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ABSTRACT

The frequen t references to read ing  and  w riting  in  The H ouse  of 
M irth  offer an  in te rp re ta tiv e  fram ew ork  for b o th  E d ith  W h arto n 's  
novel and  for its p ro tagonist, Lily Bart. T h roughou t the novel, L ily 's 
actions are read  by the o ther characters w ho create their ow n vers ions 
of Lily's story as she a ttem pts to au tho r her life. This constant shifting 
betw een  text and  w riter is em blem atic of L ily 's search  for an  identity , 
her vacillation betw een life as a m em ber of high society or as a citizen 
of the "repub lic  of the sp irit."  A lthough  she even tually  chooses, 
constructing  her story  or iden tity , Lily does no t a rticu la te  h e r m oral 
d ilem m a or h er m ora l ach ievem ent. Because of h e r silence, Lily 
ultim ately fails as a w riter and  forfeits her story to others.
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BETWEEN "WORD-PLAY AND EVASION":

READING AN D W RITING LILY BART IN  THE HOUSE OF MIRTH



The heart of Edith  W harton 's The H ouse of M irth  has alw ays been the 

significance of Lily B art's  story. From  its very  conception , as W harton  

reco u n ts  in  A B ackw ard  G lance, th e  no v e l has w re s tle d  w ith  th a t 

significance and  w hat it is m eant to convey. In her retelling of the b irth  of 

the novel, W harton  acknow ledged  tha t her initial idea of w riting  about 

fashionable N ew  York d id  no t have m uch  w eight. For it to have any 

im port or pow er, the novel had  to offer som ething m ore significant than  a 

tale of m anners. S truggling to find a m oral cen ter for a novel about an 

am oral society, W harton  concluded  that her story  of "a frivolous society 

can acquire dram atic significance only th rough  w hat its frivolity destroys" 

(207). The H ouse of M irth 's "tragic im plication lies in...[society's] pow er of 

debasing people and  ideals. The answer...was m y heroine, Lily Bart" (207). 

H ow ever, Lily is an  am biguous answ er at best; she can be considered  

equally  as the nove l's  question. The novel a lternate ly  p resen ts  Lily as 

victim  of society and  circum stance and  as w ould-be partic ipan t or rebel 

w ho fails a t either objective. Is her story truly a tragedy in  w hich, as m uch 

as society  debases p eo p le  a n d  idea ls , Lily also  p a rtic ip a te s  in  the  

cheapening? O r does the  novel p rec lude  any k ind  of control for her, 

casting  h e r as p e rp e tu a l v ictim  as W h arto n  som etim es im plies in  A 

Backw ard G lance? Lily's story and how  it is read  is the crux of m eaning in 

the  novel.

This em phasis on  read ing  Lily's story occurs th roughout The H ouse of 

M ir th . Lily's m otives, her plans, her success and  failure are debated  by the 

o ther characters in  the novel. H er story, m alleable and  supple, is open  to
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a lterna tive  narra tives and  readings. The o th e r characters in  the  novel 

a ttem p t to puzzle  o u t L ily 's choices and  actions. She is sign  and  text, 

em bodying often contradictory  m eanings.

This m etaphor of Lily as text ex tends fu rther into the idea of Lily as 

author. Reading and  w riting rep resen t pow er and  control over one 's fate. 

A lthough  Lily o ften  a ttem p ts  to go  beyond  her u sua l role of beau tifu l 

object and tries to m ake a place and  an identity  for herself, she just as often 

does nothing. Vacillating betw een  tw o m odes of being — au tho r or text — 

Lily som etim es m isreads characters and  situations or rem ains silent ra th e r 

than  tell her story. Because of these m issteps in crucial s itua tions, she 

cedes pow er over her fate. She rem ains in the m argins, failing as au tho r 

of her ow n destiny.

A lthough  W harton  im plies th a t som e of L ily 's shortcom ings are the 

resu lt of her upbringing  and  her society, Lily's quest for an identity , for a 

"real" Lily Barf, is ham pered  as m uch  by her failings as reader and  w riter 

as by her situation. Several critics, includ ing  Barbara H ochm an, Frances 

R estuccia, E laine S how alter, C y n th ia  G riffin  W olff, a n d  p a rticu la rly  

C andace W aid, have ad d ressed  the no tion  of Lily as reader, w riter, o r 

object/ text, b u t have done so m ostly  from  the perspective  of Lily as a 

victim  of her society. The H ouse of M irth, how ever, is as m uch  about 

L ily 's construction  of her self as ab o u t her d estruc tion . W harton , by 

portraying  Lily as easily sw ayed by the values of the com pany she keeps, 

seem s to endorse the notion  of Lily as a victim  system atically destroyed  by 

her society. I w ould  argue, how ever, tha t Lily's fate is her ow n; over the 

course of the novel, she m akes m istakes w hich  end  in  failure and  death , 

b u t w hich also shape her identity.

T hroughou t m uch  of the novel, Lily cultivates a flu idity  in h er social
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in teractions and  in her p lans for her fu tu re  th a t/w h ile  seem ing to m ake 

her adap tab le  to every  contingency, som etim es strip s her of d irec tion . 

A lthough  she eventually  and  irrevocably chooses how  she will be defined, 

relinquishing life in the society she has tried  to join, Lily still loses control 

over her ow n story. C aught betw een "w ord-play and evasion," (M irth  238) 

she u ltim ately  relinqu ishes the ro le  of au th o r and  accepts her sta tu s as 

text.

* * * * *

The puzzle  tha t Lily rep resen ts is em phasized  from  the ou tse t of the 

novel, w hich opens w ith  Law rence Selden 's specu lation  abou t Lily. The 

first chapter sets u p  Lily to be read as it sets up  the novel to be read: w e see 

her alone at the tra in  sta tion  and , along w ith  Selden, w onder w hy she is 

there. We do  no t really know  her thoughts yet -- rather, she is revealed  

th ro u g h  Selden 's observations and  his in te rp re ta tio n  of her w ords. It is 

S elden  w ho first a rticu la tes  the  idea  of Lily as victim : "She w as so

eviden tly  the victim  of the civilization w hich  had  p roduced  her, that the 

links of her bracelet seem ed like m anacles chaining her to her fate" (8).

As Elaine Show alter and  o ther critics have no ted , the o ther characters 

in  the novel o ften  v iew  Lily as a b eau tifu l object. Indeed , she often  

p resen ts herself as one, d ressing  or posing  for effect as she does in  the 

tab leau  v ivan t scene. Lily is m ean t to be observed: her "conspicuous" 

beauty  m akes her a spectacle (5). She is literally  arresting, causing Selden 

to "pause in  su rp rise" in  the very  first sentence of the novel (5). This 

p resen ta tio n  of Lily as spectacu lar, b o th  su rp ris in g  an d  in te resting , is 

deliberate, designed by W harton to provoke a reading  of Lily and a reading  

of the reading  of Lily. It is only in  the last section of the chapter that Lily's
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consciousness takes over the  na rra tiv e . S ignificantly , th is change  in  

narrative  occurs after Lily has left Selden, her m ost critical -- and  to her the  

m ost im portan t and  m ost dem anding  — reader.

In the open ing  scenes S e ld en 's  o b se rv a tio n s seem  objective. H is 

perspective  seem s to m esh  w ith  th a t of the om niscien t n a rra to r 's  as he 

observes Lily critically:

H er vivid head , relieved against the du ll tin ts of 
the crow d, m ade her m ore conspicuous than  in  
a ball-room , and  u n d e r her d a rk  hat and  veil she 
regained  the g irlish  sm oothness, the  p u rity  of 
tint, th a t she w as beginning to lose after e leven 
y e a r s  o f l a te  h o u r s  a n d  in d e fa tig a b le  
dancing...[H ]ad she indeed reached the n in e-an d - 
tw e n tie th  b ir th d a y  w ith  w h ic h  h e r  r iv a ls  
credited her? (5-6)

H e is in te res te d  b u t d e ta ch e d , ad m irin g  b u t w ary  of L ily 's charm s. 

H ow ever, his objectivity  an d  ability  as a read er are  suspect, especially 

because he assum es tha t he know s Lily thoroughly . H is assurance of his 

know ledge is a red  flag, signaling his very lack of know ledge even as he 

proclaim s it: "There w as no th ing  new  about Lily Bart, yet he could  never 

see her w ithou t a faint m ovem ent of in terest" (5). H e is in te rested  in  her 

precisely because he does no t quite know  her or w hat she is doing. In this 

first scene, he is in trigued  by Lily, certain  th a t she is no t catching  a tra in  

because she does n o t seem  to be hurry ing , and  so concludes th a t she is 

w aiting  for som eone. A lthough  th is conclusion seem s logical enough, he 

is w rong: w hen  she speaks to him , she tells h im  th a t she has m issed a 

tra in  and  does no t know  w hat to do  as she w aits for the next one. This 

e rro r in  in terpretation , a lthough  slight, indicates th a t he m ay be m istaken 

ab o u t her in  o th e r w ays, th a t he som etim es read s  too m uch  in to  h e r 

actions.
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In his read ing , Selden is suspicious of Lily, questioning  her m otives. 

H e th in k s  th a t  sh e  is a lw a y s  c a lc u la t in g :  h e r  " a i r  of

irresolution...m ight...be the m ask of a very defin ite  pu rpose" (5). In this 

case, how ever, she w as no t m asking her in ten t. She has no definite p lan  

u n til Selden  p ro v id es h e r w ith  one. First, as a reader, a p ro d u ce r of 

m eaning from  the text, he creates a purpose for her w ait at the station, and  

then, as a participant in the scene, he gives her the opportun ity  to react to 

his presence and  thus decide  u pon  a course of action. In this pa rticu lar 

scene, the only person  w ith  a "definite pu rpose" is Selden, w ho w ishes to 

"[put] her skill to the test" by strolling past her and  seeing if she w ould  try 

to e lude him , yet he alw ays seem s to credit her w ith  m ore deliberation and  

calculation than  she actually uses (5). H e attribu tes his in terest in  her to 

her ability  to con tro l situations, to use w h a tev er com es to h an d  for her 

ow n  advan tage : " it w as characteristic  of h e r th a t she alw ays roused

specu la tion , th a t h e r  sim p lest acts seem ed  the  re su lt of far-reach ing  

in ten tio n s"  (5). H ow ever, it is characteristic  of h im , and  of the o ther 

ch arac te rs  in  th e  novel, to  alw ays "specu la te"  and  su spec t her. He 

conceives of her as the u ltim ate  n a rra to r / a u th o r /  p roducer even as he is, 

by  a lw ays seek ing  to  in te rp re t  he r, m ak in g  h e r in to  th e  u ltim a te  

object/ text.

B ecause Lily em bod ies co n trad ic tio n  -- irre so lu te  ye t p u rp o se fu l, 

p ru d e n t b u t im pulsive -- she seem s to inv ite  defin ition , to be w ritten  as 

w ell as read. D uring  their first intim ate talk, Selden struggles to find the  

perfect analogy for Lily:

H e w as aw are  tha t the qualities d is tingu ish ing  
h e r  fro m  th e  h e rd  of h e r sex w ere  chiefly  
external: as though  a fine glaze of beau ty  and  
fastid iousness had  been app lied  to  vu lgar clay.
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Yet the analogy left h im  unsatisfied , for a coarse 
texture will no t take a high finish; and  w as it n o t 
possib le  th a t the  m ate ria l w as fine, b u t th a t 
c ircu m stan ce  h a d  fash io n ed  it in to  a fu tile  
shape? (7)

This quest for the perfect analogy reinforces the notion  of Lily as beautifu l 

object, exquisite yet im practical. H is in te rp re ta tion  in fluences o u r v ision  

of Lily and, as Lily acknow ledges, it also influences the w ay in  w hich she 

v iew s herself an d  h er society. H e has the  "secre t o f...read justing  her 

vision" (45). Indeed, Selden often tries to readjust Lily to his w ay of liv ing , 

but, because she inevitably cannot m ake that final leap and so fails him, he  

o ften  finds tha t he has to read just to her. This constan t re-envisioning  

and  re-defin ing  m akes Selden a com pulsive reader, and  often  m isreader, 

of Lily: "he could never be long w ith  her w ithou t try ing to find a reason 

for w h a t she w as do ing" (11). H ow ever, "[t]he w orst of it w as that, in 

in te rp re ting  M iss B art's state  of m ind, so m any alternative readings w ere 

possible" (165).

T his in sc ru tab ility  of p u rp o se  an d  lack  of fix ity  m ake  h e r b o th  

in teresting  and  perp lex ing  to the  o ther characters in  the novel. For the 

pragm atic Carry Fisher, Lily seem s to sabotage herself:

she w orks like a slave p reparing  the g round  and  
sow ing h e r seed; b u t the day  she o u g h t to be 
reap in g  the  h a rv est she over-sleeps herself or 
goes off on  a picnic....Sometimes...I th ink it's  ju s t 
flightiness -- an d  som etim es I th ink  it 's  because, 
at heart, she despises the things she 's  trying for.
A nd it's  the difficulty of deciding tha t m akes her 
such an  in teresting study. (147-48)

Sym pathetic to Lily -- indeed  a role m odel for Lily in  her quest for 

m oney w ithou t m arriage — C arry  Fisher u n d ers tan d s the reason for Lily's 

vacillation b u t judges her hesitations by the values of their set.
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Indeed, her set is com posed of astu te  readers of situation  and  nuance 

w ho know  exactly w h a t value or in te rp re ta tion  to give to certain  actions 

and  how  m uch praise o r blam e to give to the actors. A t Bellom ont, w hen 

she is in p u rsu it of Percy Gryce, "Lily found  herself the centre  of tha t 

fem in ine  so lic itu d e  w h ich  envelops a y o u n g  w o m an  in  th e  m atin g  

season. A solitude w as tacitly created  for her in  the crow ded  existence of 

B e llo m o n t...In  L ily 's  se t  th is  c o n d u c t  im p lie d  a s y m p a th e tic  

com prehension  of her m otives" (39). These know ing  w om en u n d ers tan d  

that she has qu it sm oking and  playing  bridge  in  o rd er to catch the rich, 

conservative Gryce — they unders tand  and  ap p lau d  a little  m an ipu la tion  

or deceit in the p u rsu it of m oney. H ow ever, w h en  S e ld en 's  v isit to 

Bellom ont distracts Lily and  infuriates Bertha, Judy T renor questions Lily's 

judgm ent, analyzing the situation  as Lily should  have done:

If you had  n 't  [sic] told m e you  w ere going in for 
h im  se rio u s ly ...I  d o n 't  su p p o se  y o u  d id  it 
because he am used  you; w e could  none of us 
im agine you  pu tting  up  w ith  him  for a m om ent 
unless you  m ean t to m arry  him ....E ven B ertha 
k ep t h e r  h a n d s  off...till L aw rence cam e d o w n  
and  you d ragged  him  aw ay from  her. A fter that 
she h ad  a righ t to retaliate...If you had  a g rudge 
against B ertha it w as a s tup id  tim e to show  it — 
you could  have pa id  her back just as w ell after 
you  w ere  m arried ...O h , Lily, y o u 'll  n ev er do  
anyth ing  if you 're  no t serious! (60)

In reading Lily's actions, Judy and the other characters w rite  Lily's story 

as m uch  as she does. W hen  M rs. P en isto n  rem ark s u p o n  Evie V an 

O sb u rg h 's  engagem en t to Percy Gryce, w hich  B ertha  is c red ited  w ith  

arranging , Lily im agines Bertha as "sm iling, flattered, victorious, ho ld ing  

h er u p  to rid icu le  by  in sinuations intelligible to every  m em ber of the ir 

little  g roup . The th o u g h t of the rid icu le  struck  d eep e r th an  any o ther
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sensation: Lily knew  every tu rn  of the allusive jargon w hich could flay its 

victim s w ithout the shedd ing  of blood" (86-87 m y em phasis).

All the m em bers of this g roup  know  how  to read  the actions of others 

w ith in  the fram ew ork  of th e ir p a rticu la r values. They cast Lily as a 

failure; in  their estim ation, she deserves rid icule because she has let her 

opportun ity  get aw ay from  her, and  Lily is a good enough  read er to know  

exactly w hat her so-called friends are th inking  about her. They a ttem p t to 

create  m eaning from  w h at they can  read  of L ily 's m otives and  actions: 

th ey  are  h e r in te rp re te rs  -- tra n s la tin g  h e r ac tions in to  so m eth in g  

understandab le  w ith in  their particu la r w orld  of m urky  transactions and  

the sm oo th  surface of social m echanism s th a t d isgu ises the  fu rtive  or 

vu lgar exchanges.

Barbara H ochm an has linked the idea  of this in te rp re tiv e  aud ience  to 

W h arto n 's  ow n theo ries abou t the  active reader. H ochm an  no tes th a t 

W harton 's  essay, "The Vice of R eading," p resages Barthes' theory  of the 

p roducing  reader and  the  w riterly  text. As the reader engages w ith  the 

text, it expands and  becom es "the  gatew ay in to  som e pavsage choisi of the 

spirit" (q td  in  H ochm an 152). This chosen landscape, H ochm an argues, is 

akin to the "republic of the spirit," and  Lily is both  gatew ay and  traveler in 

this enchanted  realm . H ow ever, as text, Lily does not expand  in  the m ind  

of h e r readers; ra th e r they  w ish  to fix o r lim it her. As one of Selden 's 

signposts in the republic, L ily 's role is clear. H ow ever, because she does 

n o t alw ays fulfill this role, Selden is alw ays try ing  to in te rp re t w ha t Lily 

does, creating m eanings an d  in ten tions for all h e r actions. H e is alw ays 

try ing  to p lace her, e ith e r  w ith in  th a t m urky  social w o rld  w h ich  he 

som etim es disdains b u t visits often  or w ith in  his ow n questionable  realm  

in w hich  neither he nor Lily can really live.
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A lthough  S elden 's estim ation  of Lily m ay be the  m ost im p o rtan t to 

her, the w ay in w hich  the o ther characters see Lily an d  in te rp re t her 

actions has a greater effect on Lily's success in the social w orld. In the first 

chapter, her actions are read  by three observers w ho over the course of the 

novel p resen t h e r w ith  a lterna te  choices an d  possible narra tives for the  

d irec tion  of her life. Selden, M rs. H affen, and  Sim on Rosedale rep resen t 

n o tio n s  of t ru th  an d  id en tity  fo r Lily — Selden  rep re se n ts  the  p u re , 

ethereal, and  ultim ately unobtainable "republic of the spirit" in  w hich  Lily 

is im perfect m use. M rs. H affen, w ho assum es th a t Lily is Selden 's lover 

and  later attem pts to blackm ail Lily w ith  the incrim inating  letters tha t she 

finds, rep resen ts  the lu rid  u n d erw o rld  of L ily 's e legant social set, w here 

gossip  is tru th . R osedale inhab its  the n e therw orld  be tw een  these tw o 

realm s, believing in Lily's innocence b u t aw are of the pow er of gossip and 

the necessity of controlling it. O ver the course of the novel, Lily briefly 

flirts w ith  each possibility for action, keeping all of these options open  and 

never fully com m itting  herself to one of these pa th s till the very  end  of 

the  novel. H ow ever, a lth o u g h  she th inks th a t she has the  ability  to 

choose, she is lim ited  by  w h a t the  o th e r characters th ink  of her. H er 

choices dw indle, even  as she seem s to p reserve them .

A lthough she tries to p resen t herself in  particu lar contexts and  settings 

and  thereby control h e r valuation  by the o ther m em bers in  the society, her 

p lans are  usually  dependen t upon  o thers ' actions: for instance, her p lan  to 

m a rry  P ercy  G ryce is b a sed  u p o n  h e r  m ak in g  th e  m o s t of h e r  

"oppo rtun ities"  and  p resen ting  herself in  a w ay w hich  a ttrac ts him , b u t 

she still m ust w ait for him  to act. H er usual strategy is to p ro m p t o thers to 

act, either by presenting  herself as an  object to be adm ired  or acquired or by 

placing herself at the disposal of o thers ' w him s. H ow ever, because of this
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dependence  u p o n  ano ther person, as e ither h e r aud ience or h e r d irector,

she does no t tru ly  have control over how  people in te rp re t her actions and

talk about her. O ften she has to react ra ther than  act, adap ting  herself and

her p lans as a consequence of o thers ' actions.
* * * * *

A lthough  Lily tries to read  o thers to accom m odate  their p references 

an d  contro l how  they see her, she often  does no t succeed. Indeed , she 

som etim es chooses to ignore danger signs: a ttractive to and  d istracted by 

L aw rence Selden, she m akes B ertha jealous. Because Lily m om en tarily  

loses her concentration  on  keeping up  her role of dem ure  girl, B ertha has 

a chance to change Percy 's estim ation of Lily an d  ru in  her p lan  to m arry  

him. W hen Judy  T renor castigates Lily, "[i]t w as the voice of h e r ow n 

conscience w hich spoke to her th rough  Mrs. T renor's  reproachful accents" 

(60). Lily shou ld  have  kn o w n  — does know  -- better. To her friends, it 

appears perverse tha t she should  lay dow n  the  g ro u n d w o rk  and  let it be 

destroyed, only to pick it up  to try to m end it again.

A lthough  Lily m ay have the trick of recovery, of m aking he r "sim plest 

acts...[seem] the  resu lt of far-reaching  in ten tions,"  it is o thers w ho often  

have  the  real in ten tions, w hose actions stem  from  careful p lan n in g  or 

close observation (5). Those w ho w atch and  gain  in fo rm ation  have  p ow er 

w hich  they  can use o r trad e  in  som e way: fo r instance, G race Stepney 

trades her know ledge of gossip for Mrs. Peniston 's favor; C arry  Fisher uses 

her expertise and  observations to in troduce others to the ways of society to 

su p p o rt herself; M rs. H affen  uses the le tters to get m oney; an d  B ertha 

m an ipu la tes w h a t everyone has seen to escape censure. Lily, how ever, 

often  does no t see such  oppo rtun ities or, w orse yet in  the estim ation  of 

h e r circle, does not care to use them . Despite her desire to be a p a rt of that
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circle, to have her ow n  luxuries ra th e r th an  pay  for those p ro v id ed  by 

others, to be a partic ipan t, Lily is m ore often a spectator or the spectacle, a 

passive reader or an  open  text ra th e r th an  a p ro d u ce r of m eaning  and  

events. M oreover, her read ing  of situations is often m istaken or bela ted  -- 

she realizes the im port of events and  the consequences of her reactions to 

them  too late.

Lily's flaw is not sim ply that she is a spectator. Rather, L ily 's m istake is 

in n o t caring to observe w h a t she deem s as no t concern ing  her. Lily's 

perspicacity  is haphazard ; she som etim es m isreads — to h er m isfortune. 

M istaken in  her percep tion  of Grace Stepney, her m iscalculation costs her 

M rs. P en iston 's favor. If Lily had  trea ted  Grace m ore kindly , if she had  

p a id  m ore a tten tion  to the o ther w om an, G race m ight no t have been  so 

eager to rep o rt unfavorab le  rum ors abou t Lily to M rs. Penis ton: "E ven  

such  scant civilities as Lily accorded  to Mr. R osedale w ould  h ave  m ade 

M iss S tepney her friend  for life; b u t how  could  she foresee th a t such  a 

friend w as w orth  cultivating? H ow , m oreover, can a young  w om an  w ho 

has never been ignored  m easure the pang  w hich this in jury  inflicts?" (97). 

So a ttu n ed  to the nuances in  the in terrelationsh ips of her ow n circle, Lily 

is inatten tive  to those w ho she thinks do  no t affect that circle. Oblivious, 

she believes tha t Grace adm ires her w hen  the o ther w om an, in  fact, first 

envies and  then  hates her. Because Lily does no t pay  a tten tion  enough, 

g e n e ra liz e s  too  m u ch , a n d  th in k s  th a t  G race  is like  G erty , she 

unknow ing ly  m akes G race in to  an  adversary  and  loses the  b u lk  of her 

in h eritan ce  to  the  o th e r  w om an . In  dep ic tin g  L ily 's in a tten tio n  and  

ignorance  as u n d e rs tan d ab le , p a r t  of h e r m ake-up, W harton 's  n a rra to r 

creates a paradoxical view  of Lily's situation  tha t is at once avoidable and  

yet som ehow  inevitable.
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This characterization  of Lily as m yopic read er is fu rth er reinforced  by 

her penchan t for avoid ing  th ink ing  abou t unp leasan t possibilities. Like 

her u n d e re s tim a tio n  of the  im p o rtan ce  of M rs. H affen 's  or R osedale 's 

observations of her, Lily dism isses the im portance of m any situations that 

she finds unpleasant; how ever, it is these very situations w hich affect her 

m ost critically . If she w ere  a b e tte r  re a d e r of s itua tions, or a b e tte r  

tra n s la to r  in  the  sense of u n d e rs ta n d in g  w h a t h e r actions o r o th e rs ' 

actions m ean  in the language of her social w orld , she m ay  have h ad  a 

be tte r chance of succeeding in  th a t w orld . H ow ever, she u nderestim ates 

the d an g er of her invo lvem ent w ith  T renor, she does no t see how  m uch  

she is alienating her aun t (and how  m uch Grace Stepney has a ided  in  that 

alienation), and  she does no t see w hat Bertha is p lanning. A lthough  she 

seem s an  a s tu te  en o u g h  re a d e r  a t tim es, she often  o v e restim a tes  h e r 

abilities, overlooking  im p o rtan t d ifferences be tw een  w h at she sees and  

w hat she w ants to believe.

W hen she du tifu lly  m eets T renor a t the sta tion  as p a rt of the tax for 

taking p a rt in  her friends' w orld , Lily know s that she has been sent by Judy 

as a substitu te  for C arry Fisher, w ho  has "bled him  ra th e r severely" (63). 

In trig u ed  by  the  th o u g h t of financia l in d ep en d en ce  an d  com fortab ly  

ig n o ran t of the p a rticu la r de ta ils, Lily still know s th a t " it w as n o t by 

appealing  to the  fraternal instinct th a t she w as likely to m ove G us T renor 

[to help  her w ith  tips and  deals]; b u t this w ay of explaining the s itua tion  

helped  to  d rape  its crudity" (65). A lthough she feels a "m om entary  shiver 

of reluctance" w hen  T renor leans near he r and  pu ts  his h a n d  over hers, 

she lulls herself by  th inking  tha t she can easily con tro l the m an  an d  "so 

keep the obligation on his side" (68). H er d im inish ing  ability to control 

the  s itua tion  and  h er increasing  need  to m ake concessions first becom e
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ap p aren t w hen  T renor encoun ters her at G w en Van O sburglTs w edding  

after she has heard  the new s that Evie Van O sburgh and  Percy Gryce w ere 

expected to becom e engaged. T renor's fam iliarity, on the heels of h e r loss 

of G ryce's millions, underscores her dependence on Trenor. A lthough she 

p laca tes h im  w ith  an  in v ita tio n  to  v isit h e r a t h e r a u n t 's  h o u se  and  

consoles herself w ith  the cheque he presen ts her, each encounter becom es 

m ore unsettling .

Trying to apply the art of read ing  people and  situations to the business 

of controlling them , Lily a ttem pts to m an ipu late  her exchanges w ith  Gus 

Trenor. H ow ever, a t each new  m eeting, she finds that her usual practice 

of listening and  responding  w hile leading m en in  the direction she w ishes 

for them  fails to keep Trenor enthralled  b u t safely a t bay. The m ethod  she 

h ad  used  to appeal to h im  at Bellom ont, the im plicit courtsh ip  behav io r, 

leads him  to w an t m ore:

T re n o r h a d  m a rr ie d  y o u n g , a n d  since  h is 
m arriage  his in te rcourse  w ith  w om en  h ad  no t 
taken  the  fo rm  of the  se n tim en ta l sm all-ta lk  
w h ich  doub les u p o n  itself like the  p a th s  in  a 
m aze. H e w as first puzzled  and  th en  irrita ted  to 
f in d  h im se lf  a lw ay s led  back  to  the  sam e 
s ta r tin g -p o in t, a n d  Lily fe lt  th a t  sh e  w as 
g radually  losing control of the situation. (101)

She begins to u n d e rs tan d  the extent of her obligation  to him , b u t she 

continues to th ink  she can evade such obligations and  that, a lthough  he is 

u n p lea sa n t a n d  d em an d in g , he  w ill n o t exceed the  b o u n d s of pub lic  

conduct. This na ivete  co m p ounded  w ith  he r v o lu n ta ry  m yopia  m akes 

Lily vulnerable. Because she cannot fathom  the situation , she can neither 

d irect it nor steer clear of it.

S im ilarly, w hen  she w ishes to help  B ertha o u t of a sense of g en d er
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solidarity , Lily cannot im agine that Bertha w ould  use her as a scapegoat. 

Enlarging upon  the "fem inine solicitude w hich envelops a young  w om an 

in  the m ating season," Lily, perhaps ra ther foolishly, w orks to help  Bertha 

keep her m ate (60). A nother of her social set such as C arry Fisher w ould  

have either used  the situation  to catch George D orset or slip aw ay to escape 

disaster. H ow ever, hav ing  done  as C arry  Fisher m ight have  done  w ith  

G us T renor and  failed, Lily chooses to try to con ta in  the situation . She 

a ttem p ts  to m aster it w ith  h e r usual b lend  of avo id ing  the subject and  

m ain tain ing  the fiction of order. L ily's sense of p roprie ty , of being w hat 

Elaine Show alter has te rm ed  the Perfect Lady w ho lives accord ing  to a 

"deco rum  of se lf-restrain t," stem s in p a rt from  h e r h ab itu a l role as art 

object; she strives to  m a in ta in  an  un ru ffled  ex terio r d esp ite  w h a tev e r 

inner tu rm oil she feels (361). H ow ever, a lthough  her society values such 

sm ooth  illusions, its m em bers often  violate such rules of conduct in  self- 

in te res t or self-preservation . A G us T reno r o r a B ertha D orse t w ho is 

w illing  to cause a scene goes u n m ark ed , b u t Lily, w ho  canno t seem  to 

im agine such  d isp lays, clings to h e r lady like  silence an d  su ffe rs  the 

consequences of their im propriety . It is no t society 's d ictate that she m ust 

suffer in  silence b u t her ow n fastidiousness.

Lily brings to her- society 's code of conduct a deeper level of m orality  

an d  responsib ility  th a t ham pers her. B ertha D orset, how ever, is n o t so 

in h ib ited . A n a s tu te  re a d e r  of peop le  w ho  does n o t shy aw ay  from  

contem plating unp leasan t circum stances and  w ho pays a tten tion  to even ts 

tha t do  no t seem  to affect h e r d irectly , B ertha is w illing to use w h a t she 

know s an d  th u s  can w rite  successfully . B ertha  know s h o w  to  take  

ad van tage  of a situa tion  an d  of a p e rso n 's  w eakness. W here Lily often  

tries to gently  p ro d  even ts in  the  d irection  she w ishes an d  w aits to see



16

w h a t d ev e lo p s , B e rth a 's  m an ip u la tio n s  a re  c o n cen tra ted  an d  sw ift, 

designed  to get the resu lts she desires im m edia te ly . In  rew ritin g  the 

scenario on  the yacht, tu rn ing  a potentially  d isastrous situation  to her ow n  

benefit, B ertha d e m o n s tra te s  the  k ind  of con tro l over s itu a tio n s  and  

percep tions th a t Lily lacks. A lthough  Lily m anages to react quickly to 

B ertha 's ploy and  tries to cover the o ther w om an 's insult w ith  a possible 

exp lanation  for no t going back to  the yacht, the  w itnesses to the scene 

know  w h at has h appened . L ily 's im age of the tr iu m p h an t B ertha, w ho 

h a d  once w recked  h e r chance to  m arry  Percy Gryce, reappears: "the

a llu sive  ja rg o n  w h ich  cou ld  flay its v ictim s w ith o u t the sh ed d in g  of 

blood" has been used on  its favorite victim  again  (87). A nd it is Lily w ho 

allow s herself to be B ertha 's victim . By m isread ing  B ertha 's despera tion  

an d  m isplacing her sym pathy , d isregard ing  her ow n "instinctive recoil," 

she m akes herself vu lnerab le  (162). Lily errs by "not...[th inking] of her 

ow n situation  at all" (164).

B ertha 's  success com es from  taking the in itiative, from  acting  ra th e r 

than  reacting, from  dictating  the scene ra ther than  adap ting  to  it. As Judy 

T reno r observes to  Lily, "E very  one know s y o u 're  a th o u sa n d  tim es 

han d so m er and  cleverer th an  Bertha; b u t th en  y o u 're  n o t nasty. A nd for 

alw ays getting w ha t she w ants in  the  long  run , com m end m e to a nasty  

w om an" (37). W illing to be nasty, to be aggressive ra th e r th an  passive, 

Bertha succeeds w here Lily does not. U nlike Lily, once Bertha has set a 

p lan  in m otion, she actively pu rsues its end  ra ther than  risk, as Lily d id  in 

the  p u rs u it  of Percy  G ryce, in a tte n tio n  th a t m ay  lead  to its failu re . 

A ccording to C andace W aid, B ertha an d  Lily are  doub les an d  nem eses: 

"From  the m om ent Bertha D orset first appears...w alking into a railw ay car 

an d  w ondering  a loud  w h e th er she can have Lily B art's place, questions
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concerning place, d isplacem ent, poses, and  positions are at issue be tw een  

the tw o w om en" (W aid 21). H aving a rranged  Lily 's expulsion  from  the 

yach t an d  thus h e r casting o u t from  the u p p e r  echelon of the ir society, 

B ertha , h e r "social c re d it"  an d  the sp e c te r of B e rth a 's  accu sa tio n s 

system atically displace Lily from  w hatever niche she has found  for herself 

— from  A un t Pen iston 's w ill to the "easy prom iscuity" of the G orm ers to 

the "dim ly lit region" of Mrs. H atch 's hotel (204, 182, 213). If Lily's story is 

one of the fall from  grace, Bertha is there to push  her dow n each step.

A com parison  of B ertha 's and  Lily's successes hinges u p o n  Law rence 

Selden and  the letters: B ertha 's w riting could have betrayed  her b u t does 

not; Lily could  have  u sed  th a t w riting  an d  saved  herself b u t does not. 

B ertha is suspicious of Lily having  taken  her p lace in  Selden 's affections 

w hile M rs. H affen m istakes Lily for Bertha as the w rite r of S elden 's to rn  

love letters. This doub ling  an d  d isp lacem ent is to B ertha 's  advan tage , 

ho w ev er: in  the  eyes of o th ers , L ily assum es B e rth a 's  a d u lte ro u s /

adu lteress role w ith  Selden and  w ith  G eorge D orset and  allow s B ertha to 

escape  c ritic ism . B e rth a 's  w ritin g , r a th e r  th a n  in c rim in a tin g  her, 

com prom ises Lily, and  her m ost recent infidelity , ra th e r than  besm irching 

her ow n rep u ta tio n , ru in s Lily's. In  being  a re-actor to situations ra ther 

than  an  actor, Lily, as L inda W agner-M artin argues, is not in  charge of her 

ow n  narra tive ; ra th e r  she is forced  in to  roles th a t o thers, p a rticu la rly  

Bertha, have fash ioned for her (22-23). Bertha, how ever, d irects her o w n  

roles. A lthough she p u ts  herself in  the position  of adulteress, she finesses 

the tru th , creating a new  narrative  for herself as w ronged wife. A ggressive 

and  tenacious, Bertha succeeds w here Lily does not.

It is in teresting  to no te  th a t n e ith e r succeeds w ith  Selden. B ertha 's  

w ritten  w ords, the le tters th a t cost Lily so dearly , apparen tly  had  no effect
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on  him . M uch as L ily 's note beckoning Selden "B eyond" fails, B ertha 's 

le tters  canno t sum m on  his p ast feelings. In th is novel, w ritten  w ords 

rarely  have the m eaning or effect in tended  o r in terp reted . B ertha 's letters 

w hich do not entice Selden b u t bo th  tem pt and  repel Lily, the note from  

Judy T renor beckoning Lily in to  her d isastrous encoun ter w ith  Gus, and  

Lily's repaym ent to T renor w hich arouses the last of Selden 's suspicions — 

the w ords in these m issives are m isdirected or m isapplied. The success of 

w o rd s lies in  the ir p ow er in the public  realm . In  the p riv a te  realm , 

B ertha 's p lans to resum e her rela tionship  w ith  Selden have no effect since 

he is no t a w illing audience. H e cannot be m an ipu lated  into do ing  w hat 

she w ants since her p lans can have no public consequences. In the public 

rea lm , he r w o rd s  have  p o w er since "fem in ine d iscou rse  con tro ls the 

realm  of social exclusivity rep resen ted  by Fifth A venue" (Barnett 136). In 

p rese rv in g  h e r m arriag e  by  d isp lac in g  gossip  on to  Lily th ro u g h  her 

dram atic  exclusion of Lily from  the d inner p a rty 's  re tu rn  trip  to the yacht, 

Bertha does not appeal p rivately  b u t com m ands publicly. It is her social 

credit along w ith  h er adherence to "society 's im plicit d ictum  to expose or 

be exposed" that lend  her plans pow er (Kaplan 84).

It is this use of the th rea t of public exposure w hich m akes Mrs. H affen 

ano ther exam ple of a successful narra to r. In a sense, M rs. H affen is Lily's 

double  and  opposite  as w ell — she does w ha t Lily m igh t have  done  to 

succeed: used the letters. Just as Mrs. H affen helps her husband  w ith  the 

m oney she gets for the letters, Lily m ight have got a husband  and  ended  

som e of her financial troubles by using the letters in som e way. She could 

have  m arried  G eorge D orset by  using  the  le tte rs as p roo f of B ertha 's  

infidelities; she could have m arried  Rosedale if she had  used  the letters to 

ga in  B ertha 's cooperation; she m ight even have m arried  Selden if she had



19

show n him  the sacrifice she h ad  m ade for him . H ow ever, she does none 

of these th ings. M rs. H affen, in using  the letters, rep resen ts  the crass 

com m erciality  and  vulgarity  of being conscious of costs, paying  one 's w ay 

and  calling on debts tha t Lily w an ts to avoid, b u t in the estim ation  of the 

com m ercial society, M rs. H affen is successful — she gets w ha t she w ants 

and  appearances are kept u p  — and  Lily is not.

L ily 's lack of contro l over events, her lack of success over n a rra tiv e , 

ex tends to the trad itiona l no tio n  of w riting  as well: w hen  she w rites a 

note to Selden after her success in  the tableau v iv a n t, telling him  w hen  to 

com e to see her, he does no t come. Before her terrify ing evening  w ith  

T renor, she is confident of h e r ability b o th  to elicit Selden 's response and  

to restra in  it if she needs to: "she had  read  in his eyes tha t no philosophy 

w as p roo f against her pow er....She took up  h e r p en  and  w ro te  hastily: 

T o m o rro w  at four;' m urm uring  to herself, as she slipped the sheet in to  its 

envelope: T can easily p u t h im  off w hen  tom orrow  com es'" (110). W hen 

he does no t come at the appo in ted  hour, how ever, her confidence in h e r  

w riting  slips: she w orries tha t her w riting has no t been  clear enough, that 

her h andw riting  has m isled him . A fter th a t evening alone w ith  T renor, 

w hen  he shatters her illusion of control over how  others see and  trea t her, 

she feels as if she has lost con tro l over everything. She h ad  tho u g h t tha t 

she w as on the w ay to solving h er financial problem  w ithout having  to get 

m arried . She w as finally  acting  ra th e r th an  reacting , m oving  d irec tly  

in stead  of re ly ing  u p o n  the  k indnesses of h e r w om en  friends. U sing 

T ren o r's  sym pathy  and  ad m ira tio n  for h e r ow n  gain , she w as finally  

p laying by the rules of her set. Lily fails abysm ally, how ever, because she 

does no t know  all the rules and  all the consequences. N o longer confident 

in  her pow er, she seeks Selden 's he lp  to  "gather up  her b roken  life, and
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p u t it toge ther in  som e new  sem blance in  w hich  no  trace of the  past 

should  rem ain" (138). Lily w ants Selden to create a new  narrative  for her, 

to help her au thor a new  life. But he does no t come. A lthough  she w rites 

ano ther note to Selden, she never sends it because she sees a notice in the 

new spaper tha t he has gone away. H e is beyond  the  pow er and  reach  of 

her w ords. Intriguingly, w e never know  w hat the note says.

In  a novel in w hich  w ords are so im portan t, L ily 's w ords have little 

effect, and  w hen she tries to w rite to Rosedale, tu rn ing  to him  after Selden 

has sailed "Beyond!" h er reach, "the w ords refused  to shape  them selves" 

(142). H er inab ility  to  w rite  d e m o n s tra te s  h e r  re lu c tan ce  to accep t 

Rosedale 's p roposal desp ite  her in tention. H ow ever, since she in tends to 

accept the proposal, her inability to w rite m ay also indicate  her inability to 

dictate bo th  her w ords and  her life. C aught in  this im passe, she does not 

au tho r a new  life for herself either as a new  Lily or as Mrs. Rosedale. It is a 

m om ent of reckoning, of try ing  to decide the course of her life, sim ilar to 

h e r n igh ttim e  in v en to ry  a t Bellom ont. Shaken by the en co u n ter w ith  

T renor and  the tru th  about his investm ents for her, unsu re  of w h a t to do  

an d  unable  to  com m unicate  w ith  e ither of the  m en  w ho  rep re sen t h e r 

possible courses of action, Lily sits in a posture of defeat. She is saved from  

this helpless m om ent by B ertha 's telegram  -- the inv ita tion  has the pow er 

to  briefly  tran sp o rt h e r "B eyond!" h e r troub les as h e r n o te  to  Selden, 

desp ite  its evocative seal, u ltim ately d id  not. A drift, since she cannot rely 

on  Selden  and  canno t b ring  herself to accept R osedale, she lets Bertha 

chart her course for her. It is Bertha and  no t Selden or R osedale or Lily 

herself, w ho  gives L ily 's life a new  shape. H ow ever, it is a shape  as 

d isfiguring as the im age of herself that Lily tries to escape after the ho rro r 

of her encoun ter w ith  T renor.
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This sense of L ily 's choices an d  decisions be ing  d e p e n d e n t u p o n  

som eone else is underscored  by m ultiple references to Lily as a character in  

a story. She recognizes how  m uch the perceptions of her d ep en d  u p o n  the 

narra tive  she is in: "people w ere tired of her. They w ould  w elcom e her in  

a new  character, b u t as Miss Bart they knew  her by heart. She knew  herself 

by heart too, and  w as sick of the old  story" (79). W ith  a n ew  narra to r, a 

husband , she w ould  assum e a d ifferent character, taking on  a new  shape. 

H ow ever, Lily cannot im agine tha t this new  shape could be significantly 

d ifferent from  the old; ra ther she could only "pictur[e] her u sua l life in  a 

new  setting" (79). As in  the tab leau  v ivan t w here "she could em body the 

person  represented  w ithou t ceasing to be herself," Lily w ants a new  story, a 

new  setting , in  w h ich  she rem ains herself b u t also ob tains all th a t she 

w ants (106). H ow ever, her setting and h er story are largely determ ined  by 

the perceptions of the o ther characters; in  read ing  her, they determ ine  the 

kind of character she appears to be.

The pow er of the story  in  w hich  she is often  the m ost pow erless and  

m ost vu lnerab le  charac ter is m ost a p p a ren t w h en  Lily re tu rn s  to N ew  

York after Mrs. P en iston 's death . As M rs. Peniston had  recognized w h e n  

G race Stepney first to ld  h er tha t Lily had  been  linked  to Trenor: "It w as 

horrible of a young girl to  let herself be talked about; how ever un founded  

the charges against her, she m ust be  to  blam e for their hav ing  been  m ade" 

(100). A w are of the stories circulating about h e r and  T renor b u t unaw are  

of her au n t's  know ledge of them , Lily h ad  dism issed the ir im portance  to 

her chances: "In h e r set such gossip w as no t unusua l"  (101). A fter M rs. 

P en iston 's death , how ever, Lily learns the tru th  of h e r a u n t's  m axim ; the 

ho rro r of being talked abou t has cost her the inheritance. Snubbed by  her 

re la tives and  society  friends, L ily recognizes th a t the  tru th  is n o t as
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im portan t as the tales people believe. A lthough  Gerty encourages her to 

tell o thers w hat really happened , Lily feels that w ithout m oney to lend  her 

pow er, her story cannot be as convincing as the stories that the o thers are 

telling about her. H ow ever, her acceptance of the situa tion  bo rd ers  on  

defiance. O ut of "a feeling tha t was half p ride  and  half h u m ilia tio n /' (177) 

she rejects the value of the truth:

"T he w h o le  tru th ? "  M iss B art lau g h ed .
"W hat is tru th? W here a w om an is concerned, 
i f  s the story th a f  s easiest to believe. In this case 
it's  a great deal easier to believe B ertha D orset's 
story than  m ine, because she has a big house and  
an opera  box, and  it's  convenient to be on  good 
term s w ith  her."

M iss Farish  still fixed her w ith  an  anx ious 
gaze. "B ut w h a t is y o u r sto ry , Lily? I d o n 't  
believe any one know s it yet."

"M y story? I d o n 't  believe I know  it myself.
You see I n ev er though t of p rep a rin g  a version 
in  advance as Bertha d id  — and  if I had , I d o n 't  
th ink  I shou ld  take the troub le  to use  it now ."
(176)

L ily 's refusal to tell h e r ow n  sto ry  is se lf-defeating: w hy  n o t tell

som eone the tru th?  If she to ld  Selden, o r even George D orset, w ha t she 

has d o n e  and  all th a t has h ap p en ed , cou ld  n o t one of them  help  her 

som ehow ? Selden  m igh t have  m arried  h er because, a lthough  she m ay 

have m ade m istakes, she w ou ld  have show n him  th a t she w as no t m ade 

of the  sam e vu lgar clay th a t the o thers in  the ir set are. G eorge D orset 

w ould certainly beg her for release from  their respective prisons. Yet Lily 

rem ains silent; it seem s that she does not w an t to b a rte r the tru th  for gain. 

E ven G erty , w ho  asks for the tru th  an d  can  g ive n o th in g  tang ib le  in 

re tu rn , is rebuffed in  Lily's retreat into silence. Because she recognizes th a t 

she has com prom ised  herself — "she h ad  b een  perfectly aw are from  the  

outset that her part in the affair was...to d istract D orset's atten tion  from  his
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wife...[T]he part w as not a handsom e one at best, and  she saw  it now  in all 

the ugliness of failure" (177) — her mix of p ride  and  sham e causes her to 

again reject the values of the society w hich she has w orked  h a rd  to join. 

H aving  toiled and  lost, she no longer w ishes to "take the trouble" (176). 

As w ith  the letters, she w ants to hold  onto  the w ords bu t does no t w ish to 

use them .

Lily seem s to be b o th  affirm ing and  renouncing  the au thorial role. By 

keeping the tru th  a secret, she seem s to set herself as its ultim ate au thority , 

yet she cedes the very  tru th  even  as she tries to ho ld  on to  it. She m ay 

choose w h a t she says and  does n o t say ab o u t herself, b u t she canno t 

control w hat o thers say abou t her. H er story is affected by the stories that 

o thers w ill tell to take its place. H er tru th  then  becom es irre levan t. Yet 

she still m ain tains her silence, a rgu ing  th a t "the  tru th  abou t any girl is 

that once she 's talked about sh e 's  done for; and  the m ore she explains her 

case the w orse it looks" (176-77).

H av ing  m ade a m istake, Lily refuses to find  excuses for herself and  

th u s bears  the responsib ility  of all th e  consequences. This reticence, 

a lthough  m eant to pro tect the in tegrity  of the tru th , serves to enhance the 

credibility  of the tales. A ccord ing  Elaine Show alter, "L ily 's inability  to 

speak  for herself is a m u ten ess  th a t W h arto n  associated  w ith  h e r ow n 

social background , a deco rum  of self-restra in t she h ad  to overcom e in 

o rd er to becom e a novelist." (361). H ow ever, Lily is no t unab le  to speak; 

rather, she refuses to do so. Just as she has it w ith in  her pow er to m arry  at 

several po in ts in the novel b u t does not, Lily has it w ith in  h er pow er to 

p resen t her version of the story and  does not. It is no t society w hich urges 

h e r to keep  silen t -- she has the  very  best (tru th ) an d  the  very  w orst 

(expediency) reasons to speak -- b u t her ow n  strange mix of p ride  and  self­
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blam e w hich silences her. She creates a barrie r betw een the tru th  and  the 

tales. But it is a self-defeating gesture since her silence and her refusal to 

act only increase the pow er of those o ther tales.

Ironically, the m an  w ho  know s the tru th  about Lily is no t Selden b u t 

Rosedale. Rosedale, how ever, does no t care w ha t the tru th  is: "I w o n 't go 

into w hat's  happened . I d o n 't  believe the stories about you — I d o n 't  w an t 

to believe them . But they 're  there, and  m y no t believing them  a in 't  going 

to a lter the situation" (199). Rosedale is as m uch  of a realist abou t the 

pow er of in te rp re ta tive  speculation as he is abou t the pow er of financial 

speculation. The im portan t th ing, the th ing  w hich has the m ost effect, is 

no t w hat is true  b u t w ha t is believed. The stock m arket w orks this w ay — 

som e people  de te rm ine  the value of a stock by how  others talk about it 

and  react to  it — and  so does their social w orld. A lthough  she know s the 

tru th  of his w ords, Lily, because of "the extrem ity of her need," w ishes that 

R osedale w o u ld  see the  w o rld  as G erty  does, th a t the  tru th  is m ore 

im p o rtan t th an  the tales: "If they  are  n o t tru e ...d o esn 't th a t a lte r the

situation?" (199). R osedale replies: "I believe it does in  novels; b u t I 'm  

certain  it d o n 't  in  real life" (200). Ironically, it does n o t in  novels either, 

no t in  this one. The tru th  does n o t a lter Lily 's situation  because she w ill 

no t let it. Lily is adam an t abou t no t speaking, abou t no t using her w ords, 

o r even  B ertha 's , to b a rte r  w ith: a lth o u g h  R osedale know s abou t the

letters, she tells him  he is m istaken and  rejects his plan.

W hen she finally  tells h e r story , it is to R osedale. W ith an "eager 

c o m m u n ic a tiv e n e ss ,"  sh e  f in a lly  m ak es  h e r  " s ta te m e n t  c le a rly , 

deliberately, w ith  pauses betw een  the sentences, so that each should  have 

tim e to sink deeply  in to  h e r hearer's  m ind" (228). In a sense, her succinct 

articu la tion  of h e r story  is for h e r ow n benefit -- she finally know s w hat
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h er story  is. A fter being so hesitan t and  reticen t for so long ab o u t her

difficulties, her cand idness is su rp rising  and  yet her confession is still

selective: she is finally "relieving herself of he r de tested  secret" b u t still

she does no t d ivulge B ertha 's (228). N otably, although  she is being direct

an d  deliberate  in  outlin ing her story  to Rosedale, she does so in  o rd e r to

convey h er in ten tio n  to  rep ay  T reno r to Judy. The " tru th  ab o u t th is

transaction" is transform ed into "rum our" (228). She tries to use the very

m ethod  th a t had  b ro u g h t abou t her failure to achieve her rehab ilita tion .

In  relying u pon  Rosedale to " transm it he r version of the  facts," Lily again

relinquishes the pow er of na rra tion  (228).
* * * * *

Lily's su rrender of narra tive control is linked to her need for spectators, 

for an  audience, to assure herself of h e r beau ty  and  value. T hroughou t 

the novel she has had  a need  to p u t herself on  display and  to appease and 

a ttrac t others, especially Selden. W ithout o thers a round , Lily seem s a t a 

loss, as if she is not sure of her sense of purpose  or her sense of self. W h e n  

she is alone, she often  becom es h er ow n spectator, looking a t herself in a 

m irro r as if trying to read, find, o r reassure herself of her self. As C ynthia 

G riffin W olff has observed, Lily "can see herself only as a reflection  — in 

o th ers ' judgm en ts  of h e r o r literally  in  the series of m irro r im ages tha t 

stalk  her th rough  the novel. W henever she w ants to know  how  she feels, 

she looks in to  a m irro r to find out" (35).

To ex tend  W olff's observation  fu rther, looking in the m irro r is also 

assoc ia ted  w ith  w riting , w ith  tak ing  inven to ry , a n d  p a rticu la rly  w ith  

establishing a sense of purpose . A fter the b ridge gam e at Bellom ont, Lily 

tries to  reckon w h a t she has lost and  th en  looks in to  the m irro r to  see 

w h a t she still has an d  can use. Looking in the m irro r and  seeing the  tiny
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lines reflected in  it, she feels that it was "an ad d ed  injustice that pe tty  cares 

shou ld  leave a trace on the beau ty  w hich  w as her only defence against 

them " (25). T ry ing  to re a d  h e r ow n face a n d  fate, Lily asks to be 

in te rp re ted , asks the central question  of the  novel: "But w hy  had  she

failed? W as it h e r ow n  fau lt o r th a t of destiny?" (25). The n igh ttim e 

inventory  m akes the p u rsu it of Percy Gryce increasingly necessary though 

still unpalatab le. She cannot rem ain  Lily Bart an d  live as her friends do; 

she m u st becom e a "new  charac ter,"  a society  m a tro n  ra th e r  th a n  a 

debu tan te  (79). Sim ilarly, w hen  Selden does n o t com e to her after her 

d isastrous n ight w ith  T renor and  she sees the notice of his departu re , Lily 

w alks over to the m irro r as if to steady herself, to fix herself into a shape, 

before she sits dow n  to w rite  to Rosedale. Again, the practical inventory- 

taker has d e te rm ined  th a t she m u st m arry  to p reserve  h e r sta tus. H er 

m irro r serves as rem inder of the identity  she has tried  to construct.

M ore  rea ssu rin g , h o w ev er, is th e  m irro r  of o th e rs ' p e rcep tio n s. 

A lthough willful, Lily often needs the im petus of o thers for direction. She 

frequently  looks to o thers ' adm iration  in o rder to regain  a sense of self and  

of self-im portance: "M rs. B ry 's adm ira tion  w as a m irro r in  w hich Lily 's 

self-com placency recovered  its lost outline" (88). H er b iggest triu m p h  in 

crea ting  herself is a t th e  tab leaux  v ivan ts, a n d  the  p leasu re  th a t Lily 

derives from  her po rtraya l of M rs. Lloyd is no t from  h er ow n artistry  bu t 

from  others ' appreciation. She "cared less for the quality of the a d m ira tio n  

received than  for its quantity . Differences of personality  w ere m erged  in a 

w arm  atm osphere of praise, in w hich her beauty  expanded  like a flow er in  

su n lig h t"  (108). T hese a d m ire rs  reflec t back  h e r  sense of tr iu m p h , 

confirm ing her status.

L ily 's d ep en d en ce  u p o n  the  reassu rin g  m irro r  is sh ak en  a fte r  the
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T renor disaster. She feels as if the in ternal m arks the external. As w ith  

the  p e tty  cares th a t m ark ed  her face a t B ellom ont, the  u g lin ess  an d  

so rd idness she feels because of h e r invo lvem en t w ith  T renor m ake her 

feel d isfigu red  so th a t she no longer w ishes to see herself. "C an  you  

im a g in e  lo o k in g  in to  y o u r  g la ss  so m e  m o rn in g  a n d  se e in g  a 

d isfigu rem en t -- som e h ideous change th a t has com e to you  w hile  you  

slept? Well, I seem  to 'm yself like that -- I can 't b ear to see m yself in  my 

ow n though ts"  (131). The sense of obligation  and  im p ro p rie ty  she had  

long evaded  has caught u p  w ith  her, an d  the tru th  reflected in the m irro r 

of her m ind is unsettling  ra ther than  steadying. U naccustom ed to "go[ing] 

a lone ,"  she has re lied  on  o th e rs ' p e rcep tio n s  to bu ffer h e r sense of 

d issatisfaction  o r failure (75). Shocked by the ex ten t to w hich  she has 

com prom ised  herself, Lily goes to the  o th e r ex trem e, m agn ify ing  h e r 

faults. U nable to b ear the rigo rous tru th  of h e r conscience, she takes 

refuge w ith  Gerty, w ho has alw ays reflected back Lily's best self.

Elaine Show aiter has observed tha t "[i]n one sense, Lily's search for a 

suitable husband  is an  effort to be 'spoken  for,' to be suitably articu lated  

and  defined in the social arena" (361). H ow ever, the object of L ily 's search 

is no t really  for a h u sb an d , since in  one  w ay or an o th e r none of h e r  

choices can  su it he r, b u t  fo r an  id en tity . V acilla ting  b e tw e e n  the  

d issa tis fa c tio n s  a n d  c o m p ro m ise s  o f h e r  so c ia l w o rld  a n d  th e  

unw orkab ility  and  uncom prom ising  n a tu re  of life in  the repub lic  of the 

spirit, Lily does indeed seek to be "suitably articulated and  defined," to find 

h e r a p p ro p ria te  n a rra to r. Because she fails to find  th is d e fin itio n  for 

herself, this search alw ays leads her back to Selden. Since their talk  at the 

Benedick, w here they "exchang[ed] absurd ities over his tea-table" (50), to 

the ir m ore in tim ate  encoun ter a t Bellom ont, Lily has looked to  Selden as
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her "am phib ious" gu ide  th ro u g h  bo th  the m urky  social w orld  an d  the 

republic of the spirit (56). H ow  he view s the w orld  affects how  she sees it 

as well: d u rin g  d in n e r a t B ellom ont, he tran sfo rm s h e r v ision  of her 

friends -- "[t]hat very afternoon  they had  seem ed full of b rillian t qualities; 

now  she saw  that they w ere m erely dull in  a loud w ay" (45). Sim ilarly, his 

w ords affect how  she acts an d  how  she conceives of her real self. D uring 

that talk at Bellom ont, she reveals to  h im  how  m uch  he has affected her, 

bo th  her p lans and  h er very  iden tity , b u t he is flippant, unaw are  of his 

effect. She asks him:

"D id you  really  com e to B ellom ont to see 
m e?"

"Of course I did."
H er look  d eep e n ed  m ed ita tive ly . "W hy?" 

she m u rm u re d , w ith  an  accent w h ich  took  all 
tinge of coquetry from  the question.

"Because yo u 're  such a w onderful spectacle: I 
always like to see w hat you are doing."

"H ow  do you know  w hat I should  be doing  if 
you w ere not here?"

Selden sm iled. "I d o n 't flatter m yself that m y 
com ing has deflected  your course of action by  a 
hair's bread th ." (53)

H ow ever, his com ing has dera iled  her course entirely, and  he has always

w an ted  to derail her, too, ever since that m eeting in G rand  C entral sta tion

— he has w an ted  to challenge and  to  change h er in to  a d en izen  of the

republic as he im agines him self to be. She d isappoin ts him , of course, and

he thinks th a t she is firm ly en trenched  in  the social w orld.

H ow ever, his w ords, a n d  his concep tion  of her, rem a in  w ith  her. 

W hen she comes to see h im  for the second and  last tim e at the Benedick, 

she tells him:

"[Y our w o rd s  to m e a t B ellom ont] h ave  
helped  me, and  kep t m e from  m istakes, k ep t m e
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from  really  becom ing w hat m any  peop le  have 
though t m e / '

Strive as she w ould  to p u t som e o rd er in her 
th o u g h ts , the  w o rd s  w o u ld  n o t com e m ore  
clearly; yet she felt th a t she could  no t leave him  
w ithou t try ing  to m ake him  u n d ers tan d  tha t she 
had  saved herself w hole from  the seem ing ru in  
of h e r life....W hether he w ish ed  it or not, he 
m ust see  her w h o lly  for once before they  
parted." (239 m y em phasis)

H is w o rd s m ay have k ep t her from  becom ing  w h a t m any peop le  have

th o u g h t her to  be, b u t they  have  also led  h e r to becom e w h a t he has

w anted  her to be. A lthough she has becom e w ha t he has w an ted , he does

no t see the transform ation. She w ants Selden to see her as she tru ly  is, n o t

as som e aesthe tic  c re a tu re  or som e h a b itu e  of th e ir social se t, long

accu sto m ed  to the  v a lu es  of a life o f a p p ea ra n c e  an d  sp ecu la tio n .

H ow ever, he is one of those m any people  w ho  have th o u g h t ill of h e r

actions: he  canno t see h e r w holly, b o th  because  he often  sees w h a t is

easiest for him  to believe an d  because, by no t confid ing  in  him , by being

unab le  to  let the w o rd s com e, and  by n o t letting  him  know  th a t she is

b u rn in g  the  le tters, she does n o t a llow  h im  to see w ho  she tru ly  is.

Paradoxically, a lthough  she w an ts to be seen w holly and  be understood ,

she is circum spect.

By conclusively deciding on  the fate of the letters, Lily seem s to finally 

choose w ho she is. H ow ever, it is a choice th a t was, in  a sense, a lready 

p red ica ted . A lthough  it seem s as if Lily h a d  kep t h e r op tions open  by  

keep ing  the le tte rs  ra th e r  th an  destroy ing  o r re tu rn in g  them  after she 

bough t them , she has resolutely rebuffed any urg ing  to tell or use w ha t she  

know s. This act of destruction  -- burn ing  the le tters — is the culm ination  

of the construction  of the "real Lily Bart" as Selden an d  Lily herself h a v e  

conceived her. It is the adm ittance  to Lily of bo th  he r failure to thrive in
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the social w orld  and  the success tha t gains h er en try  in to  the repub lic  of 

the spirit. H ow ever, it is an  avow al that she is unable to share. Lily does 

not have the pow er to m ake Selden understand : the w ords will no t come 

— she still cannot a rticu la te  her ow n story . This inarticu la teness is also 

ap p a ren t as she drifts in to  the d ru g -induced  sleep from  w h ich  she w ill 

never wake:

there w as som ething  she m ust tell Selden, som e 
w ord  she h ad  found  th a t should  m ake life clear 
be tw een  them . She tried  to rep ea t the  w ord , 
w hich  lingered  vague and  lum inous on  the  far 
edge of thought...if only she cou ld  rem em ber it 
and  say it to him , she felt th a t every th ing  w ould  
be well. (251)

Lily has not been able to contro l the w ords of o thers, and  now  she cannot 

m as te r  th is  w o rd  of c la rity  fo r herself. A lth o u g h  E laine S h o w alte r 

describes this w ord  as a "w ord  of self-definition"(361), it is em blem atic  of 

L ily 's struggle w ith  id en tity  and  p u rp o se  th a t th is w o rd  is "vague  and  

lum inous." She cannot quite  g rasp  it, m ake it h e r ow n, and  tell som eone 

else about it, as she has no t been  able to m ake her story, her tru th , be heard  

above the o ther tales. R ather th an  being h er "w ord  of self-defin ition," it 

sym bolizes her very  lack of definition.

Selden, how ever, does n o t experience th is  sam e inab ility  to  speak. 

A lthough  he too has vacilla ted  b e tw een  "w ord-p lay  an d  evasion" (238), 

Selden, hav ing  d iscovered  the  clarifying w ord , is con fiden t th a t he  can 

com m unicate it to  Lily:

he h ad  found  the w o rd  he m eant to say to her 
a n d  it cou ld  n o t w ait a n o th e r  m o m en t to  be 
said. It w as strange that it h a d  n o t com e to his 
lips sooner — th a t he  h ad  let her pass from  him  
the even ing  before w ith o u t being  able to speak  
it. But w ha t d id  th a t m atter, now  tha t a new  day 
h ad  come? It w as no t a w ord  for tw ilight, b u t for
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the m orning. (252)

To Selden, this m om en tary  inarticu lateness does no t m atte r because he 

know s tha t he will have  the opp o rtu n ity  to  speak  later, because he has 

alw ays had  the opportun ity  to speak and  be heard . But it does m atter, very 

m uch, tha t he h ad  no t spoken  it w hen Lily w as a t his flat, that he had  let 

her believe that "[s]om ething...lay dead  be tw een  them  — the love she had  

killed in  h im  and  could  no  longer call to life" (241). By no t speaking, he 

p rec luded  her from  speaking  and  so she w o u ld  never be able to tell her 

story.

This clarifying w ord  never does m ake every th ing  clear be tw een  them . 

Lily is dead  and the envelope addressed  to T renor stirs all Selden 's doubts 

again. These w ords -- T reno r's  add ress ~  a n d  S elden 's reaction  to them  

prov ide  ano ther k ind  of clarity for him  and  for us: w e see that Selden can 

never tru ly  know  Lily. A lthough  he constructs an  explanation for her tha t 

is like the sto ry  tha t w e have  read , he is still p u ttin g  the stam p  of h is 

in te rp re ta tion  on  Lily: "D id the cheque to T renor explain  the m ystery  or 

deep en  it?...Then, g rad u a lly , h is troub led  vision  cleared , o ld  h in ts  and  

rum ours cam e back to him , and  out of the very insinuations he had feared 

to probe, he constructed  an exp lanation  of the mystery" (255 m y 

em phasis). A gain  Selden  succum bs to h is com pulsive  read ing  of Lily, 

finding w ha t he w ishes to find: "The m ute  lips on  the pillow  refused  h im  

m ore than  this...Yes, he could now  read into that farewell all that his heart 

craved to find there" (255 m y em phasis). H e focuses on  him self ra th e r 

th an  on  her, easing his ow n pa in  ra ther th an  giving though t to w hat she 

had  suffered. A lthough  he can never know  the tru th  o ther than  w hat he 

has constructed , he is satisfied w ith  his reading; he has created and  saved 

his p u re  Lily ra th e r than  having to deal w ith  the real one.
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A ccord ing  to  C andace  W aid , "w h e n  S e ld en  fina lly  c o rre c ts  h is 

superficial m isreading by reconstructing Lily's account, he does so th rough  

stories tha t he m ust create as well as unravel. Lily has a ttem pted  to b u rn  

letters, to h ide letters aw ay, to refuse the role of w rite r in w hich  she has 

been  cast by  o thers an d  herself. She has w an ted  to settle  accounts and  

have  the story of her life 'e n d  now '; b u t the  read ing  and  w riting  rem ain" 

(W aid 40). For Lily, the read in g  and  the w riting  w ill a lw ays rem ain , 

m ak ing  h e r sto ry  o p en  to o th e rs ' in te rp re ta tio n s . B arbara  H ochm an  

suggests th a t "by excluding h er m ost va lued  specta to r [Selden] from  the  

show  [burning the letters], Lily effectively forestalls the risk of finding  her 

're a l self' m is in te rp re ted  by  an  au d ien ce  w hose  responses canno t be 

p red ic ted" (158-159). H ow ever, in  b u rn in g  B ertha 's  le tters a n d  leav ing  

only a few  notes and  se ttled  bills on her desk, Lily p ro m p ts  ra th e r  th an  

fo res ta lls  m is rea d in g . The en igm a of h e r  ac tions, e spec ia lly  to a 

com pulsive read er like Selden, begs to be deciphered; she cannot p re v e n t 

h e r story , or at least som ebody 's  version  of her story , from  being  told. 

Thus, he r story  does n o t end  w ith  her death ; ra th e r it ends w ith  Selden 's 

in te rp re ta tion  of her death .
* * * * *

The m alleability  of L ily 's sense of self — he r dependence  u p o n  the 

ex ternal a ffirm ation  of o thers ' p ercep tions and  the scru tiny  of h e r ow n 

im age -- is con trasted  to the "hard  brillian t substance" of her beau ty  (149). 

A lth o u g h  she likes to th in k  of herself as hav ing  acqu ired  the "h ab it of 

a d ap tin g  h e rse lf  to  o th e rs  w ith o u t su ffe rin g  h er ow n  o u tlin e  to  be 

b lu rred ,"  her shape, as de te rm ined  by o thers ' perceptions and  their effects 

on  her, often changes and  b lurs (186). The iden tities an d  courses of action 

she develops by view ing herself from  o thers ' perspectives soon d issipate.
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H er de term ina tion  falters w ith o u t the su p p o rt of an  audience. H ow ever, 

the audience she chooses to ad h ere  to often  lulls he r in to  d rifting  along 

w ith  the  s itu a tio n  u n til som eone e lse 's  ac tion  shakes h e r o u t of her 

com placency. Like Selden, w hose estim ation of Lily often changes because 

of the ideas of the peop le  a ro u n d  him , she finds herself being  pu lled  in 

opposite  d irections, in to  d iffe ren t roles and  iden tities , by the  values of 

Selden, on  the one hand , an d  of C arry  Fisher and  Rosedale, on  the other. 

"Lily...is a far from  stable essence. Indeed, she is visible, even  to herself, 

a lm ost exclusively in the context of her...in teractions w ith  Selden, b ro u g h t 

in to  being th rough  the reciprocal process of rep resen ta tion  and  'read ing '"  

(H ochm an 152-153).

L ily 's lack of fixity and  h er dependence  u p o n  the read ings of o thers 

m ake the notion  of "the real Lily" am biguous, particu larly  for Lily herself. 

Because "being w atched...seem s to be the v irtual condition, if no t for Lily's 

existence, a t least for the existence of 'th a t real self of h e rs /"  Lily's real self 

alm ost does not seem  to exist except w hen  there is a spectator, particularly  

if th a t spectator is L aw rence Selden (H ochm an 157). D uring  the tableau 

v iv a n t  scene, Selden w an ts to se e /re a d  this Lily as the real Lily: "for the 

first tim e he seem ed to  see before him  the real Lily Bart, d ivested  of the 

triv ialities of her little  w o rld , and  catching for a m om ent a no te  of that 

e ternal harm ony of w hich  her beau ty  w as a part"  (106). For b o th  Selden 

and  Lily, this is the real Lily Bart, the creatu re  to be rem arked  u p o n  and  

ad m ired  for h e r beau ty . B arbara H ochm an has n o ted  th a t the  tableaux 

v iv a n ts  w ith  th e ir  "v is io n -m a k in g  in flu en ces"  w h ich  "g ive  m ag ic  

glim pses of the b o u n d ary  w orld  be tw een  fact and  im agination" (105) are 

akin to the ideal act of read ing  tha t transports the read er into the "pavsage 

cho isi of the spirit" (H ochm an 152). As I have argued  earlier, how ever, it
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is a transform ation that does not expand b u t ra ther reduces. Both Lily and  

Selden m istake this idealized m om ent as one signifying her freedom  from  

social constrictions, as the expression of her essential self. H ow ever, it is a 

self th a t is lim ited , a th ree-d im ensional figure  m ade  tw o-d im ensional. 

R ather th a n  being  h er artistic  creation , it is h e r  artistic  en tom bm en t — 

Galatea transform ed back into a statue. This "real Lily Bart" is m erely a 

p ro d u ct of his im agination and  her artifice.

This m otif of Lily's real self and  how  it is revealed  -- th rough  w ords 

and  silence — is repeated  th roughou t the novel and , m ost im portantly , at 

the end  of the novel w hen  Selden finds her dead. C arol W ershoven  links 

the deathbed  scene w ith  the tableau vivant:

To show  her ow n beau ty  [in the tableau], Lily 
has d ispensed  w ith  a sum ptuous setting  and  has 
becom e pu re ly  herself, the "real" Lily. Lily is 
th u s  a c h a rac te r w h o  w ill n o t fit in to  h e r 
e n v iro n m e n t b u t  w h o  is, b e c a u se  of h e r  
d if fe re n c e , m o re  a d m ira b le . T h e  sc en e  
a n tic ip a te s  the  second  ha lf of the  novel, in  
w hich Lily, gradually  stripped  of the "distracting 
accessories" of lu x u rio u s  su rro u n d in g s , w ill 
b ecom e m o re  o u tc a s t, a n d  th e re fo re  m ore  
herself. It parallels Selden 's last scene w ith  Lily, 
w hen  she is d ead , an d  w hen , too late, Selden 
again sees the "real" Lily. (49)

Lily, w ho h ad  env isioned  the fu tu re  version  of herself as the sam e 

character in  a d ifferent setting, does indeed  becom e m ore herself — b u t a 

self tha t she had  no t p lanned  for. W hen she had  em barked on her p lan  to 

m arry  Percy Gryce, " th e  u tm o s t reach  of h e r im ag ina tion  d id  n o t go 

beyond  p ictu ring  he r usual life in a new  setting" (79). She h ad  hoped  to 

live an  "am phib ious" life, rely ing upo n  a h u sb a n d 's  m oney b u t using it 

for som e sort of vague good. H ow ever, as the novel progresses and  Lily 

descends the social ladder rung by rung, bo th  her setting and  h er character



35

are pared  d o w n  to essentials. T hat th is essential self is still conflicted  

du rin g  her last in te rlude  w ith  Selden is often  overlooked. The self that 

she w ishes him  to see and  u n d ers tan d  is also the self that she in ten d s to 

shed, leaving him  as its g uard ian  as he has been its co-creator. The "real 

Lily Bart" th a t she finally au tho rs is ano ther exam ple of h e r "converting  

im pulses in to  in ten tions" (54).

As w ith  the tab leau , w h en  Lily h ad  p u t h e r self on  d isp lay  to be 

m is in te rp re te d  by m any  in  h e r  aud ience , the d ea th b ed  scene evokes 

questions that are  reso lved  to  Selden 's satisfaction b u t w hich can only be 

m ere in terpretation . H er real self that "had  lain w arm  on his heart"  w as a 

figm ent of his im agination, the idealized Lily that he has alw ays preferred  

to the one w ho frequently  d isappo in ted  him  (253). H e is un aw are  of the 

culm inating  act of this real self: she b u m s the letters w ithou t h is notice. 

B arbara H ochm an sees this act as L ily 's "rejection of her need  for Selden, 

in  h is fam iliar role as...[her] m ost apprecia tive  audience" (157). B ut far 

from  being a rejection of h e r need  for Selden, it is the em bracing  of her 

need , an  in ternalization  of his conception of her. She does n o t need  him  

to see h e r b u rn in g  the  le tte rs and  w ith  them  her chance to "get B ertha 

D o rse t in to  line" (202) b ecau se  she a lre a d y  sees h e rse lf  fro m  his 

perspective . H e has rea d ju s ted  h e r v ision , an d  she has tran sfo rm ed  

herse lf one last tim e to  fit th a t vision. Ironically , w h a t becom es he r 

s ta tem en t of se lf-defin ition  stem s from  the  p e rcep tio n  of h e r as idea l 

object.

L ily irrev o cab ly  ch o o ses h e r p a th  w ith , she  th in k s , "n o th in g ... 

rem ain[ing] to her b u t the em ptiness of renunciation" (249). She defines 

herself as she has alw ays done  -- ad ap tin g  and  reacting  to o th ers  and  

keep ing  silent, the sam e p ro u d , uncom prom ising  silence tha t has alw ays
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kept her from  telling her story. Because of h e r silence, one of the "h igh  

m om ents of [her] life" (242) goes unrecorded  an d  unacknow ledged  w hile 

so m any of her lesser m om ents are tallied by the social scorekeepers of her 

society. H er p riva te  d isp lay  in  a society th a t values public  exposure  is 

easily overw ritten . O stensibly renouncing  her need  for an  audience and  

freeing herself from  the "great gilt cage," (45) Lily paradoxically succum bs 

to  red u c tiv e  read in g . Lily, how ever, is as m u ch  h e r  ow n  victim  as 

society 's; her scruples p rev a il over he r am bitions, b u t b o th  are w ritten  

over because she refuses to tell her story . N one of the o ther characters, 

particularly  Selden, ever seem s to see, read , or in te rp re t the particu lar Lily 

Bart that she has finally constructed. Instead, she leaves her tale for others 

to construe, and  often, to m isconstrue; the novel ends as it begins — w ith  a 

subjective read ing  of Lily by Selden.
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