Persephone as Unifying Theme in Marion Mainwaring’s Completed Edition of Edith Wharton’s The Buccaneers
In the last years of her life, the American novelist, Edith Wharton, began writing her novel The Buccaneers. At the time of her death in 1937, she had completed twenty-nine chapters. The incomplete manuscript along with Wharton’s plot synopsis was published in 1938. With the aid of this synopsis, Marion Mainwaring undertook to complete Wharton’s novel by appending twelve chapters of new text, while making very few changes to Wharton’s manuscript. The combined texts were published in 1993. Wharton often employed classical allusions and metaphors in her work. She introduces the myth of Persephone, Demeter, and Hades in The Buccaneers to characterize the heroine, Annabel St. George (Nan), who, with a fractured sense of self, remains childlike after an oppressive marriage to the wealthy Duke of Tintagel. The purpose of this paper is to explore Wharton’s employment of this allusion and how Mainwaring elaborates on the Persephone myth as a means of providing unity between the two manuscripts. 

Wharton introduces the subject of Persephone and Demeter in the form of a marble fragment, one side of a throne from Naxos, which figures among the Duke’s art collection. Not only does Wharton liken Nan to Persephone but also to the fragment itself, a comparison, which bodes trouble for her marriage, since, according to the Duke, “One cannot take great satisfaction in a fragment” (Wharton 215). Persephone and the fragment point to the core of Nan’s characterization; together they indicate that she is out of place and incomplete. Wharton also supports her depiction of Nan as Persephone with early scenes, such as her picking flowers for her governess, Laura Testvalley, a Demeter figure, who serves as a surrogate mother to Nan throughout both Wharton and Mainwaring’s texts. Perhaps Wharton elaborates on Nan’s connection with Persephone most, when she describes Annabel St. George as a ghost, having undergone a death through her marriage, and her subsequent transformation into Annabel Tintagel, a figure, who is unrecognizable to herself; Nan blames her inability to question the dead for her failure to understand the mystery of this change (Wharton 199). Repeatedly, we sense Nan cannot remain long in her underworld marriage. What is waiting for Nan in the upper world, however, is not a return to childhood and to a family who will receive her, but rather a fuller sense of womanhood and self, destined (by Wharton’s synopsis) to be fulfilled her by another nobleman, whom she loves. Mainwaring continues Wharton’s characterization of Nan, first by carefully incorporating allusions to Persephone, many of which refer back to Wharton’s. Mainwaring also adds new elements, which link Nan more explicitly to Persephone, such as a dream, in which Nan is Persephone (Mainwaring 332). She also deviates from Wharton’s synopsis, in order to highlight the self-sacrifice of Miss Testvalley. Finally, Mainwaring revisits the Naxos throne fragment, now making it an integral part of the plot’s somewhat soap operatic finale, promising to reunite the fragment with its missing pieces. She completes the throne, just as she completes Wharton’s unfinished novel, that is, with more sensationalism and less subtlety, but, nonetheless, with a clear effort to stay true to Wharton’s Persephone.
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