conventional, lonely, but tenderhearted man who is profoundly in
love with Charity—once his ward, nearly his daughter, in the end
his wife, but never his lover. Royall’s bouts of drunkenness and
his one thwarted attempt to take advantage of Charity set him up
as yet another untrustworthy man. But his rescue of her from the
Mountain and his willingness to devote himself to her, even if
their marriage is to be chaste, force us to adjust the scales as we
attempt to weigh his character.
Summer, inevitably, ends with Fall, and there is a decided
chill in the air as Charity begins married life. Is she doomed to a
passionless marriage, her life with Royall a kind of slow death?
Wharton doesn’t tell us, but she makes sure we see all the
contradictory forces swirling around her characters. Passion
is the blood of life, always to be cherished, she emphasizes, but
life must be lived in society, and the Mountain must somehow
be avoided. When she was near death, Wharton was asked to
name, of her more than 30 books, her five favorites. Summer
was among them, suggesting that her moment of passion was
still irradiating her life.
About the author
Edith Wharton was born in New York in 1862 into the city’s
privileged upper class. As was typical of the era, she was
privately educated by tutors and groomed for marriage; along
the way, however, she developed an intense interest in
literature. That was fortuitous because Wharton turned out to
be unlucky in love. An early flirtation with a young law student,
Walter Berry, who shared her literary tastes, ended
unsatisfactorily, and she was left to marry Edward (“Teddy”)
Wharton in 1885. The loveless, sexless marriage ended in
divorce in 1913, but during the time of her marital unhappiness,
Wharton began to write and travel. After the publication of her
best-selling House of Mirth in 1905, she was able to live a very
different life than she had been taught to expect. Independent
and cosmopolitan, she spent much of her time in Europe,
especially Paris, and developed lasting friendships with such
literary and artistic figures as Henry James, Joseph Conrad,
and Bernard Berenson. In addition to Ethan Frome (1911), set in
the Berkshires where she and Teddy had built a grand home,
Wharton also won critical and popular acclaim with The
Custom of the Country (1913) and The Age of Innocence (1921).
The latter won the Pulitzer Prize. Wharton died in 1937 in Paris.

Discussion questions
1. Discuss the role of the Mountain and its inhabitants in
Summer. Does the existence of the Mountain and the threats
it implies to conventional life make life in North Dormer more
or less satisfying?

Summer
by Edith Wharton

2. Imagine Charity Royall’s life with her husband after the
novel ends. Will she continue to “hate everything”?
3. Discuss Summer in the context of other, groundbreaking fiction about women’s sexual behavior, set in different times and
played against different social mores: Gustave Flaubert’s
Madame Bovary, for example, or Kate Chopin’s The Awakening,
or Grace Metalious’ Peyton Place, or even Erica Jong’s Fear
of Flying. How does Wharton’s treatment of the “awakening”
theme compare and contrast with those of these other authors?
Further reading
Gustave Flaubert. Madame Bovary. 1857.
David Holbrook. Edith Wharton and the Unsatisfactory Man.
St. Martin’s, 1991.
R.W.B. Lewis. Edith Wharton: A Life. Harper, 1985.
Edith Wharton. Ethan Frome. 1911.
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When Edith Wharton completed the novella Summer in 1917,
she told friends that it was her “hot Ethan,” a parallel story to the
earlier Ethan Frome (1911), which is also set in the Berkshire
Mountains of Massachusetts, but which takes place in winter.
The more idiomatic, contemporary meaning of “hot” also
applies. Both Ethan Frome and Summer are about sexuality and
its ramifications, but in the former, Wharton’s characters are
offered only a fleeting glimpse of passion before they are frozen
by the circumscribed society in which they live. In Summer,
passion blossoms, if furtively, before other realities intrude.
At the time she wrote Summer, Wharton was no stranger to
the furtive blossoming of passion. In 1908, when she was 45,
after more than 20 years of a sexless and loveless marriage, she
began an affair with a married man named Morton Fullerton, a
dashing, cosmopolitan journalist who maintained multiple
mistresses and engaged in liaisons with men as well as women.
The affair only lasted a short time—like Charity Royall, the
heroine of Summer, Wharton was far more attached to her lover
than he was to her—but the brevity of her romantic encounter
only heightened its intensity. Discussing her time with Fullerton,
she wrote in her journal, “one such hour ought to irradiate a
whole life.”
When Lucius Harney, Charity’s version of Morton Fullerton,
walked into her life, she was only 17 but was feeling as stifled as
the middle-aged Wharton felt at 45—not by a loveless marriage
but by the narrow scope and dulling routine of life in North
Dormer, Massachusetts. “I hate everything,” Charity declares as
the novella begins, echoing a legion of similarly frustrated young
women on the cusp of sexual awakening. Like Emma Bovary
(Madame Bovary was one of Wharton’s favorite books) and
Thomas Hardy’s Eustacia Vye in The Return of the Native, Charity
searches in vain for something in her surroundings to match the
throbbing life she feels within herself. Taking “pitiless measure”
of North Dormer, she sees “a weather-beaten sunburnt village
of the hills, abandoned of all men, left apart by railway, trolley,

telegraph, and all the forces that link life to life in modern
communities. It had no shops, no theatres, no lectures, no
“business block”; only a church that opened every other Sunday
if the state of the roads permitted, and a library for which no
new books had been bought for twenty years, and where the old
ones mouldered undisturbed on the damp shelves.”
Charity, too, feels herself mouldering undisturbed—until,
as so often happens in New England fiction, a stranger comes to
town. Wharton captures this archetypal moment in a young
woman’s coming-of-age—life finding its link to life—with
remarkable vividness and power. Writing at a time when explicit
description of a woman’s sexual yearning was forbidden, she
nevertheless manages to convey Charity’s state of mind and
body in no uncertain terms. Oddly, the opening of Summer
reverberates in the beginning scenes of Arthur Penn’s landmark
film Bonnie and Clyde. On a hot summer day in a North
Dormer–like midwestern town, Bonnie Parker lies naked on her
bed, waiting for something to happen. She speaks no words, but
her body language says, “I hate everything.” Then her stranger,
Clyde Barrow, comes to town and attempts to steal Bonnie’s
mother’s car. Everything changes for Bonnie in an instant, just as
it does for Charity. Clyde is, in many ways, an inadequate man for
Bonnie, as Lucius is for Charity, but their respective shortcomings
don’t reveal themselves immediately. Ramifications have no
meaning in that moment when a flower finds the light it seeks,
and its blossoms begin to sprout. Wharton felt that blossoming
in her own life, and she makes us feel it in Charity’s.
But she doesn’t stop there. Her portrayal of the love affair
between Lucius Harney and Charity Royall is startling for its
recognition of the all-encompassing rapture the lovers feel—
“all the rest of life had become a mere cloudy rim about the
central glory of their passion.” In the American literature of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, illicit love affairs are often
mere plot devices, symbols of a character’s moral weakness and
harbingers of the inevitable payback to come. Wharton, on the
other hand, stresses the life-affirming joy of sex, and the fact
that lovers are able to construct for themselves, however
briefly, a world within a world.
Yet this is no sentimental romance. Wharton is all too aware
of the forces that drive lovers apart—personal betrayal, social
and moral rigidity, weakness in the face of convention. Her own
love affair fell victim to just those forces, and she writes about
them as directly and as realistically as she writes about passion.
But what separates her view from the common attitudes of
the day is her refusal to reinterpret the passion she felt in light of

what came later. “I’m married to Mr. Royall. I’ll always
remember you,” Charity writes to Lucius, suggesting that for her,
as for Wharton, the hours spent with her lover will continue
to irradiate her life.
That stands to be no small task. The last third of Summer
makes it very clear that the real world to which Charity returns
after her interlude with Lucius is not a particularly hospitable
place. Much has been written about Charity’s attempted escape
to her birthplace, the Mountain, where she hopes to avoid the
condemnation that North Dormer will heap upon an unwed
mother. Wharton’s portrayal of life on the Mountain—grotesque,
animalistic, possibly incestuous—was as controversial in its
time as the sexuality in the book. Hoping to be reunited with her
mother, who willingly turned her over at birth to Lawyer Royall,
Charity arrives only to find that her mother has died and a
funeral is in progress.
But what a funeral it is. Juxtaposing a hapless preacher’s
attempts to recite scripture against the snarling of the Mountain
folk, who argue over who will claim the makeshift stove in
Charity’s mother shack, Wharton starkly contrasts the
ineffectuality of conventional religion in the face of life’s brutality
at its lowest level. (A filmmaker might shoot this scene in the
manner of Francis Ford Coppola in The Godfather, jump cutting
from the minister’s words to the mountain folk’s snarling as
Coppola jumps from babies being christened to mobsters being
murdered.) The scene on the Mountain is intensified by the way
Wharton transforms the role of the New England landscape
in her story, from the pastoral backdrop to a love affair, rife with
imagery of sap bubbling and calyxes bursting, to a vision of
bleakness, “great mottled stretches of forest and field,”
reminiscent of Hawthorne’s darkest tales—windswept, bitter
cold, and utterly foreboding. Home, for Charity, is anywhere
but where the heart is.
Although Summer is, above all, about the sexual
blossoming of Charity Royall, it would not be the small masterpiece it is without the character of Lawyer Royall, Charity’s
guardian and eventual husband. Wharton’s biographer, R.W.B.
Lewis, quotes an interesting exchange between the author and
her friend Bernard Berenson. “When Berenson singled out
Royall for special admiration,” Lewis recounts, “Edith exclaimed
delightedly, `Of course, he’s the book.’” That may be a bit of an
overstatement, but it is certainly true that the complexity
Wharton brings to the character of Royall transforms the ending
of the novel from the formulaic (“Reader, I married him”) to the
richly ambiguous. Neither demon nor angel, Royall is a cranky,

