edith wharton custom of the country

Introduction to Edith Wharton's "The Custom of
the Country"

The Custom of the Country is a seminal work by American author Edith Wharton,
published in 1913. This novel offers a penetrating exploration of American
society in the early 20th century, particularly focusing on the themes of
class, gender, and societal expectations. Wharton, who was herself a product
of the privileged elite, employs her keen observational skills to dissect the
intricacies of social mores and the consequences of ambition. Through the
story of Undine Spragg, a young woman striving to ascend the social ladder,
Wharton critiques the values of a rapidly changing society.

Plot Overview

At the heart of "The Custom of the Country" is Undine Spragg, a beautiful and
ambitious young woman from a middle-class family in the Midwest. Driven by
her desire for wealth and status, Undine moves to New York City, where she
becomes embroiled in the complexities of high society. The novel follows her
journey as she navigates various relationships, ultimately exposing the
hollowness of her pursuits and the societal constraints that shape her
actions.

Main Characters

1. Undine Spragg: The protagonist whose relentless ambition drives the
narrative. Her character embodies the clash between personal desires and
societal expectations.

2. Elmer Moffat: A wealthy businessman who becomes Undine’s first husband.
His pragmatic approach to life contrasts sharply with Undine's aspirations.
3. Ralph Marvell: An idealistic and sensitive man who marries Undine but
ultimately cannot satisfy her insatiable desires.

4. Violet Spellvoe: A socialite who represents the old guard of New York
society and becomes both a rival and a mentor to Undine.

5. Mrs. Spragg: Undine’s mother, who supports her daughter’s ambitions but is
also a product of the same social milieu.

Thematic Exploration



Wharton’'s novel delves into several important themes that reflect the
societal norms of her time.

1. Ambition and Social Climbing

Undine Spragg epitomizes the relentless pursuit of social status. Her
ambition drives her to manipulate those around her, showcasing the lengths to
which individuals will go to achieve their goals. Wharton uses Undine’s
character to critique the moral ambiguity often associated with social
climbing. This theme resonates with the reader as it raises questions about
the ethical implications of ambition.

2. Gender Roles and Expectations

In the early 20th century, women were often confined to specific roles within
society. Wharton constructs Undine’s character as a commentary on these
limitations. Despite her intelligence and resourcefulness, Undine is often
judged based on her appearance and marital status rather than her abilities.
Wharton highlights the struggles women faced in asserting their identities in
a male-dominated society.

3. The Illusion of Wealth and Happiness

Throughout "The Custom of the Country," Wharton illustrates how the pursuit
of wealth does not equate to personal fulfillment. Undine’s constant quest
for material possessions and social prestige leads her to a series of shallow
relationships and emotional emptiness. Wharton'’s critique serves as a
cautionary tale about the illusion of happiness that often accompanies
wealth.

4. The Nature of Society

Wharton paints a vivid picture of American high society, filled with its own
customs and traditions. The novel serves as a social commentary on the rigid
class structures and the superficial values of the elite. Wharton’'s detailed
descriptions of social events and gatherings provide insight into the
intricate dynamics of power and influence within this world.

Literary Style and Techniques

Edith Wharton’s writing style in "The Custom of the Country" is marked by its



elegance and precision. She employs a third-person omniscient narrator,
allowing readers to gain insight into the thoughts and motivations of various
characters. Wharton’s use of irony and wit adds depth to her critique of
society, making her observations both sharp and entertaining.

Symbolism

Wharton utilizes symbolism to enhance the narrative and convey deeper
meanings. Some notable symbols include:

- The City of New York: Represents both opportunity and moral decay. It
serves as a backdrop for Undine’s social aspirations.

- Fashion and Clothing: Undine’s obsession with fashion reflects her desire
for status. Wharton uses clothing as a symbol of social identity and
transformation.

- Marriage: The institution of marriage is portrayed as a transactional
arrangement, often devoid of genuine affection, highlighting the societal
expectations placed upon women.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, "The Custom of the Country" received mixed reviews.
While some praised Wharton's skillful storytelling and social critique,
others found Undine's character unlikable and the narrative morally
ambiguous. However, over time, the novel has gained recognition as one of
Wharton's significant works, celebrated for its incisive exploration of
character and society.

Wharton’s legacy endures, as contemporary readers continue to find relevance
in her themes of ambition, gender, and societal norms. Critics have
reassessed her work, acknowledging her as a pioneering figure in American
literature who deftly navigated the complexities of her time.

Conclusion

Edith Wharton'’s "The Custom of the Country" serves as a compelling
exploration of the interplay between ambition and social expectations.
Through the character of Undine Spragg, Wharton critiques the emptiness of a
life driven by the pursuit of wealth and status. The novel'’s rich thematic
content, combined with Wharton’s masterful writing style, reaffirms her place
as a significant voice in American literature. "The Custom of the Country"
remains a thought-provoking read, inviting readers to reflect on the enduring
complexities of ambition and identity within the framework of society.



Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are explored in Edith Wharton's 'The
Custom of the Country'?

The novel explores themes of ambition, social class, marriage, and the
constraints of society, particularly focusing on the pursuit of success and
the consequences of personal desires.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Custom of the
Country' and what drives her character?

The protagonist is Undine Spragg, a young woman driven by her desire for
wealth and social status, often at the expense of others and her own
integrity.

How does 'The Custom of the Country' reflect the
societal norms of early 20th-century America?

The novel reflects the rigid social hierarchy and expectations of the time,
highlighting the struggles of individuals, especially women, to navigate and
redefine their roles within society.

What role does New York City play in 'The Custom of
the Country'?

New York City serves as a backdrop that symbolizes both opportunity and the
superficiality of high society, illustrating Undine's journey through its
social circles and her ultimate disillusionment.

How does Wharton use irony in 'The Custom of the
Country'?

Wharton employs irony to critique the values of society, particularly through
Undine's relentless pursuit of wealth, which leads to her isolation and
emptiness despite her apparent success.

What is the significance of the title 'The Custom of
the Country'?

The title refers to the societal customs and expectations that dictate
behavior and relationships, underscoring the conflicts between individual
desires and societal norms.



In what ways does 'The Custom of the Country'
address the concept of gender roles?

The novel critiques traditional gender roles by portraying Undine's struggle
for autonomy and her defiance against the limitations imposed on women,
challenging the notion of a woman's place in society.

What literary techniques does Edith Wharton employ
in 'The Custom of the Country'?

Wharton utilizes rich symbolism, detailed character development, and social
commentary to convey her critique of American society and to depict Undine's
complex personality and motivations.
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