
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.

Find other PDF article:
https://soc.up.edu.ph/18-piece/Book?docid=iLx86-2817&title=dr-oz-2-week-diet-shopping-list.pdf

Edith Wharton Custom Of The Country

如何评价游戏《艾迪芬奇的记忆》 (What Remains of Edith …
游戏对Edith的成长经历交待不多，但从最后争夺太婆笔记本的情况来看，Edith与母亲Dawn的关系似乎也未必十分融洽。 Edith17岁就怀孕不知跟这样的成长经历会不会也
有些关系。

钢铁侠送给蜘蛛侠的眼镜伊迪丝（Edith）到底究竟有多强？最强可 …
4.轨道空投，这个nb大发了， 轨道空投，还能精确控制并且主动加速，用来砸固定目标多爽啊（想象成一块半人大小的陨石砸你家房上），里面还有方舟能源炉改造一下就能炸，这个才是伊
迪 …

elsevier的投稿已经with editor接近三个月了，还要不要等啊？ - 知乎
这个时间在合理范围内。目前的策略，还是先等等。 如果你实在着急，可以发邮件催下或者问问。 问题是，你转投另外的期刊，你能保证不面临这样的情况吗，如果同样的剧情再上演一遍，你
…

《唐顿庄园》第六季最后一集 Lady Mary 结婚了， 是在讽刺 Edith
即便是 Edith 结婚后地位超过Mary，也不能让我对Mary释怀。 Mary首先是要自己开心幸福之后才允许别人开心。 先自己结婚了，心绪平静下来了，才会让妹妹获得幸福。

https://soc.up.edu.ph/18-piece/Book?docid=iLx86-2817&title=dr-oz-2-week-diet-shopping-list.pdf
https://soc.up.edu.ph/19-theme/Book?ID=xva73-1901&title=edith-wharton-custom-of-the-country.pdf


换我有这样的姐 …

Clunky old lady names! - Girl Names - Nameberry
Nov 29, 2023 · What are your favourite “ugly”, super clunky, true old lady names that other people
see as completely unusable? Some I love and would love to see used: Gertrude Gretchen …

What remains of Edith Finch (伊迪丝芬奇的记忆)到底讲述了什么？ …
Edith懂了她，生下了后代，Edith的难产死亡彰示了诅咒的继续，新生的孩子代表了希望。 老一辈的edie已经die了，新一辈的edith带来了birth。

如何评价Edith Piaf 对世界流行音乐的影响？ - 知乎
如何评价Edith Piaf 对世界流行音乐的影响？ 在欧洲她的影响力应该是很大的，中国人貌似知道的很少 大部分人最可能接触到的应该是《盗梦空间》的主题曲 兄弟连中也有 显示全部
关注者 13

艾迪芬奇的记忆荡秋千怎么玩？ - 知乎
Apr 25, 2019 · 我最高只能荡到脚碰到树叶然后再也不能更高了……是用WS操作吗？向前按W，回来按S？

Sister for Edith - Girl Names - Nameberry
Dec 7, 2020 · We’re having another girl - our two-year-old is [name_f]Edith[/name_f]
[name_f]Mabel[/name_f]. We like old fashioned names, obviously. Because our surname has …

Help with working list - Girl Names - Nameberry
4 days ago · [name_f]Edith [/name_f] → cosy yet strong, similar enough to contemporary fave
[name_f]Eden [/name_f] that it doesn’t feel out of place + nickname options [name_f]Edie …

如何评价游戏《艾迪芬奇的记忆》 (What Remains of Edith …
游戏对Edith的成长经历交待不多，但从最后争夺太婆笔记本的情况来看，Edith与母亲Dawn的关系似乎也未必十分融洽。 Edith17岁就怀孕不知跟这样的成长经历会不会也
有些关系。

钢铁侠送给蜘蛛侠的眼镜伊迪丝（Edith）到底究竟有多强？最强可 …
4.轨道空投，这个nb大发了， 轨道空投，还能精确控制并且主动加速，用来砸固定目标多爽啊（想象成一块半人大小的陨石砸你家房上），里面还有方舟能源炉改造一下就能炸，这个才是伊
迪 …

elsevier的投稿已经with editor接近三个月了，还要不要等啊？ - 知乎
这个时间在合理范围内。目前的策略，还是先等等。 如果你实在着急，可以发邮件催下或者问问。 问题是，你转投另外的期刊，你能保证不面临这样的情况吗，如果同样的剧情再上演一遍，你
…

《唐顿庄园》第六季最后一集 Lady Mary 结婚了， 是在讽刺 Edith
即便是 Edith 结婚后地位超过Mary，也不能让我对Mary释怀。 Mary首先是要自己开心幸福之后才允许别人开心。 先自己结婚了，心绪平静下来了，才会让妹妹获得幸福。
换我有这样的姐 …

Clunky old lady names! - Girl Names - Nameberry
Nov 29, 2023 · What are your favourite “ugly”, super clunky, true old lady names that other people
see as completely unusable? Some I love and would love to see used: Gertrude Gretchen …

What remains of Edith Finch (伊迪丝芬奇的记忆)到底讲述了什么？ …
Edith懂了她，生下了后代，Edith的难产死亡彰示了诅咒的继续，新生的孩子代表了希望。 老一辈的edie已经die了，新一辈的edith带来了birth。

如何评价Edith Piaf 对世界流行音乐的影响？ - 知乎
如何评价Edith Piaf 对世界流行音乐的影响？ 在欧洲她的影响力应该是很大的，中国人貌似知道的很少 大部分人最可能接触到的应该是《盗梦空间》的主题曲 兄弟连中也有 显示全部
关注者 13



艾迪芬奇的记忆荡秋千怎么玩？ - 知乎
Apr 25, 2019 · 我最高只能荡到脚碰到树叶然后再也不能更高了……是用WS操作吗？向前按W，回来按S？

Sister for Edith - Girl Names - Nameberry
Dec 7, 2020 · We’re having another girl - our two-year-old is [name_f]Edith[/name_f]
[name_f]Mabel[/name_f]. We like old fashioned names, obviously. Because our surname has …

Help with working list - Girl Names - Nameberry
4 days ago · [name_f]Edith [/name_f] → cosy yet strong, similar enough to contemporary fave
[name_f]Eden [/name_f] that it doesn’t feel out of place + nickname options [name_f]Edie …

Explore Edith Wharton's "The Custom of the Country

Back to Home

https://soc.up.edu.ph

