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Generally speaking, the period 1880 — 1920 is considered by the
academia of history to be featured by democratization and elite
decline,, with industrialism and culture of consumption (a by-product
of over-developed materialism ) greatly affecting the society. This
transitional age of vibration and uncertainties bewildered people
ranking among the best of the upper-middle class in North-east
America, for example President Theodore Roosevelt and novel writer
Edith Wharton, who once helped founding the main-stream culture of
the United States. They started to question the tradition they were born
in, and simultaneously defy values and spirits of the new age. Their
reflections on history were as thus presented as a stream of ideas
contradicted with self-denial and insistence of tradition, and as the
personal strive, negotiation and compromise with reality in a world of
commerce and consumption. It was a quest for the way of survival that
would eventually achieve balance between tradition and modernity,
material and spirit, freedom and boundary, public and privacy.

It is the chastened skepticism mentioned above that is embodied
in Edith Wharton’s old New York novels. That is why the struggling
and fusing powers from old and new ages harass Edith Wharton in her
writings. They direct the leading motive of her writing career and
strongly influence her style, thinking, and creating of novels.

As a novelist of manners, Wharton is a precise social observer
and recorder. She reconstructs old New York ( the old-stock of
Northeastern elites at the end of the 19th century), or New York
society— “the society” , based on her real experience with insistence,

conservatism and skepticism. She rebuilds a stage full of nostalgic
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colors in the literary world, in which historical and textual pictures mix
up so much that it makes the real undistinguishable from the unreal.
Her characters are quite alive on this stage of imagination and reality,
with some non-fictional figures (e. g. Roosevelt) around to reshape
the public’s memory of fin de siecle.

This book focuses on both the descent of elite tradition and the
ascent of culture of consumption, with two of Wharton’s best novels:
The House of Mirth and The Age of Innocence, to be discussed. It
works from history to literature, trying to have a vision over not only
the real world Wharton lives in but also the fictional world she creates.
A clue is hoped to be found to thread through both worlds in a context
larger than the text itself, so that the themes of declined civilization of
old New York and the devastating power of consumption can be inter-

related in reality and in novels.

Key Words: Edith Wharton; Old New York Novels; History;

Elite; Consumption
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