreness 

of her own opportunities” as an interloper?41 The estate is not hers and so to stroll 

in it, by permission, is to register a pronounced spatial difference.42 A welcomed 

 
38 Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth. Edited by Elizabeth Ammons. W. W. Norton & Company, 
Inc, 1990, 12. 
39 Gary Totten, “Women, Art, and the Natural World in Edith Wharton’s Works.” The New Edith 
Wharton Studies, edited by Jennifer Haytock and Laura Rattray. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2019, p. 175–188. Twenty-First-Century Critical Revisions, 185. 
40 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 55. 
41 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 23. 
42 See J. R. Watson, “Parkland in Literature”, Landscape Research, vol. 7, no. 1, 1982, 9-13. 
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guest can so easily become an upstart trespasser. However, the palpable details 

of this site, on a cursory view, suggest a languorous, even paradisical milieu: 

 

Everything in her surroundings ministered to feelings of ease and amenity. 
The windows stood open to the sparkling freshness of the September 
morning, and between the yellow boughs she caught a perspective of 
hedges and parterres leading by degrees of lessening formality to the free 
undulations of the park.43  

 

 This external effect (“ease”) gives little hint of the “brutal and self-

engrossed” hangers-on and social parasites who occupy the lofty hall within. The 

outward, surface splendor camouflages perhaps a fraught history of class struggle 

and animosity. This tension is hinted at by the etymological associations of the 

name “Bellomont” (“beauty” and “battle”) as well as the décor of the mansion’s 

main stairway and flesh-colored “crimson carpet”. The weathering that lends the 

imposing Bellomont masonry its “beauty” contrasts with the youthful “freshness” 

that the high society ladies indoors must cultivate if they are to retain “value” 

and desirability as major players in the cut-throat marriage market.  

 The phrasing of the extract above also makes us ask: who pays for Lily’s 

“feelings” of “amenity”? Her pastoral pleasure focuses our attention on the 

invisible, exacting manual labor (such as weeding and cleaning) that makes it 

possible. The “garden enclosed of the Canticles”44 in Sanctuary contrasts with the 

enclosure portrayed here – not just the “great gilt cage” of Bellomont but the 

reduction of public rights of way, even a land grab of the commons. The “ease 

and amenity” of this planned outdoor space is tied to a sense of Bellomont as a 

mixture of naturalist and formalist styles of garden design, which, based on the 

evidence of Wharton’s horticultural writings, is peculiarly problematic. 

Bellomont’s visual variety shows that it looks overseas for frameworks of 

inspiration, collecting and melding signs from obscure, archaic and defunct garden 

languages but without quite arriving at a distinctive and self-confident American 

style. Wharton’s Italian Gardens and their Villas celebrates the “purity” and rigor 

of garden formalism, its sober divisions, clipped geometries and framed views of 

distant prospects – not the ecumenical “mix and match” of landscaping strategies 

that Lily’s view of Bellomont implies. Garden formalism – whose aesthetic credos 

affirm the operations of human creativity – had regained popularity in the final 

 
43 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 34. 
44 Wharton, “Sanctuary”, 151. 



 

 

40 
two decades of the nineteenth century.  For the landscape historian and theorist 

John Dixon Hunt this type of park is “third nature” because it is, fundamentally, 

an “expression of human experience” – a place as “art object” enriched by an 

infectious eclecticism.45 However, Wharton’s narrator suggests that the Bellomont 

“park”, with its “parterres” and “hedges”, instead of manifesting the “exquisite 

suitability” of, say, the Cedarledge estate in Twilight Sleep, makes only modish 

gestures towards the Italian-inspired baroque pleasure gardens of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century France, with their witty, not-completely natural orchestration 

of finished borders, gravel walks, luxuriant topiaries, fountains and sculptural 

elements.  

 There is a droll irony in how the “sparkling freshness” and “free 

undulations” that Lily notes here has been precisely – and no doubt expensively – 

crafted by teams of professional landscapers well-drilled in the structuring of 

“perspectival projections”.46 Plus there is a hint of the absurd in how the owners 

of Bellomont – who might like to proclaim in public that they espouse egalitarian 

republicanism – craft their garden along aristocratic lines. The “yellow boughs” 

become a framing device, tempting Lily to assume that the park’s notable features 

(the ostensibly haphazard, natural disorder of “free undulations”) somehow 

mirrors her emancipated and hidden self – a self that deserves better than the 

stale manners of the New York glitterati and seeks instead romantic adventure 

with male companions on winding woodland footpaths. 

 Such horticultural prowess in designing agreeable, eye-catching tensions 

between the “formal” and the “free” at Bellomont, the calculated and the 

seemingly spontaneous, speaks insistently to Lily. After all, she is adept at staging 

a stylish femininity with – as Selden remarks – a piquant “streak of sylvan 

freedom”. Selden unwittingly associates Lily with the country estate when he 

muses in the first chapter: “she must have cost a great deal to make”.47 The text 

even implies Lily herself is a kind of gardener whose body must be presented in 

the most graceful manner: “the modelling” of her “little ear, the crisp upward 

wave of her hair – was it ever so slightly brightened by art? – and the thick planting 

of her straight black lashes” (my emphasis). Such pointed terms remind us that 

 
45 John Dixon Hunt, “Introduction: Reading and Writing the Site”, in Gardens and the Picturesque: 
Studies in the History of Landscape Architecture. MIT Press, 1992, 9-11. 
46 See Allen Weiss, Mirrors of Infinity: The French Formal Garden and 17th-Century Metaphysics. 
Princeton Architectural Press, 1995, 14-16. 
47 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 46, 4. 
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Lily’s “work” – securing an affluent spouse – might be made easier by a terrace 

overlooking “sunken gardens” whose ambience is “propitious” to her “scheme of 

courtship”.48 The green retreat and the woman within it become, in Selden’s eyes 

at least, artistic commodities.49 However, Bellomont’s grounds represent a 

tantalizing space, whose aesthetic and romantic associations can lead the unwary 

(female) visitor to ruin. The terraces hold out a promise of amorous fulfilment for 

Lily, foreshadowing the pleasant afternoon she will spend with Selden soon 

thereafter. As Wharton’s narrator makes explicit, Bellomont’s design offers too 

much scope for Lily to indulge her romantic thought-adventures. For all her self-

belief and apparent poise, she is ill-equipped to navigate the affective and moral 

dilemmas synonymous with the parkland. Lily lacks the emotional equipment to 

“commune” with organic forms in the manner set forth by Wharton’s A Backward 

Glance: 

 

The terrace at Bellomont on a September afternoon was a spot propitious 
to sentimental musings, and as Miss Bart stood leaning against the 
balustrade above the sunken garden, at a little distance from the animated 
group about the tea-table, she might have been lost in the mazes of an 
inarticulate happiness.50  

 

 The “terrace” here becomes a stage not for full and frank self-analysis. 

Rather it allows for “sentimental musing”, a pose which connotes a willful 

distancing from the wellspring of honest affect. This again reminds us of a garden 

as a chic object – for Lily the ornamental lawns cannot be a “living creation that 

never stands still”. Instead, it must offer a static platform for her plotting about 

potential partners, which seems closer to high society “performance art”.51  Long 

before Bertha Dorset casts Lily out from her refined social circle, Lily yearns for 

an alternative, less rule-bound and hidebound space. However, the pastoral and 

affective solace that Lily craves is forever on the other side of that maze of 

 
48 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 4-5. 
49 Lily herself muses that her “beauty” was “not the mere ephemeral possession it might have been 
in the hands of inexperience: her skill in enhancing it […] seemed to give it a kind of permanence”. 
See The House of Mirth, 49-50.  
50 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 39. 
51 Gordon Campbell, A Short History of Gardens, Oxford University Press, 2016, 6. On the garden 
as a complex art object see Mark Francis and Randolph T. Hester, eds. The Meaning of Gardens: 
Idea, Place and Action. MIT Press, 1990; George McKay, Radical Gardening: Politics, Idealism and 
Rebellion in the Garden. Frances Lincoln, 2011. 
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“inarticulate happiness” – suggesting her restiveness, estrangement and fear of 

passing time.  

Whereas in “high society” episodes Lily stands out as an economic anomaly, 

unwilling, or unable, to behave in the measured, modest fashion that is expected 

of her, against a verdant backdrop she tries to explore a different side to her 

temperament: “Seating herself on the upper step of the terrace, Lily leaned her 

head against the honeysuckles wreathing the balustrade. The fragrance of the late 

blossoms seemed an emanation of the tranquil scene, a landscape tutored to the 

last degree of rural elegance”.52 The narrator’s terms here indicate that while the 

composition of Bellomont might proclaim a productive and pleasing communion 

between human and natural energies, the formal garden also reveals a history of 

human pruning and interference (not collaboration) with, even dominion over, the 

organic environment – hence “tutored to the last degree”. If, in the words of poet 

R. S. Thomas, a garden is “a gesture against the wild, / The ungovernable sea of 

grass” then Bellomont shows how that gesture can turn belligerent.53 The garden 

flowers have been “trimmed” to the point where they have lost the natural 

element of wonder perhaps – and what about the threat to biodiversity in such 

acts? For Wharton maybe, the apogee of such “tutoring” – horticultural splendor 

reliant on obvious deployment of manmade features – might have been the 

austere, even forbidding formality of the baroque spaces at Versailles.54  

The striking descriptions of Bellomont raise a key question: does Lily intuit 

in this domestication and disciplining of private grounds – hiding defects and 

imposing “elegance” as a cultural touchstone – a force that oddly mirrors the 

constraints under which she chafes in her smart set? In this parkland is concretized 

an image of the policing instincts that fuel and perpetuate gender oppression. This 

might explain the affective impact of an incisive short sentence: “Lily did not 

want to join the circle about the tea-table”.55 A seemingly “tranquil” expanse 

invites us to ponder the human effort – or conquest and clearance – needed to 

 
52 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 40. The expression “rural elegance” is akin to “rustic eminence”, 
the words used by John Ruskin to describe his childhood country home. See John Ruskin, 
Praeterita. Vol. 1, George Allen, 1907, 35. See also Michael Conan, ed. Perspectives on Garden 
Histories. Dumbarton Oaks, 1991; U. P. Hedrick, A History of Horticulture in America to 1860. 
Timber Press, 1988.  
53 Quoted in David E. Cooper, The Philosophy of Gardens. Oxford University Press, 2006, 15. 
54 The garden theorist Michael Pollan inveighs against the idea of the lawn as chemically controlled 
and aggressively tutored nature, or as he calls it “nature under totalitarian rule”. See Michael 
Pollan, Second Nature. Delta, 1991. 
55 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 40. 
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create and sustain a regimented vista where forest becomes homestead, in whose 

“foreground glowed the warm tints of the gardens. Beyond the lawn, with its 

pyramidal pale-gold maples and velvety firs, sloped pastures dotted with cattle; 

and through a long glade the river widened like a lake under the silver light of 

September”.56  The adjectives “pyramidal pale-gold”, “silver” (an echo of the 

earlier “breakfast tray, with its harmonious porcelain and silver”) and “velvety” 

(my emphasis), bring a troubling hint of the hubristic, the commercial and the 

synthetic into this organic scene – a worry that the techniques of formal gardening 

reveals a distortion, not a judicious exercise of, human will. And it is this exercise 

(where cash trumps high art?), that threatens to smother, subdue, even decimate, 

the very thing it seeks to laud – the unrivalled, luxuriant beauty of native soil. For 

the sociologist Thorstein Veblen in 1899, the landscaping of Bellomont by the 

“well-to-do classes” would no doubt have signaled “a superior expensiveness or 

futility”57 – conspicuous consumption that Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby also 

targets with unerring accuracy. One of the founding fathers of North American 

landscape gardening, Andrew Jackson Downing, deplored – and this is apparent in 

his lexis – the profit-driven “[s]ymmetrical uniformity” that “governed with 

despotic power even the trees and foliage” of some east coast parks.58 For the 

horticulturalist Robert Morris Copeland writing in the 1860s, this would have been 

a grave concern. We must admit, he concluded, “that nature far excels man in 

producing beautiful effects with earth, grass, trees, and water”.59  

When Lily misses the church service and happens upon Selden conversing 

with Bertha, she leaves that encounter to enter the park: “with a bright nod to 

the couple on whom she had intruded, Miss Bart strolled through the glass doors 

and carried her rustling grace down the long perspective of the garden walk”.60 

What is suggested here of the connection between Lily’s personal allure and her 

palpable locale, which represents a mediated and manufactured version of nature 

(“long perspective”)? Again, “carried” indicates Lily’s self-conscious awareness of 

creating a pose, playing a part, in a garden that conveniently broadcasts, rather 

 
56 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 40. 
57 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class [1899]. Oxford University Press, 2007, 81-83.  
58 See Andrew Jackson Downing, A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening 
Adapted to North America. Wiley and Putnam, 1841, 90-93; see also Andrew Jackson Downing, 
Rural Essays. G. P. Putnam, 1853. 
59 Robert Morris Copeland, Country Life: A Handbook of Agriculture, Horticulture, and Landscape 
Gardening, 2nd edition, Orange Judd and Co., 1867, 84-86. 
60 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 49. 



 

 

44 
than masks, artificiality. According to Alice Morse Earle, an early twentieth 

century landscape theorist, a “garden artilizes Nature”61 – and Wharton’s “long 

perspectives” also serve to frame and underscore Lily’s artful performance of 

feminine “grace”. Through this performance she tries to project adventurous 

independence of mind and body, a readiness to query demarcations, to break 

patterns and overstep borders: “At length, having passed from the gardens to the 

wood-path beyond, so far forgot her intention as to sink into a rustic seat at a 

bend of the walk”.62 As much as Lily’s acts of self-fashioning try to question, resist 

and reject high society norms of “breeding” and gender (and its gatekeepers 

assert class solidarity by eventually rejecting her), she cannot cope by herself. 

She ends up in a kind of topographical and affective limbo. The narrator remarks 

with sly irony: “The spot was charming, and Lily was not insensible to the charm, 

or to the fact that her presence enhanced it; but she was not accustomed to taste 

the joys of solitude except in company, and the combination of a handsome girl 

and a romantic scene struck her as too good to be wasted”.63 Lily’s self-placement 

as an eligible and “handsome girl” reveals how she converts – in a manner that 

prompts comparison with formalist landscape designers – the natural into “a 

scene”, one that follows an organized script. For Lily, this scene should play out 

as an encounter rich in romantic possibilities. However, the role of melancholic 

recluse is one she cannot inhabit, and Lily is no happier here than she is in the 

terrible “company” indoors: “She felt a stealing sense of fatigue as she walked; 

the sparkle had died out of her, and the taste of life was stale on her lips”.64 This 

misery is crystallized by a “vague sense of failure, of an inner isolation deeper 

than the loneliness about her”.65  

That this key episode plays out in September, a transitional month between 

summer and autumn, adds a complex dimension to the portrayal of Lily and 

Selden’s surroundings – “a zone of lingering summer”: “through the light quiver of 

ash-leaves, the country unrolled itself in pastoral distances”.66 These “pastoral” 

sensuous effects are underlined by the lane showing “thickening tufts of fern and 

of the creeping glossy verdure of shaded slopes”:  

 
61 Alice Morse Earle, “Introduction” to Horace Walpole, Essay on Modern Gardening (reprint of 
1785 edn). Kirgate Press, 1904, xx. 
62 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 49. 
63 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 49-50. 
64 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 50. 
65 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 50. 
66 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 51. 
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The landscape outspread below her seemed an enlargement of her present 
mood, and she found something of herself in its calmness, its breadth, its 
long free reaches. On the nearer slopes the sugar-maples wavered like 
pyres of light; lower down was a massing of grey orchards, and here and 
there the lingering green of an oak-grove.67  

 

The narrator’s phrasing directs our attention to the quality of Lily’s affective 

“enlargement” in this “landscape” of “sugar-maples”. Does this moment really 

leave her energized, her “present mood” improved? The “long free reaches” seem 

to echo Bellomont’s “free undulations”. The problem here, of course, is that “Lily 

had no real intimacy with nature” – and little curiosity about the ideas and 

assumptions behind estate management. What she has instead is “a passion for 

the appropriate and could be keenly sensitive to a scene which was the fitting 

background of her own sensations”.68 Here the garden exposes one of her 

weaknesses – her habit of switching between social masks to proclaim a stable 

subjectivity. Her “passion” signals a readiness to be displayed under the right 

conditions; like flowers in full bloom, she can be ornamental, bright, eye-catching 

and fragrant. She contrives a winning artificial image to secure a niche among a 

New York patrician coterie she both envies and deplores. However, she cannot 

indulge masquerade and maintain her individual agency. This is the pathos that 

the Bellomont episode catches through the myriad references to flora – and even 

in Lily’s own name.   

 It is tempting here to interpret Bellomont, with all its lavish, ersatz beauty 

chiseled by social ambition and riches, as a means of drawing out Lily’s psychic 

frailties – caught as she is between the promptings of sensual appetite and rarefied 

taste. Lily confronts some of the core cultural narratives with which early 

twentieth-century American “high society” sought to define itself.69 What 

separates, for example, old money from new, established social tribes from pushy 

ascendant ones? However, this would be to miss the point of the elaborate 

depictions of the estate. Lily’s unease in this locality flows from her position as 

an incautious and inexpert reader of the garden’s runic clues – what architectural 

historian John Vlach calls “articulated” space, a strategically devised visual 

 
67 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 51. 
68 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 51. 
69 See Gail Finney, The Counterfeit Idyll: The Garden Ideal and Social Reality in Nineteenth-
Century Fiction. M. Niemeyer, 1984.  
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“show” that discloses vital details about class hierarchy and links to European 

styles.70 Bellomont is public to a limited degree, but it is a large-scale private 

project, a reflection of its owner’s cultural cachet and fondness for display, an 

opportunity to consolidate the political sway of a leisured (if not really educated) 

elite.  

Crucially, Bellomont is an ideological as well as environmental arena in 

which one will be surveyed, ruthlessly “valued” and appraised – and in Lily’s case 

found wanting. Though she gambles on being able to manipulate people so as to 

clinch a prosperous future, she cannot quite grasp spatial semiotics. In contrast 

to Wharton, who in A Backward Glance can pinpoint, and learn from, that moment 

“when the grasses first spoke to” her, Lily is not able to apprehend those earth 

sacraments or “voices” from the soil. Furthermore, as she discovers to her 

chagrin, the realm of the “natural” is as much about deep pockets, social one-

upmanship, surveillance and sexual politics as it is about sunlight and shadow, 

“sugar-maples” and “a massing of grey orchards”. She does not, perhaps, take 

seriously enough, the rigid rules, expectations and especially the grievous costs 

synonymous with “the woman in a garden”.71 These expectations have little to do 

with botany and horticulture. Rather they touch upon the gendered narratives of 

men and women’s roles in a country estate; how the orthodox rhetoric of 

gardening equates men with landowning prowess, daring design, inordinate wealth 

and erudition, while the New York wives are demure and decorative entities, at 

best. The expanse whose terraces and parterres seem to supply “ease and 

amenity” is – presumably – the work of men serving the dominant structures of 

American landowning. Bellomont emerges then, for Lily at least, as a source of 

misleading and unhappy sensory affect, wrong turns and trickeries. It is far from 

the walled garden where outside worries and upheavals cannot enter. Bellomont’s 

“undulations” indicate how the landscape of “pastoral”, promising the unbridled 

joys of a green retreat, can blur into a region of dread and disgrace.  

 

  

 
70 John Michael Vlach, Back of the Big House: The Cultural Landscape of the Plantation, exhibition, 
1995; see also Christopher Thacker, The History of Gardens. University of California Press, 1985; 
Janet Fiskio, “Unsettling Ecocriticism: Rethinking Agrarianism, Place, and Citizenship”, American 
Literature, vol. 84, no. 2, 2012, p. 301-25. Annette Giesecke and Naomi Jacobs, eds., Earth 
Perfect? Nature, Utopia and the Garden. Black Dog, 2012. 
71 See David E. Cooper, The Philosophy of Gardens. Oxford University Press, 2006, 23. 
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Section 1.1.2 Skuytercliff 
 

Wharton’s Pulitzer-winning 1920 novel The Age of Innocence also features a 

significant episode set in the Hudson Valley. Skuytercliff is the Van der Luydens’ 

country house, and its name bears a telling assonance with Wyndclyffe, the 

Rhinecliff mansion of Elizabeth Schermerhorn Jones, Wharton’s aunt. Wharton 

reminisces about playing “on the lawns of Rhinecliff” as a child in A Backward 

Glance.72 However, it is also true that Aunt Elizabeth’s mansion is recalled in the 

memoir as a locus of “terror” because of its “intolerable ugliness”: “I can still 

remember hating everything at Rhinecliff”, an “expansive but dour specimen of 

Hudson River Gothic”. Wharton evokes the locality as the very antithesis of a rural 

idyll: “from the first I was obscurely conscious of a queer resemblance between 

the granite exterior of Aunt Elizabeth and her grimly comfortable” and “turreted 

home”.73 It is tempting to speculate that some of these sense-impressions color 

the Hudson Valley in her fictional writings.   

As with The House of Mirth’s Bellomont which, instead of offering Lily an 

aesthetic, recreational or meditative balm, exposes her perceptual shortcomings 

as a reader of nature, so Newland Archer crucially fails to grasp the full extent of 

his future spouse’s awareness during “the garden episode” of Faust at “the 

sociable old Academy”,74 and later the Mission Garden in St. Augustine. Such 

personal lapses, frailties and blind spots in these crucial encounters mean that he 

is unable to disentangle himself from high society’s gilded cage. What lends 

Skuytercliff its misleading power is how it awakens in Archer a responsiveness to 

its landscape as a series of painterly flourishes: “coming down a footpath that 

crossed the highway, he [Archer] caught sight of a slight figure in a red cloak, with 

a big dog running ahead. He hurried forward, and Madame Olenska stopped short 

with a smile of welcome”.75 Archer and Ellen’s meeting becomes another literary 

“staging” of the biblical “garden enclosed” from Wharton’s earlier novella 

Sanctuary. In this instance, Archer and Ellen seem to occupy an idyllic pastoral 

space that cannot be: “For a moment Archer stood watching, his gaze delighted 

by the red meteor against the snow; then he started after her, and they met, 

 
72 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 28. 
73 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 28. 
74 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 3. 
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panting and laughing, at a wicket that led into the park”.76 The contrast in 

temperature evidences this: Ellen is a “red meteor” in the midst of winter “snow”, 

melting Archer’s heart as he pursues her.  

The descriptions of the winter landscape prompt, on a cursory reading, 

comparison with the chilly vistas in Ethan Frome: “The white glitter of the trees 

filled the air with its own mysterious brightness, and as they walked on over the 

snow the ground seemed to sing under their feet”.77 The narrator deploys the 

oxymoronic “mysterious brightness” to suggest the incongruence of Archer and 

Ellen’s adulterous relationship. By strolling through the park, Archer and Ellen 

seamlessly transition from what they see as a pastoral retreat to what Elizabeth 

Bradley calls a “Knickerbocker landscape”: “They were walking past the house of 

the old Patroon, with its squat walls and small square windows compactly grouped 

about a central chimney”.78 This is not only a reminder of Wharton’s own Dutch 

ancestry,79 but an elaborate historical framing that permits Archer and Ellen’s 

relationship to exist briefly, before the interruption of Julius Beaufort’s arrival. 

At this point, the Skuytercliff meeting already seems a vaguely realized episode 

from the past: “Archer, as the three strolled back through the park, was aware of 

this odd sense of disembodiment: and humbling as it was to his vanity it gave him 

ghostly advantage of observing unobserved”.80 Archer’s “odd sense of 

disembodiment” here is intriguing. It conveys a sense that not only the 

fluctuations of human feeling, but the natural world itself – “the park” in this 

episode – is “ghostly”, tricky to apprehend and specify. What terminology should 

Archer employ to account for his surroundings and the people within it?81 Just as 

 
76 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 83. 
77 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 83. 
78 See Elizabeth L. Bradley, “Dutch New York from Irving to Wharton.” The Cambridge Companion 
to the Literature of New York, edited by Cyrus R. K. Patell and Bryan Waterman. Cambridge 
University Press, 2010, p. 27–41. Cambridge Companions to Literature, 38; Wharton, The Age of 
Innocence, 83. 
79 Wharton writes that: “On both sides, our colonial ancestry goes back for nearly three hundred 
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with New York”. Wharton, A Backward Glance, 9. 
80 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 85. 
81 This is one of Lawrence Buell’s core interests in, for example, The Environmental Imagination: 
Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of American Culture. Harvard University Press, 1995; 
Lawrence Buell, The Future of Environmental Criticism. Blackwell, 2005; Stacy Alaimo, Bodily 
Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self. Indiana University Press, 2001; Bill 
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he associates May with St. Augustine in his memory, so he links Ellen with 

Skuytercliff:  

  

All through the night he pursued through those enchanted pages the vision 
of a woman who had the face of Ellen Olenska; but when he woke the next 
morning, and looked out at the brownstone houses across the street, and 
thought of his desk in Mr. Letterblair’s office, and the family pew in Grace 
Church, his hour in the park of Skuytercliff became as far outside the pale 
of probability as the visions of the night.82 
 

 “Enchanted pages” not only reminds us of the staging of an “enchanted 

garden” in the earlier performance of Faust (“No expense had been spared on the 

setting”).83 It also evokes those weird intangibles, complex rhetorical formulations 

and wispy abstractions that Wharton relies on in the Italian Villas essays to 

describe “garden-magic”. What is so striking about the passage above is how 

Archer’s sense of the “magic” with Ellen cannot be entertained for long. As soon 

as he tries to dwell on the links between romantic passion and garden plots, he 

finds the whole encounter beyond “the pale of probability”. “Pale” not only 

captures the whiteness of the winter snow. It also alerts us to the interplay 

between the boundaries of a park (the posts separating gardens from virgin 

wilderness) and what is judged “proper” or decent (beyond the pale) by the 

gatekeepers of moneyed metropolitan respectability.  

The last mention of Skuytercliff is as the location of Newland and May’s 

honeymoon. The cruel irony is apparent: “The Van der Luydens show it to so few 

people. But they opened it to Ellen, it seems, and she told me what a darling little 

place it was: she says it’s the only house she’s been in America that she could 

imagine being perfectly happy in”.84 Archer has already shared this happiness with 

Ellen. The “magic” of Archer and Ellen’s encounter, those “enchanted pages”, are 

written over to become a partially effaced layer of a topographical palimpsest. 

What is perhaps most arresting about the parks and country estates in The 

House of Mirth and The Age of Innocence is how Wharton’s narrators seem to 

studiously avoid the brand of sardonic and spiky polemic, the politicized and 

historicized appraisal of “naturalist” versus “formalist” gardens which lends her 

nonfiction essays on landscape design their unusual tone. As we have seen, these 

two novels furnish often exact, even lyrical renderings of flora and fauna, and how 

 
82 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 87. 
83 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 5. 
84 Wharton, The Age of Innocence, 116. 
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parks mediate between myriad “oppositions that define human experience”.85 

However, this is achieved without the overt, highly self-conscious, even combative 

theorizing of, say, Italian Villas, a text that leaves us in little doubt about 

Wharton’s preference for (worthy) European garden design over (the aesthetically 

suspect), more naturalist or informal “English” style. The only trace we can find 

of Wharton’s garden philosophy is through the professional gusto of Dallas Archer, 

Newland’s adult son in The Age of Innocence. Clearly, Dallas has little time for 

the trappings of a “Colonial” style. Indeed, he is eager to undertake European 

travel so that he can sharpen his grasp of the classical form synonymous with 

Italian garden design and thus improve the aesthetic sensibilities of his wealthier 

countrymen.  

Wharton’s decision to eschew explicit conceptual commentary on the 

fictional gardens featured here – to construct certain “palings” between the 

novelistic and the horticultural – is, it turns out, a canny narrative strategy. We 

follow, and become increasingly absorbed by, Lily’s and Archer’s halting attempts 

to decipher structures of meaning in an ambiguous environmental “script”. “To 

see another’s garden”, according to the American landscape architect Charles 

Downing Lay’s 1924 A Garden Book, “may give us a keen perception of the richness 

and poverty of his personality, of his experiences and associations in life, and of 

his spiritual qualities”.86 However, Lily and Archer do not see clearly enough, they 

cannot construe the right stories in the fountains and flowers, the colorful borders 

and hedgerows, and so their “labors of love” yield paltry results. These romantic 

navigators of private gardens and parks must t/read carefully, locating those 

shrubs and broadleaf trees in the dense web of art, architecture and socio-

economic circumstances in which they are entrenched. As the fiery Carrie Fisher 

observes in The House of Mirth: “That’s Lily all over […] she works like a slave 

preparing the ground and sowing her seed; but the day she ought to be reaping 

the harvest” she “goes off on a picnic”.87 Like Lily, Newland Archer loses focus 

and mistranslates – he cannot resist converting coded warnings into buoyant signs 

of affective fulfilment. Their misperceptions suggest gardening is an innocent 

amusement, a gateway to Jonathan Bate’s post-Romantic “recreational space in 

which we can walk and breathe and play”. 88 However, Wharton shows the activity 

 
85 Mara Miller, The Garden as Art. SUNY Press, 1993, 57. 
86 Charles Downing Lay, A Garden Book for Autumn and Winter. Duffield & Co., 1924, 13. 
87 Wharton, The House of Mirth, 190. 
88 Jonathan Bate, The Song of the Earth. Picador, 2000, 64. 
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as a “making” of abiding human importance. The characters’ failure directs our 

gaze to a profound, yet arcane idiom for some jaded habitués of country house 

great halls – what Wharton’s friend Vernon Lee might call the “lie of the land” 

(my emphasis).89        

 

  

 
89 Vernon Lee, Genius Loci: Notes on Place. Leopold Classic Library, 1898, 5-6. 
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Section 1.1.3 Cedarledge 
 

Although, as Hermione Lee notes, “Wharton did not write a novel about a 

gardener”, it “might not be too fanciful to think that gardening and novel-writing 

have something in common”.90 This is not altogether accurate, because Pauline 

Manford, the female protagonist of the 1925 novel Twilight Sleep, is many things, 

including a keen recreational gardener: “She thought it a duty: it might help to 

spread the love of gardening (another of her hobbies); and besides it was 

undemocratic to refuse to share one’s private privileges with the multitude”.91 

Pauline’s gardening project – with its sense of noblesse oblige – is the Manford’s 

country estate Cedarledge in the Hudson Valley, which serves as a bucolic 

sanctuary from the “roar and menace” synonymous with New York City. Its 

tranquilizing effect is powerfully felt:  

 

And so it had come about that every year the Cedarledge estate had pushed 
the encircling landscape farther back, and substituted for its miles of 
golden-rod and birch and maple more acres of glossy lawn, and more 
specimen limes and oaks and cut-leaved beeches, domed over more and 
more windings of expensive shrubbery.92 
 

This extract both reveals and conceals the economic tendencies and tactics of 

(male?) landowners – to dominate, consolidate and expand. Here it is the 

“Cedarledge estate” that “had pushed” the terrain “farther back”, as if such 

growth is the work of organic nature itself as opposed to a large-scale enterprise 

funded by those with deep pockets and an irresistible need to proclaim social 

prestige through “more acres of glossy lawn”. The invisible hand of inherited male 

privilege is contrasted with Pauline’s status as a sensitive and pragmatic gardener, 

overseeing every detail of her estate – though she does not get her fingers overly 

green by weeding it. Unlike other thick descriptions of gardens in Wharton’s 

oeuvre, Cedarledge is delineated in practical as well as botanical terms.93 

Cedarledge is less of an “in-between” space and more of a crisply specified 

modern site that requires watchful and scrupulous upkeep:  

 

To Pauline each tree, shrub, water-course, herbaceous border, meant not 
only itself, but the surveying of grades, transporting of soil, tunnelling for 

 
90 Lee, Edith Wharton, 563. 
91 Edith Wharton, Twilight Sleep. Simon & Schuster, 2010, 103. 
92 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 213. 
93 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 213. 
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drainage, conducting of water, the business correspondence and paying of 
bills, which had preceded its existence; and she would have cared for it far 
less – perhaps not at all – had it sprung into being unassisted, like the 
random shadbushes and wild cherry trees beyond the gates.94 

 

 This evocation of “tree” and “shrub” implies Cedarledge looks forward to 

what Ursula Heise calls the ethical and empathetic project of “eco-

cosmopolitanism” – a situated mode of knowledge that links “experiences of local 

endangerment to a sense of planet that encompasses both human and nonhuman 

worlds”. Heise is fascinated by the mutual entanglement of the “human” and 

“nonhuman” as well as the cultural standpoints and prejudices embedded in the 

natural world.95 Cedarledge becomes an encompassing site for the “human” – in 

this case the Manford family – as well as for the “nonhuman”, which includes both 

the endemic vegetation as well as the modern technological contrivances used to 

conserve and enhance the “glossy” green retreat.  

In the first description of Cedarledge, both elements are included: “In the 

village, the glint of the gilt weathercock on the new half-timbered engine-house; 

under a rich slope of pasture-land the recently enlarged dairy-farm; then woods 

of hemlock and dogwood; acres of rhododendron, azalea and mountain laurel 

acclimatized about a hidden lake”.96 The “engine-house” coexists with the 

“pasture-land”, a nascent, tentative form of eco-cosmopolitanism, that, as Heise 

proposes, “goes beyond environmentalist clichés regarding universal 

connectedness and the pastoral understanding of ecology that informed earlier 

kinds of modern environmentalist thinking”.97 By including both the advanced 

technology and the vegetation, eco-cosmopolitanism furnishes an intriguing vision 

of convergence. The design of Cedarledge also provides a vivid “glimpse” of: 

 

Japanese water-gardens fringed with cherry bloom and catkins; open lawns, 
spreading trees, the long brick house-front and its terraces, and through a 
sculptured archway the Dutch garden with dwarf topiary work and endless 
files of bulbs about the commander’s baton of a stately sundial.98 

 

 
94 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 213. 
95 Ursula K. Heise, Sense of Place and Sense of Planet: The Environmental Imagination of the 
Global. Oxford University Press, 2008, 169. 
96 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 213. 
97 Heise, 159. 
98 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 213. 
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That the “Japanese water-gardens” and “Dutch garden” are all contained in the 

Hudson Valley, points to what Heise terms “an environmentally inflected 

cosmopolitanism” that “needs to combine sustained familiarity and fluency in 

more than one culture with a systemic understanding of global ecology”.99 Not 

only “global ecology” – we see that “global economy” and “culture” are accounted 

for: “The faint spring loveliness reached her somehow, in long washes of pale 

green, and the blurred mauve of budding vegetation; but her eyes could not linger 

on any particular beauty without its dissolving into soil, manure, nurserymen’s 

catalogues, and bills again – bills”.100  “Beauty” (the serene life of a shepherdess 

in pastoral) and the necessary (exacting daily toil evoked by the georgic), the 

abstract and embodied experience, leisure and business, are woven through these 

verbal nuances. Wharton’s narrator wittily balances “soil” and “manure” with 

“catalogues” and “bills”. In a sly rhetorical flourish, touching “bills” is equated 

with handling “manure” – playing on the connotations of money as soiled paper, 

filthy lucre, etc. – to produce the same feelings of base disgust.101  It is through 

this dense web of imagery that we grasp the cultural and economic significance 

of Cedarledge to its owners: “It had all cost a terrible lot of money; but she was 

proud of that too – to her it was part of the beauty, part of the exquisite order 

and suitability which reigned as much in the simulated wildness of the 

rhododendron glen as in the geometrical lines of the Dutch garden”.102 Does 

“exquisite order” point to the formal arrangement of a garden or the entrenched 

power of an emergent inter/national elite, linked by “lines” of shared fiscal and 

political interest? Wild/(er)ness is, of course, an intrinsically slippery and vexing 

category in any so-called nature writing, but the oxymoronic “simulated wildness” 

(anticipating an ever more commercialized or even virtual nature?) serves to 

exemplify the complexities of an environmentally oriented cosmopolitanism.  

Pauline Manford has made Cedarledge what it is, however this version of 

the country estate is for her daughter Nona “simply the world of her childhood, 

and she could see it from no other angle, nor imagine it as ever having been 

 
99 Heise, 159. 
100 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 213-214. 
101 This figuring of the monetary and the organic reminds us of Heise’s argument that the “task of 
ecocriticism with a cosmopolitan perspective is to develop an understanding and critique of these 
mechanisms as they play themselves out in different cultural contexts so as to create a variety of 
ecological imaginations of the global”. Heise, 62. 
102 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 214. 
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different”.103 Unlike Pauline who relates to Cedarledge in a measured and no-

nonsense fashion, Nona resorts to an idealizing tendency, or a mode of bourgeois 

escapism that has little time for the garden’s relationship with industrial 

modernization: “To her it had always worn the same enchantment, stretched to 

the same remote distances. At nineteen it was almost the last illusion she had 

left” (my emphasis).104 Like Brantwood for Ruskin, Cedarledge “answered every 

purpose of Paradise” to Nona.105 We can compare Nona’s “illusion” with the 

“enchanted pages” that Newland Archer associates with romantic and 

horticultural spaces in The Age of Innocence. Nona does not share her mother’s 

acute concern with the practical challenges of maintaining Cedarledge, its woods 

and lake: she “knew nothing of what Cedarledge had cost, but little of the labor 

of its making”.106  

As my next chapter will demonstrate, Nona shares with Charity Royall in 

Summer a passion for the natural world, albeit more toned down and tentative. 

When Nona reminisces about Cedarledge it is through the evocation of a specific 

flower: “She remembered mild spring nights at Cedarledge, when she was a little 

girl, and she and Jim used to […] go to the lake, loose the canoe, and drift on a 

silver path among islets fringed with budding dogwood”.107 Dogwood is 

significantly included in the list of botanical specimens that a visitor might see 

upon first approaching Cedarledge, and it marks every memory of the estate. It is 

here that we find an echo of the biographical episode that comprises Wharton’s 

ecological awakening as a child, that special day in the Hudson Valley woods: “It 

was the same tremor that had stirred in me in the spring woods of Mamaroneck 

when I heard the whisper of the arbustus and the starry choir of dogwood; and it 

has never since been still” (my emphasis).108 Clearly dogwood has a potent 

affective resonance for Wharton both in her autobiographical texts and in Twilight 

Sleep. However, according to a couple of important nineteenth-century 

horticultural and conduct manuals it carries more tangled meanings. In Kate 

Greenaway’s Language of Flowers (1884), dogwood is synonymous with 

“durability”,109 an adjective that we might link with the resilient Pauline Manford. 

 
103 Wharton. Twilight Sleep, 215. 
104 Wharton. Twilight Sleep, 215. 
105 John Ruskin. Praeterita. Vol. 1, George Allen, 1907, 38. 
106 Wharton. Twilight Sleep, 215. 
107 Wharton. Twilight Sleep, 80. 
108 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 54. 
109 Kate Greenaway, Language of Flowers. Gramercy Publishing Company, 1978, 15. 
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On the other hand, in John H. Young’s Our Deportment (1879), dogwood prompts 

the question “Am I indifferent to you?”110 This is a question that seems to be on 

Lita Wyant’s lips, but it is never voiced. For Nona however, dogwood is a 

recollection – her very own Proustian madeleine – that is violently shattered by 

the end of Twilight Sleep.111 The final reference to Cedarledge is a traumatic one: 

“The reminder of Cedarledge would once have doubled their beauty; now it made 

her shut her eyes sharply, in the inner recoil from all the name brought back”.112 

When Gary Totten writes about this estate that “Nature’s positive potential as a 

setting for women’s introspection or renewal is apparent”,113 this is not entirely 

convincing. By the end of the novel, it has, in fact, been completely undone. Nona 

is not revitalized but rather haunted by Cedarledge and the memory of what 

played out on the “leafy stage” of this country estate.

 
110 John H. Young, Our Deportment, or, The Manners, Conduct and Dress of the Most Refined 
Society: Including Forms for Letters, Invitations, Etc., Etc.: Also Valuable Suggestions on Home 
Culture and Training. F. B. Dickerson & Co., 1879, 414. 
111 Wharton evokes the same magical enchantment she felt as a child for dogwood, by having Lita’s 
husband Jim Wyant say that: "There's the dogwood! Look! Never seen it in bloom here before, have 
you? It's one of our sights." The beauty of the dogwood is used to convince Lita to visit the country 
estate because she “had never seen the Cedarledge dogwood in bud, the woods trembling into 
green.” Lita’s presence at Cedarledge and her illicit, slightly incestuous affair with Dexter 
Manford, her mother-in-law’s husband, is what will set in motion the unfortunate accident that 
plays out in this novel. Arthur Wyant shoots Nona Manford, who happens to walk in on her father 
and his mistress. When Pauline realizes what happened to her daughter, Powder the butler is 
instructed to tell the servants to “scour the gardens” for the culprit. Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 
219, 108, 300. 
112 Wharton, Twilight Sleep, 302. 
113 Gary Totten, “Women, Art, and the Natural World in Edith Wharton’s Works.” The New Edith 
Wharton Studies, edited by Jennifer Haytock and Laura Rattray, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2019, p. 175–188. Twenty-First-Century Critical Revisions, 175. 
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Section 1.2 Garden “Haunts” 

 

In Wharton’s 1924 novella False Dawn, the “Halston Raycie house overlooked a 

lawn sloping to the Sound”. It seems to promise what Mark Francis and Randolph 

T. Hester call, in The Meaning of Gardens (1990), an “idealized order of nature 

and culture”:114  

 

Below the verandah the turf was broken by three rounds of rose-geranium, 
heliotrope and Bengal roses, which Mrs. Raycie tended in gauntlet gloves, 
under a small-hinged sunshade that folded back on its carved ivory handle. 

115  
 

In the very next sentence, the narrator swiftly undoes the blissful pastoral mood 

– melding a noble idea, a tranquil place and a less alienated mode of human labor 

– with the mention of a notorious traitor: “The house, remodeled and enlarged by 

Mr. Raycie on his marriage, had played a part in the Revolutionary war as the 

settler’s cottage where Benedict Arnold had had his headquarters”.116 The country 

house is not haunted by Arnold’s ghost in any trite sense. However, the pointed 

reference casts a long shadow over the scrupulous evocation of the estate. 

As False Dawn implies, not all cultivated sites are serene green enclaves 

that point to biblical “gardens enclosed” in Wharton’s oeuvre. These localities can 

be charged with foreboding and paranormal auras that unsettle the characters 

that seek to dwell in, or preside over, them. Some gardens, like Aunt Elizabeth’s 

mansion in A Backward Glance, even inspire Gothic “terror”. For critic Fred 

Botting, the “staples of the Gothic, are clearly identifiable in early Gothic texts”, 

since the “tradition draws on medieval romances, supernatural, Faustian and fairy 

tales, Renaissance drama, sentimental, picaresque and confessional narratives as 

well as the ruins, tombs and nocturnal speculations that fascinated Graveyard 

poets”.117 My final chapter will focus entirely on depictions of “ruins” in Wharton’s 

oeuvre, and what Gothic elements seem to be woven into the very bricks and 

mortar of these crumbling structures.  

 
114 Mark Francis and Randolph T. Hester, The Meaning of Gardens: Idea, Place and Action. MIT 
Press, 1990, 2.  
115 Edith Wharton, False Dawn. Old New York, Simon & Schuster, 1995, 7-80, 10, 39. 
116 Wharton, False Dawn, 39. 
117 Fred Botting, “Introduction: Gothic Excess and Transgressions.” Gothic. Routledge, 1996, p. 1–
13. The New Critical Idiom, 10. 
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Here I am more concerned with how Wharton’s narrators evoke what we 

might term “Gothic gardens”, using verbal strategies that both register and 

subvert the vivid, even lurid paraphernalia of earlier “supernatural romance”. 

Wharton is especially adroit in selecting and stressing particular facets of the 

visible, concrete terrain – the unembellished, unremarked, borderless qualities of 

green spaces, bringing to mind poet Ian Hamilton Finlay’s thesis that “certain 

gardens are described as retreats when they really are attacks”.118 A notable early 

example is her historical short story “The Duchess at Prayer” (1900): “I looked 

down on the gardens. An opulence of dahlias overran the box-borders, between 

cypresses that cut the sunshine like basalt shafts. Bees hung above the lavender; 

lizards sunned themselves on the benches and slipped through the cracks of the 

dry basins”.119 Like the parkland in The House of Mirth, this ostensibly restful 

environment is not what it seems. Here verbal flourishes are oddly violent: 

“overran”, “cut” and especially “hung” carrying nuances of disarray, turmoil, 

execution and fatality. Reptiles that serve a practical purpose of eating insects 

hint at sinister subterranean and nocturnal movements – what survives, even 

thrives by slipping “through the cracks”. All of this is underscored by a profound 

sense of cultural loss: “[e]verywhere were vanishing traces of that fantastic 

horticulture of which our dull age has lost its art”.120 “Fantastic” here signifies 

both admiration as well as a disruptive element reminiscent of the Gothic tropes 

in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Rappaccini’s Daughter”: “Nor did he fail again to 

observe, or imagine, an analogy between the beautiful girl and the gorgeous shrub 

that hung its gem-like flowers over the fountain; a resemblance which Beatrice 

seemed to have indulged a fantastic humor in heightening” (my italics).121  

The novella Bunner Sisters (1892), Wharton’s earliest long work of narrative 

prose fiction, also exploits the unsettling qualities of place found in “The Duchess 

at Prayer”.  Bunner Sisters draws attention to Wharton’s re-visioning of local color 

and Gothic imagery to tease out, in the terms of cultural theorist Mark Fisher’s 

The Weird and the Eerie (2016), “what lies beyond standard perception, cognition 

 
118 Alec Finlay, ed. Ian Hamilton Finlay Selections. University of California Press, 2011, 56. 
119 Wharton, “The Duchess at Prayer”, Ghost Stories of Edith Wharton. Vintage, 2009, p. 110–127, 
111. 
120 Wharton, “The Duchess at Prayer”, 111. 
121 The gardens are one of the meeting places for the eponymous Duchess and her unfortunate 
paramour, the cavaliere: “They were always together […] walking the gardens”. The Cavaliere is 
walled into the chapel by the Duke and eventually dies. See Wharton, “The Duchess at Prayer”, 
116. 
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and experience”.122 Hermione Lee regards the novella as “a haunting piece of 

American urban pastoral, unlike anything else in Wharton”.123 In this text Ramy 

convinces the sisters to go out to Hoboken to visit his friend, Mrs. Hochmuller. The 

incentive? “She’s got a real garden, you know”.124 This emphasis on “real garden” 

asserts a reassuring, palpable actuality – a site shaped by weather patterns over 

time, by habitations and activities of the non/human, and so on. However, “real” 

also gestures at its opposite – the unhomely, the subliminal and the spectral – 

immanent in a tree, shed, path or some other facet of what appears to be a 

harmless, even humdrum social milieu. While the New York smart set journeys to 

the opulent estates in the Hudson Valley, working-class wayfarers in Bunner 

Sisters must make do with a modest pastoral refuge in New Jersey.  They pass 

through “a thinly settled district, past vacant lots and arrow brick houses standing 

in unsupported solitude, till they finally reached an almost rural region of 

scattered cottages and low wooden buildings that looked like village ‘stores’”.125 

The “almost rural” implies an edgeland – that “debatable space where city and 

countryside fray” – as well as prompting comparison with the New England village 

where Wharton sets Ethan Frome, Summer and a few of her short stories.126 As in 

“The Duchess at Prayer” botanic specificities carry unusual affective and symbolic 

heft: “Clumps of dielytra and day-lilies bloomed behind the paling, and a crooked 

elm hung romantically over the gable of the house”.127 First of all, in a mischievous 

irony, the romantic “elm” evokes Thomas Higgins’s 1858 text The Crooked Elm; 

Or, Life by the Wayside, which seeks to exercise “a healthy moral influence on 

the mind of the reader, by inculcating virtue”.128 However, it is precisely this 

“virtue” – what Higgins terms “the necessity of upright, honorable conduct” – that 

 
122 Mark Fisher, The Weird and the Eerie. Repeater Books, 2016, 8. 
123 Lee, Edith Wharton, 185. See also Barbara Hochman. “The Good, the Bad, and the Literary: 
Edith Wharton's Bunner Sisters and the Social Contexts of Reading.” Studies in American 
Naturalism, vol. 1, no. 1/2, 2006, p. 128–143. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/23431279. Accessed 
28 May 2021; Linda Kornasky, “On ‘Listen[Ing] to Spectres Too’: Wharton's Bunner Sisters and 
Ideologies of Sexual Selection”, American Literary Realism, 1870-1910, vol. 30, no. 1, 1997, p. 47–
58. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/27746714. Accessed 28 May 2021. 
124 Wharton, Bunner Sisters. In “Ethan Frome”; “Summer”; “Bunner Sisters”. Alfred A. Knopf, 
2008, p. 271-366. Everyman's Library, 308. 
125 Wharton, Bunner Sisters, 309. 
126 Farley and Symmons Roberts, 3.  
127 Wharton, Bunner Sisters, 309. 
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Ramy lacks in Wharton’s text, given his resolve to swindle younger sister 

Evelina.129   

These resonances imbue the description of Mrs. Hochmuller’s garden: 

“When dinner was over Mrs. Hochmuller invited her guests to step out of the 

kitchen-door, and they found themselves in a green enclosure, half garden, half 

orchard”. The “enclosure” suggests not the boundless freedom that Lily savors in 

The House of Mirth, but a trammeled, even claustrophobic green zone designed 

for subsistence as well as leisure: “Grey hens followed by golden broods clucked 

under the twisted apple-boughs, a cat dozed on the edge of an old well, and from 

tree to tree ran the network of clothes-line that denoted Mrs. Hochmuller’s 

calling”.130 Beyond these apple-trees “on the farther side of a rough fence, the 

land dipped down, holding a bit of woodland in its hollow”.131 Into this woodland 

Evelina voices a desire to go. Even though she is accompanied by Ramy, we are 

not made privy to what happens there, only a disconcerting hint that it was “all 

strangely sweet and still on that hot Sunday afternoon”.132 The phrasing “strangely 

sweet” conveys an ominous echo not only of American author Nathaniel Parker 

Willis’s narrative poem “The Leper” (“the voice was like the master-tone / Of a 

rich instrument,—most strangely sweet”) but also Jacobean playwright and poet 

John Marston’s lyric “O Love, How Strangely Sweet”. In sharp contrast to Marston’s 

direct and concise style, Wharton’s narrator circles around but cannot fully 

register or acknowledge the event. Rather the text points to another layer of 

memory and (transgressive?) action that has been added to this “almost rural” 

locality on a Sunday afternoon. That intimation of a secret history (of male 

violence? of a Nature utterly indifferent to less wholesome pastoral impulses?) 

points to an in-between zone where binaries – frightening absence and reassuring 

presence, subjective and objective, seen and unseen – fuse to reveal the 

possibilities for enchantment in seemingly drab things, like coppices, grass, or 

soil. Perhaps what we are striving for here is closer to Mark Fisher’s recent 

conception of “the weird”: that “which does not belong. The weird brings to the 

familiar something which ordinarily lies beyond it, and which cannot be reconciled 

with the ‘homely’”.133 More importantly, Bunner Sisters shows how Wharton’s 

 
129 Higgins, 3. 
130 Wharton, Bunner Sisters, 310. 
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haunted and haunting gardens can be surveyed from an “ecogothic” perspective, 

as Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils explain: “Adopting a specifically gothic 

ecocritical lens illuminates the fear, anxiety, and dread” that shapes “our 

interactions with nonhuman ecologies”.134 

 Ecogothic puts pressure on those conventional expectations and lyrical 

associations of the private, kitchen or ornamental garden – that it should 

vouchsafe a pleasing open vista or haven, a handsome prospect or sensory 

fulfilment.135 Such associations are skillfully undermined in Wharton’s 1916 short 

story “Kerfol”, which offers a striking, self-reflexive experiment with mis-en-

scene and the genre trappings synonymous with supernatural fiction by 

Hawthorne, Wilkie Collins and Sheridan Le Fanu. “Kerfol” not only addresses and 

triggers ecogothic affect, but also reveals a sharp sense of how this “house of 

fiction” – to recall Henry James’s lexis – reverberates with the cadences of other 

texts and authors.136  

 “Kerfol” portrays a haunted chateau in Brittany as well as cultural 

representations of the woman in, as well as cut off from, the garden. Wharton 

travelled to this region with her husband Teddy in the spring of 1893. In a letter 

to Anna Bahlmann, dated 3rd May 1893, Wharton recorded passing through the 

town of Vitré: “There were many quaint old tumble-down houses, there was even 

a fortified castle as well preserved as Langrais, but the castle is used as a 

prison”.137 Such forbidding and decrepit sites, largely emptied of the human, may 

well have served as inspiration for this tale, which Hermione Lee avers is the 

“strangest piece of fiction to come out” of Wharton’s “war years”.138 The French 

setting is crucial here, given Wharton’s argument in The Writing of Fiction: “As 

the soil of France is of all soils the most weeded, tilled and ductile, so the field 

of art, wherever French culture extends, is the most worked-over and the most 

prepared for whatever seed is to be sown in it”.139  

 
134 Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils, “Introduction: Approaches to the Ecogothic.” Ecogothic 
in Nineteenth-Century American Literature, edited by Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils. 
Routledge, 2018, p. 1–20, 1. See also David E. Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, Oxford University 
Press, 2006.  
135 See Jennifer Wren Atkinson, Gardenland: Nature, Fantasy, and Everyday Practice. University 
of Georgia Press, 2018, 1-10. 
136  Even though the story takes place in France, it also casts a sidelight on “the dominant American 
relationship with nature”. See Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction: Approaches to the Ecogothic”, 1. 
137 Edith Wharton. My Dear Governess: The Letters of Edith Wharton to Anna Bahlmann. Edited by 
Irene Goldman-Price. Yale University Press, 2012, 115. 
138 Lee, Edith Wharton, 519. 
139 Edith Wharton, The Writing of Fiction. Touchtone Book, 1997, 28-29. 
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 “Kerfol” is a text about the historical experience of enforced retirement or 

withdrawal from the social world.  The garden – as a place of romantic dalliance, 

aesthetic pleasure or fruitful diversion in earlier sections of my chapter – becomes 

one of severe punishment and trauma here. This is implied when the narrator 

remarks of the chateau grounds: “to sit there and be penetrated by the weight of 

its silence” (my emphasis).140 Here the narrator is not only attuned to how we 

operate in physical space (“sit there”) but also the manner in which we interrelate 

with materiality through sight, smell, touch and especially in this case (the 

absence of) sound, like birdsong. Wharton’s rhetorical tactics in this text remind 

us of her friend Vernon Lee’s notable conception of “haunted” terrain in her essay 

“Faustus and Helena: Notes on the Supernatural in Art”. For Lee a ghost: 

 

is the damp, the darkness, the silence, the solitude: […] a ghost is the bright 
moonlight against which the cypresses stand out like black hearse-plumes, 
in which the blasted grey olives and gnarled fig-trees stretch their branches 
over the broken walls […] Each and all of these things […] is a ghost, a vague 
feeling we can scarcely describe, a something pleasing and terrible which 
invades our whole consciousness. (My emphasis)141   

 

What if, Lee conjectures, “the ghost” is the garden? To what extent does she 

ascribe agency to the impalpable, the inanimate, the nonhuman? Little attempt 

is made to partition the spectral from the environmental, the intangible from the 

concrete. Such a “feeling” for the eerie – flowing from, or through, the “olives” 

and “fig-trees” – implies links between non-contiguous epochs and places, 

invading (or in Wharton’s terms penetrating) the very grounds of one’s being. 

Lee’s account supplies a critical lens through which to parse “Kerfol”.142 As 

cultural theorist Stephanie Ross argues, “gardens are at once parts of the real 

world – actual pieces of land – and also virtual worlds – coherent sets of possible 

sensory stimuli”.143 “Kerfol” shows that what we conceive of as a readily 

understood cultural artefact – its physical form and function for, say, growing 

things – is also a twilight zone crusted with myriad paranormal imprints, rhythms 

and pulsations. It compels us to address visions that apparently have no foundation 

 
140 Wharton, “Kerfol.” Ghost Stories of Edith Wharton, 69. 
141 Vernon Lee, Hauntings and Other Fantastic Tales. Ed. Catherine Maxwell and Patricia Pulham. 
Broadview Press, 2006, 310. 
142 On these uncanny resonances of “place” see Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward 
a Renewed Understanding of the Place-World. Indiana University Press, 2009. 
143 Stephanie Ross, What Gardens Mean. University of Chicago Press, 1998, 176. 
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in the physical locale, beyond the remit of a rational, measurable system of 

beliefs.144 The original designers, architects, patrons, plant materials, pathways – 

are largely gone but still present at a subliminal level. What should be 

straightforward in “Kerfol” – a three-dimensional space within a defined 

boundary, whose foundation is soil, in which shrubs are deliberately cultivated for 

physical and/or aesthetic sustenance – is encrypted.  

 As in Wharton’s knowingly constructed vampire story “Mr. Jones”, an 

“unsettling” aura is triggered when a privileged unnamed narrator approaches an 

ancient “pile”. This encounter reveals a layered landscape crusted with the 

remnants of an older, more inhospitable culture. The narrator concedes that “I 

knew nothing of the history of Kerfol” or its garden: “I was new to Brittany, and 

Lanrivain had never mentioned the name to me till the day before – but one 

couldn’t as much as glance at that pile without feeling in it a long accumulation 

of history”.145 This “accumulation” suggests how objects acquire the patina of 

age. The reader, allied with the narrator, seeks to read not only the weathered 

stones but the trees as well: “the aspect of Kerfol suggested something more – a 

perspective of stern and cruel memories stretching away, like its own grey 

avenues, into a blur of darkness”.146 This “blur” points to something less congenial 

than the “sheer weight of many associated lives and deaths which gives a majesty 

to all old houses”.147 The “blur” also explains why the narrator confesses to a level 

of botanical ignorance in this otherworld: “I know most trees by name, but I 

haven’t to this day been able to decide what those trees were”: “They had the 

tall curves of elms, the tenuity of poplars, the ashen color of olives under a rainy 

sky; and they stretched ahead of me for half a mile or more without a break in 

their arch”.148 Before approaching the haunted chateau itself, “Kerfol” 

demonstrates the first facet of ecogothic, that is: “a repository of deep unease, 

fear, and even contempt as humans confront the natural world”.149 

 
144 On these so-called “occult” or “haunted” geographies see David Matless. “Nature, the Modern 
and the Mystic: Tales from Early Twentieth Century Geography.” Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers, vol. 16, no. 3, 1991, p. 272–286. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/622948. 
Accessed 28 May 2021; Steve Pile, “Emotions and Affect in Recent Human Geography.” 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, vol. 35, no. 1, 2010, p. 5–20. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/40647285. Accessed 28 May 2021; Sara MacKian, Everyday Spirituality: 
Social and Spatial Worlds of Enchantment. Palgrave Macmillan, 2012.    
145 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 69. 
146 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 69. 
147 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 69. 
148 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 68. 
149 Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction: Approaches to the Ecogothic”, 1. 
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 Barbara White notes that “the remoteness of the events narrated adds to 

the eerie atmosphere”150 because these incidents took place in the sixteenth 

century. However, she does not consider that images of physical distance and 

“remoteness” compound this eerie effect, which is heightened later in the text 

when the narrator “enters the deep twilight of a narrow and incredibly old box-

walk”.151 The chateau is surrounded by a moat, “filled with wild shrubs and 

brambles” serving as a barrier that prevents easy approach.152 The narrator’s 

growing sense that the “whole place is a tomb” anticipates what White calls “the 

ghost dogs of Kerfol”.153 These nonhuman entities reveal how for Wharton the 

“experience of violence and muteness lies at the heart of the ghost story’s 

meaning”.154 However, what this reading underplays is how Wharton’s “ghost 

story” compels us to reimagine our links to the materiality of “foreign” place/s, 

and what this might entail for the refinement of terms such as Vernon Lee’s genius 

loci. 

The narrator remarks that the “main building faced me; and I now saw that 

one half was a mere ruined front, with gaping windows”.155 “Gaping” here hints 

at an open wound – allowing the past to flow into and permeate the modern 

moment. Indeed, the entire site, as the text will show, is a lesion upon the 

landscape that will never be entirely healed. The narrator does not actually enter 

these ruins, but always remains on the edge of the grounds. By keeping the 

narrator outside, Wharton upholds the second aspect of the ecogothic, that is: “a 

literary mode that uses an implacable external “wilderness” to call attention to 

the crisis in practices of representation”.156 This does not prevent the narrator 

from noticing how a “few roses grew against the wall” and on an upper window-

sill “a pot of fuchsias”.157 When the “remarkably beautiful little dog” appears, the 

narrator reacts with the same uncertainty as she did with the trees earlier: “I was 

not sure of the breed at the time”.158 She compares the dog to “a large tawny 

 
150 Barbara A. White, “Young Gentlemen Narrators, Ghosts, and Married Couples in the Middle 
Stories.” Edith Wharton: A Study of the Short Fiction. Twayne Publishers, 1991, p. 57-82. Twayne's 
Studies in Short Fiction, 64. 
151 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 71. 
152 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 69. 
153 White, “Young Gentlemen Narrators, Ghosts, and Married Couples in the Middle Stories”, 70. 
154 Haytock, “The Dogs of ‘Kerfol’: Animals, Authorship, and Wharton”, 182. 
155 Wharton, “Kerfol”, 70. 
156 Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction: Approaches to the Ecogothic”, 4. 
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Appendix I: Typescript of “Spring in a French Riviera Garden” 
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Appendix II: Typescript of “December in a French Riviera Garden” 
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