
The Parlor Car: A Journey into the Gilded Age
with William Dean Howells
Published in 1896, The Parlor Car by William Dean Howells is a seminal
novel that captures the essence of the Gilded Age, a period of rapid
economic growth and social change in the United States. Through the lens
of a cross-country train journey, Howells paints a vivid portrait of the
nation's diverse social classes, their interactions, and the underlying
tensions that shaped American society at the turn of the 20th century.
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The Gilded Age as a Literary Setting

The Gilded Age, roughly spanning the period from the end of the Civil War
to the turn of the 20th century, was a time of great economic and
technological progress, but also of widespread social inequality and
political corruption. The novel's title, The Parlor Car, aptly symbolizes the
opulence and segregation that characterized this era. The parlor car,
reserved for wealthy and elite passengers, stood in stark contrast to the
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crowded and uncomfortable conditions experienced by ordinary travelers in
the regular coaches.

Characters and Social Commentary

Howells uses a diverse cast of characters to explore the social hierarchy
and class dynamics of the Gilded Age. The central figure is George Ardley,
a young man from a wealthy family who travels from Boston to New York to
join his father's business. Along the way, he encounters a range of
characters, including a self-made millionaire, a railroad magnate, a corrupt
politician, and a group of young women representing different social strata.
Through these interactions, Howells exposes the hypocrisy and
superficiality that often lay beneath the veneer of respectability.

Themes of Wealth and Inequality

One of the novel's central themes is the tension between wealth and
inequality. Howells depicts the extravagant lifestyles of the elite, contrasting
it with the struggles of working-class Americans. The novel explores the
ways in which money can corrupt and divide society, leading to social
injustice and disillusionment. The character of Conrad Dryfoos, a ruthless
railroad magnate, embodies the negative consequences of unchecked
greed and power.

Gender Roles and Social Mores

The Parlor Car also delves into the complex gender roles and social mores
of the Gilded Age. The female characters in the novel navigate a society
that imposes strict expectations on their behavior and opportunities.
Through the character of Lily Mayhew, Howells critiques the limitations
placed on women's freedom and self-expression. Lily's desire for



independence and her struggle to find fulfillment beyond traditional gender
roles provide a poignant commentary on the challenges faced by women
during this period.

Literary Realism and Style

Howells was a leading proponent of the literary realism movement, which
sought to depict everyday life and social issues in a truthful and
unsentimental manner. The Parlor Car exemplifies this approach, with its
detailed observations of the characters, their surroundings, and the social
interactions that unfold on the train journey. Howells' prose is characterized
by its clarity, precision, and understated wit, capturing the nuances of
human behavior and the complexities of American society.

Historical Context and Legacy

The Parlor Car not only provides a literary snapshot of the Gilded Age but
also serves as a valuable historical document. It offers insights into the
social and economic changes that shaped the United States at a time of
great upheaval and transition. The novel's enduring legacy lies in its ability
to illuminate the human condition and expose the timeless truths about
wealth, power, and the pursuit of happiness.

William Dean Howells' The Parlor Car is a masterful work of American
literature that transports readers back to the Gilded Age, a period of both
great prosperity and profound social inequality. Through its diverse cast of
characters, evocative setting, and incisive social commentary, the novel
explores the complexities of human nature and the challenges of a rapidly
changing society. The Parlor Car remains a relevant and thought-provoking
read, offering valuable insights into the Gilded Age and the enduring
themes of wealth, gender, and the pursuit of the American dream.
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Death's Second Chance: The Unbelievable
Story of Cris Yeager
On July 29, 2008, Cris Yeager was pronounced dead. But just minutes
later, he was revived by paramedics. He had spent more than 20 minutes
without a pulse...

From Ralphie Kids to Adolescents: The
Journey to Manhood
The transition from childhood to adolescence is a transformative period in
a boy's life. It is a time of rapid physical, emotional, and mental changes
that...
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