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Edith Wharton

AUTHOR OF THE AGE OF INNOCENCE

Edith Wharton: A Backward Glance is a poignant reflection on the life and
literary career of one of America's most significant authors. This
autobiographical work, published in 1934, serves as both a memoir and a
critical examination of the social and cultural milieu that shaped Wharton's
writing. Through her retrospective lens, Wharton not only chronicles her
personal experiences but also engages with the broader historical context of
her time, making this a rich source of insight for readers interested in
literature and early 20th-century American society.



Background of Edith Wharton

Early Life and Education

Edith Wharton was born on January 24, 1862, into a wealthy New York family.
Her privileged upbringing allowed her access to education and cultural
experiences that were uncommon for women of her era. Some key aspects of her
early life include:

1. Family Influence: Wharton's family background played a crucial role in
shaping her perspectives. She was exposed to the intricacies of high society
and the constraints placed upon women.

2. Education: Wharton was largely educated at home, where she developed a
passion for literature. She read extensively and began writing at an early
age, influenced by authors such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry James.

3. Travel: Her family's frequent trips to Europe provided her with a broader
worldview, enriching her understanding of different cultures and societies.

Literary Beginnings

Wharton's literary career began in earnest in the late 19th century. She
published her first collection of poetry in 1890, but it was her subsequent
novels that garnered critical acclaim. Important milestones in her early
career include:

- The Decoration of Houses (1897): Co-authored with architect Ogden Codman
Jr., this book showcased her keen interest in design and aesthetics,
reflecting her sophisticated tastes.

- The Valley of Decision (1902): This novel marked her emergence as a serious
novelist and tackled themes of love, duty, and societal expectations.

- The House of Mirth (1905): This work solidified her status as a leading
voice in American literature, exploring the constraints placed upon women in
high society.

A Backward Glance: Overview

A Backward Glance is not just a chronological recounting of Wharton's life;
it is an exploration of her artistic evolution and personal struggles. The
book is divided into sections that reflect her journey through various stages
of life, from her childhood to her later years as a writer.



Thematic Exploration

Several recurring themes emerge throughout A Backward Glance, providing a
deeper understanding of Wharton’'s life and work:

1. Society and Class: Wharton’s observations on the social structures of her
time reveal her critical stance towards the rigid class distinctions and
moral codes that governed society.

2. Gender Roles: The constraints imposed on women are a central focus in her
reflections. Wharton often grapples with her identity as a woman writer in a
male-dominated literary world.

3. Art and Aesthetics: Wharton’s passion for art and architecture is evident
in her writings, highlighting her belief in the importance of beauty and
design in life.

Personal Reflections

Wharton's personal life is intricately woven into her narrative. She candidly
discusses her relationships, including her tumultuous marriage to Edward
Wharton, which ultimately ended in divorce. Some key points include:

- Marriage and Divorce: Wharton’'s marriage was fraught with difficulties, and
she reflects on how these challenges influenced her writing.

- Friendships and Influences: The author discusses her relationships with
contemporaries, including Henry James, who greatly influenced her literary
style and approach.

- Health Struggles: Wharton faced numerous health issues throughout her life,
which she addresses in her memoir, providing insight into her resilience and
determination.

Literary Contributions and Legacy

Edith Wharton’s contributions to literature extend far beyond A Backward
Glance. Her works have left an indelible mark on American literature, and her
insights into society continue to resonate with readers today.

Major Works

Wharton produced a diverse body of work encompassing novels, short stories,
and essays. Some of her most notable contributions include:

- The Age of Innocence (1920): This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel explores
themes of love and societal expectations in upper-class New York.
- The Custom of the Country (1913): This work delves into the complexities of



ambition and social climbing, featuring the memorable character Undine
Spragg.

- The Interior Castle (1934): A collection of essays that reflects on her
views of art and literature, showcasing her philosophical musings.

Influence on Future Generations

Wharton’s influence can be seen in the works of later writers who grappled
with similar themes of society, gender, and identity. Notable figures
influenced by Wharton include:

- Virginia Woolf: The exploration of female identity and societal constraints
in Woolf’s work echoes Wharton's themes.

- Toni Morrison: Morrison's focus on the complexities of race and gender can
be traced back to the groundwork laid by Wharton.

- Contemporary Feminist Writers: Many modern feminist authors draw
inspiration from Wharton's candid examination of the female experience.

Conclusion

A Backward Glance serves as a powerful testament to Edith Wharton's life and
literary achievements. Through her reflections, Wharton not only provides a
window into her own experiences but also offers a broader commentary on the
society of her time. Her ability to navigate the complexities of class,
gender, and artistic expression has cemented her legacy as one of America's
foremost literary figures.

Wharton’s work continues to be relevant today, encouraging readers to examine
the social constructs that shape our lives. As we reflect on her
contributions, we are reminded of the importance of storytelling in
understanding both our personal narratives and the larger cultural contexts
in which we live. In a world that often seeks to define and confine,
Wharton’s voice remains a beacon of clarity and insight, inviting us to
engage critically with our own lives and the society around us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'A Backward Glance' by Edith Wharton about?

'A Backward Glance' is an autobiographical work by Edith Wharton that
reflects on her life, career, and the society she lived in, offering insights
into her personal experiences and literary influences.



How does Edith Wharton describe her childhood in 'A
Backward Glance'?

In 'A Backward Glance', Wharton describes her childhood as one filled with
privilege and the constraints of high society, highlighting both the
advantages and the limitations imposed by her social position.

What themes are prevalent in 'A Backward Glance'?

Key themes in 'A Backward Glance' include the constraints of social class,
the role of women in society, the pursuit of artistic identity, and the
tension between personal desires and societal expectations.

How does Wharton address her literary career in 'A
Backward Glance'?

Wharton discusses her literary career candidly, detailing her struggles with
acceptance in a male-dominated literary world, her evolution as a writer, and
the critical reception of her work.

What is the significance of the title 'A Backward
Glance'?

The title 'A Backward Glance' signifies reflection and nostalgia, as Wharton
looks back at her life experiences, the influences that shaped her, and the
societal changes she witnessed.

How does 'A Backward Glance' reflect Wharton's views
on society?

The work reflects Wharton's critical views on the constraints of her upper-
class background and offers commentary on the evolving roles of women and the
changing values of American society in the early 20th century.

What impact did 'A Backward Glance' have on readers
and critics?

The book had a significant impact as it provided readers and critics with a
deeper understanding of Wharton's life, motivations, and the societal issues
she tackled in her fiction, enhancing her legacy as a major American author.

In what ways does Wharton’s writing style in 'A
Backward Glance' differ from her fiction?

Wharton's writing style in 'A Backward Glance' is more personal and
reflective compared to her fiction, utilizing a more straightforward
narrative that combines elements of memoir with critical analysis of her
experiences.
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