
Good morning dear Book Club members,


It was good to see so many of you again and new faces too at our meeting last week after three 
months of Zooming.  Everyone was relishing the freedom of being out and about.  

Could you think of a more delightful way to be welcomed back to beautiful Carabella than by 
having Joyce Morgan talk and lunch with us.  She gave such an entertaining and enlightening 
talk about the heroine of her book ‘The Countess From Kirribilli” - Elizabeth von Arnim - that 
intriguing woman of fragile appearance but explosive wit.  As we know she grew up in the 
Victorian era when the wifely ideal was the submissive angel in the house. She was no angel 
and she was rarely in the house. 

And indeed the same could be said about Edith Wharton. There are many parallels between 
Elizabeth von Arnim and Edith Wharton, the author of our November book, that enduring 
classic The Age of Innocence.  The title is an ironic comment on the polished outward manners 
of New York society when compared to its inward machinations. It is believed to have been 
inspired by the popular painting A Little Girl by Sir Joshua Reynolds that later became known 
as The Age of Innocence.

Edith Wharton (1862-1937) was born into a tightly controlled society at a time when women 
were discouraged from achieving anything beyond a proper marriage.  She was of the same era 
as Elizabeth (1866-1941) and both died at the age of 75. You will recall Joyce telling us that 
Elizabeth’s books were advertised in Edith Wharton’s publications. 
Continuously more famous than Elizabeth, Edith Wharton broke through these societal 
strictures to become one of America’s greatest writers, always writing under her own name.  In a 
career spanning over 40 years, she published more than 40 books, including authoritative works 
on architecture, gardens, interior design, and travel. She was the first woman awarded the 
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, an honorary Doctorate of Letters from Yale University, and a full 
membership in the American Academy of Arts and Letters.
According to The Book Riot -  https://bookriot.com/where-to-start-with-edith-wharton/ -  the 
largest independent editorial book site in North America and worth a look if you aren’t aware of 
it already -  the best place to start with Edith Wharton is with her fourth (and second most 
famous) novel, The House of Mirth.  Wharton paints a damning picture of a society that expects 
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women to suffer compliance and helplessness in exchange for a precarious and often degrading 
version of security and status. 
Written eight years after The House of Mirth, The Custom of the Country’s similar focus and 
themes make a perfect compare-and-contrast.  All that the heroine’s innate moral compass 
prevents her from doing in The House of Mirth,  Wharton’s heroine in The Custom of the 
Country does with ease and a total lack of scruples.  She is the literary successor to 
Thackeray’s Becky Sharp: utterly unsympathetic yet compulsively readable.
And her generally agreed best book is The Age of Innocence.  The Book Riot believes it to be a 
near-perfect novel.
Wharton again paints a picture of oppressive social customs but according to Book Riot this is 
her most subtle portrayal of all. The hero and heroine find themselves in situations as untenable 
yet inevitable as the last. There are no easy answers here, and no villains; just love and duty, and 
relationships that leave you forever changed.  Edith Wharton manages to balance wry social 
commentary with compassion. She brings her characters to vivid life, and lays their foibles, 
flaws and innermost desires painfully bare but never strips them of their humanity.
Though the novel questions the assumptions and morals of 1870s’ New York’s gilded society, it 
never develops into an outright condemnation of the institution. The novel is noted for 
Wharton's attention to detail and its accurate portrayal of how the 19th-century East 
Coast American upper class lived, as well as for the social tragedy of its plot. Wharton was 58 
years old at publication; she had lived in that world and had seen it change dramatically by the 
end of World War I.

And then there are her many other talents particularly in architecture, design and gardens
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In some ways, Elif Batuman, NY Times staff writer and novelist, believes Edith Wharton’s 
classic novel feels more current than ever. Here is an extract from an essay adapted from her 
foreword to “The Age of Innocence,” published by Penguin Classics.

“ A literary “classic” is a recurring character in one’s life. One reads it, years go by, one reads it again, 
and it becomes the sum of those readings over time. One identifies with the character closest to one in 
age — and then one’s age changes. Eventually, each classic tells two stories: its own, and the story of 
all the times one has read it. In a way, in “The Age of Innocence,” Edith Wharton wrote an allegory of 
this very process: of the way stories acquire new meanings over time.

Like most novels, “The Age of Innocence” offers a version of its author’s biography.  Newland Archer, 
the central character, is, like Wharton herself, someone who has lived long enough to see the ideals of 
his youth become outdated.

Edith Wharton was born in 1862, during the American Civil War. She started writing her first novel of 
manners at age 11, but her mother disapproved of women novelists, and of novels in general; she 
forbade Edith to read any more novels until after her marriage, which took place as soon as it could be 
arranged — in 1885, to a wealthy sportsman with manic-depressive tendencies. Wharton was 40 when 
she published her first novel, the year after her mother’s death. She wrote about one book per year for 
the rest of her life. In 1907, she moved to Paris, which is where she was at the start of World War I. 
People didn’t know yet that it was World War I, and called it the Great War. Many American expatriates 
left Paris at that time, but Wharton stayed behind, working on behalf of the hundreds of thousands of 
refugees who flooded across the French border. She personally housed 600 Belgian orphans, organized 
workshops for unemployed seamstresses and opened a home for tubercular children.

If you wish, continue at: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/01/books/review/age-of-innocence-
edith-wharton-elif-batuman.html

Judy is kindly chairing our meeting in November as I may still be at sea on our way back from 
Lord Howe Island.  I am feeling disappointed already at the prospect of missing our discussion 
of this great classic - with ‘the most perfect ending in literature’ - according to one reviewer.

Please email me any books you have read and would like to recommend.  

Warmest wishes from Gabby, Gaila, Judy and me. 

Jill 
jill@allmen.com.au

Classic Edith Wharton quotes: 
“There are two ways of spreading light: to be the 
candle or the mirror that receives it.”
“If only we'd stop trying to be happy, we could 
have a pretty good time.”
“I don't know if I should care for a man who made 
life easy; I should want someone who made it 
interesting.”
“Silence may be as variously shaded as speech.”
“Nothing is more perplexing to a man than the 
mental process of a woman who reasons her 
emotions.”
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