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Introduction

The House of Mirth (1905), Edith Wharton’s famous early work, begins by focus-
ing a bright, hard light on the precariousness of an unmarried woman’s advance-
ment to her twenty-ninth year. Initiating a narrative of chronological aging and 
the social crisis that accompanies it, the novel depicts Lily Bart as gazing at her 
visage in a mirror and becoming “frightened by two little lines near her mouth, 
faint flaws in the smooth curve of the cheek” that mar her beauty, she believes 
(HM, 28). Though she has joked about being “old as the hills,” Lily nonetheless 
knows, and with profound certainty, that her years have been tallied by friends 
and rivals alike and that there is “nothing new” about her (4, 3). It is not only 
that she has been “out” for eleven seasons, while “younger and plainer girls had 
been married off by the dozens, and she was nine-and-twenty, and still Miss 
Bart,” but that marriage, and with it, social safety, becomes exponentially more 
difficult to attain as she nears thirty (38).
 A few chapters later, Lily resolves to rid herself of “irritability,” in the belief 
that “emotions leave lines on the face as well as in the character,” as impressions 
of aging escalate (HM, 40). As the novel acknowledges that age is deeply rooted 
in a matrix of representations surrounding gender and social privilege, Lily’s 
deviation from her milieu’s ordinary marital age underscores chronological 
age’s perceived significance. Later, when Lily’s position in high society becomes 
less certain, she again peers at her reflection, now “for a long time.” What she 
sees in a “brightly-lit mirror” underscores the novel’s temporal crisis, for now 
“the lines in her face came out terribly—she looked old.” She then wonders, 
“when a girl looks old to herself, how does she look to other people?” (179).
 Through Lily Bart’s circumstances, The House of Mirth gathers its narrative 
energy around a kind of scenario that much of early twentieth-century literature 
would go on to exploit: the individual at an age threshold, both a chronologi-
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cal marker and, more importantly, a new experiential category. As someone at 
the figurative door of thirty, Lily faces new questions about her value. Whether 
or not Lily’s body actually changes or her beauty wanes is immaterial as she 
approaches her thirtieth year; if others perceive her value to have diminished, 
then the perception becomes her reality, as chronology cedes to social percep-
tion. The collective attention to Lily’s aging in fact structures the opening of 
each of the novel’s books as divergent opinions of Lily’s age contribute to the 
uncertainties encircling her life. Lawrence Selden’s attention to age opens Book 
One, but Lily’s friend Carry Fisher observes in Book Two that Lily “looks ten 
years younger—I never saw her so handsome” (187). An acquaintance in Monte 
Carlo, Lord Hubert, also contends that “Lily is thought even handsomer than 
when he knew her at Aix ten years ago” (189). Yet Selden, the man with whom 
Lily is involved, is less complimentary and perceives a “crystallization, which 
had fused her whole being into one hard brilliant substance,” a sign, in his view, 
that “the warm fluidity of youth [has] chilled into its final shape” (191–92).1

 The narrative possibilities attached to these and other age-based assessments 
are particularly fraught, raising questions about whether aging is a corporeal 
or perceptual state of being, traceable to the aging subject’s body or to the age-
conscious viewer. And if changes are traceable to the latter, how is it possible 
that a quality prone to dissenting assessments, and hence, to narrative contra-
diction, can so thoroughly define an individual? A larger question also looms: 
how can age function so powerfully when it is riddled with questions about its 
significance and about who determines it? It is a query that could be asked of 
any number of Wharton’s fictions; it is also an inquiry that could be directed 
toward much of modern literature.
 This project argues that modern American literature was consistently preoc-
cupied with aging’s significance, including age’s centrality within personal and 
communal constructions of identity. An unrelenting scrutiny of age, including 
interrogations of the slippery categories of middle age, old age, and the many 
stages between, reflects the belief that if age were a distinctly modern obsession, 
it embodied unexpected complexities. Thus instead of being easily apprehensi-
ble through obvious privileges, age reveals a host of contestations about valuing 
the self through the constructions of chronology and the multiplicity of social 
judgments associated with it. Through scenes of conflict that both circumvent 
and complicate formulations of youth and maturity, age-obsessed fictions reveal 
the multiple, coexisting privileges afforded to various constructions of age.
 Beliefs that youth is naturally triumphant, that the greatest personal prom-
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ise emerges during one’s early years, that middle age is uneventful, and that 
advanced age equates with decline are all narratives suggested by modernity’s 
distinctive bodily aesthetics. All, however, are undercut considerably by the era’s 
literature. In particular, plots that stress scenarios of intergenerational compe-
tition bely such truisms as they expose the underlying privileges experienced 
by multiple age groups, advantages that are often unrecognized until their full 
strength is revealed. Modern age-obsessed fictions thus depend on the narra-
tive possibilities of overlooked experiences beyond stereotypes, which, upon 
investigation, shed light on the existence of powerful opportunities possessed 
not only by youth, but also by the middle-aged, by those of advanced years, and 
by the apparently ageless. Because of these competing privileges, literary nar-
ratives are ripe with conflict, for in them, the middle-aged compete with teens 
and young adults, mothers can appear to be the peers of their adult daughters, 
and the aged unsettle confident young adults. In such plots, the overlooked 
strengths of any given group generate tensions between generations.
 Such tensions are symptoms of a culture that implicated the aging process 
in the modern era’s understanding of a shifting, melting, and transmogrifying 
world. Aging, in other words, was frequently understood as destabilizing in the 
same ways that urban living, technological innovations, vertiginous speed, and 
a disdain for older forms of authority were seen as seismic disruptors. The aging 
process consequently became for American moderns a synecdochic reminder 
of the modern condition’s propensity for embodying unsettling insubstantial-
ity, as Marshall Berman (quoting Marx) describes.2 Modernity, in Berman’s 
view, meant experiencing “an environment that promises us adventure, power, 
growth, transformation of ourselves and the world—and at the same time, that 
threatens to destroy everything that we have, everything we know, everything 
we are.”3 Aging, as conceived by the moderns, largely unsettled the ideal of a 
coherent self, for change across time became one of the perceived dislocations 
that fascinated as well as alarmed modern authors. The age-conscious works 
discussed here reveal aging to be a series of nonculminating, nonlinear discon-
tinuities and forced experiences that combine so as to undercut ideals about the 
nature of lifelong development.
 The materials collected here from literary works, studies of health and de-
velopment, social critiques, advertising, and illustration suggest that thinking 
of oneself as modern meant considering one’s identity largely through temporal 
terms. The era’s age-based ideologies, which are far from neutral, given the tren-
chant personal desires wrapped up in age identities, suggest that the perception 
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of aging was nonetheless challenging, for there were difficulties involved in per-
ceiving—literally, looking at—aging. A range of literary investments in aging 
produced not only coming-of-life-phase tales but also coming-into-age-con-
sciousness narratives that dominate the era’s writings, and in which life phases 
are defined, delimited, and projected, but also avoided, elided, and ignored. As 
a number of characters discover, aging is no individuated experience but rather 
constitutes the fabric of families and communities, uncomfortably establishing 
hierarchies and exclusions.
 As they were inflected across modern fiction, age-conscious narratives func-
tion as “socially constructed though controversial” stories, as Sally Chivers has 
claimed of old-age fictions.4 As an adjunct to asymmetrical forms of privilege 
that overlapped with other identifiers such as gender, class, and race, age oper-
ated within a complex ideological framework. At the same time, age was not a 
universal experience, but was, rather, unevenly assessed in relation to men and 
women, the poor and the elite, white and black bodies. During an era when 
aging positively was understood to mean eluding aging’s normative course, per-
ceptions of age differed significantly across circumstances.
 Despite its significance as an identifier, age has not yet had a central place 
in the interrogation of modern US culture beyond discussions of such figures 
as the flapper, the adolescent, and the young generation. This project adds 
to these figures the mature youth, the youthful thirty-year-old, the “complete” 
adult presumed to be beyond personal growth, the young middle-aged, the 
older middle-aged, the unaged, the rejuvenate, the “elderly,” and the near ghost, 
or a host of roles that emerged across the 1890s through the 1930s. Such posi-
tions suggest that age-based identities, though vigorously charted, were hyper-
charged with the potential to situate an individual in relation to the cultural 
privileges accorded to emerging age norms. This project’s significantly new 
dimension, beyond its contribution to Wharton studies, lies in its interpreta-
tion of American modernity’s concerns with age’s social imbrication amid 
the emerging cult of youth, when youth’s social power was visible but still 
functionally uncertain.5

 Portraits of age-based dilemmas like Lily Bart’s not only structure women’s 
lives but also reveal a community’s enforcement of age-based privileges and 
exclusions, which, in addition to varying across circumstances, shift consid-
erably across modernity’s early decades, in part because of the era’s changing 
demographics. By The House of Mirth’s 1905 publication, for example, modern 
culture was nearing the end of understanding a woman’s proximity to thirty 




