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IDEAS OF 'LIFE' AWD THEIR MORAL FORCE IN THE NOVELS OF HENRY JAMES

ABSTRACT

This thesis analyzes the operation, in much of Henry James's
fiction, &f ideas about how people should live, and explores
the manner in which these ideas operate to affect the meaning
and moral structure of many of his ncvels.,

It is proposed that James's fiction displays a form of limited
moral pragmatisms it is argued that James is deeply and consis-
tently preoccupied in his fiction with the notion of an attrac—
tive, purposeful, fulfilling life in relation to which the
varied placing of his characters has strong effects upon the
moral Jjudgements invited by his novels, as well as upon their

central meanings.

The introduction, having explained the principles on which
texts have been selected for analysis, makes clear that the
approach in the thesis will be to seek evidence, for 1its
claims, chiefly in the texts of the novels, rather than in
other written material by James, or in biographical infor-
mation about him (though this is not ignored) on the grounds
that approaches to his fiction which concentrate too little on
the texts have often distorded their meanings. Through the
approach here, it is sought to discover fresh implications
in his work, and to reassess some existing views,

The first chapter, which discusses 'life! and 'morality' in
relation to James's fiction, ends with a brief analysis of

important passages in The Portralt of a Lady.

There follow four chapters, each providing extensive analysis

of one of James's last four major novels, The Awkward Age,
The Wings of the Dove, The Ambassadors, and The Golden Bowl.

The conclusion attempts to draw together what has been

discovered about 'life!' and its relation to morality in James.
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INTRODUCTION: THE THEME AND THE APPROACH
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Over the years, a number of critics including Edmund Wilson,

JeA.Ward, Morton Dauwen Zabel, and Granville H.JonesI have seen

as typical of James's characters a tendency which Wilson, ref-
erring here exclusively to James's male characters, refers to

as 'a way of missing out on emotional experience, either through

timidity or prudence or through heroic renunciation'.2 Later,
and rather disparagingly, he observes that 'the protagonists

of the later James are always regretting having lived too
meagrely' (p. I03). Granville H.Jones, who chooses to direct
his study of James's work through analysis of the fate of inno-

cence in his fiction (presumably Wilson had a fair influence on
the book) remarks that:

through experience, therefore - if experience registers, as 1t
does on all but the fanatically single- or close-minded - inno-
cence is either cultivated or corrupted, and it may well bring
moral illumination, confusion, or harm to others. As J.A.Ward
says of involvement in James's fiction 'To become involved 1is
to become either sinned-—-against or sinner’'.
eeeo James's works are thus dramas of consciousness and cons-—
cilence in which innocence is exposed to experience and involve-
ment exacts responsible behavior. The implicit question 1is,
how does one fulfill his sense of responsibility?

The answer in James's moral universe is renunciation of fur-
ther complications in order neither to corrupt or3cause*pain
to others nor to be corrupted or suffer oneself.

Morton Dauwen Zabel approaches the same tendency from a diff-
erent angle. Discussing James's young telegraphist in 'In the
Cage', 'the humblest heroine of all his tales', Zabel observes

She joins the other heroes and heroines of the Jamesian drama -
Christopher Newman, Catherine Sloper, Isabel Archer, Hyacinth
Robinson, Maisie, Fleda Vetch, Strether, Milly Theale, Maggie
Verver - who, caught, caged, or pinioned in situations that
bring them to defeat, tragedy, or a liberating disillusionment,
snatch from the baffling odds or denials of experience the only
reward which the life condemned to limitation and reality

I Edmund Wilson, The Triple Thinkers: J.A. Ward, The Im
ation of Disaster: Morton Dauwen Zabel, Craft and Lharacter Character'

Granville H. Jones, Henry James's Psxohologx of Experlence
2 Wilson, p. 96 3 Jones, p.X, Ward, p.74
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rermits.

Following L.C, Knights, he argues that this reward which comes
from the 'sense of exclusion'from experience' is - Zabel takes
an optimistic view - 'Ya capture of the trophy of the spirit's
"vitality" and self-knowledge, the "qualities making for life"!',

Clearly these approaches are opposed to, for example, Dor-
othea Krook's conception of the overloaded consciousness in
James: where Wordsworth strips, James loads, ultimately crea-
ting characters 'on whom not a single implication of the mean-
ing of their life's experience is lost' and who are 'keenly
exposed to every fresh impact of experienoe'.5 What seems
doubtful about Ms Krook's view here is, first, that Jamesian
characters frequently misinterpret themselves, often without
enlightenment; second, that their psychological characteris-
tics are such that they are closed to certaln areas of exper-
ience and third that the 'self-consciousness' that Ms Krook
herself emphasizes is frequently the very trait which cuts the
characters off from experience,

Professor Zabell's equation of 'the baffling odds or denials
of experience' with the ‘'qualities making for life' does make
a certain kind of sense, but in the light shed by the novels
and stories it seems irrationally positive. Professor Jones's
interest in innocence produces interesting ideas, but his
starting point, which is R.W.B. Lewis's conception of James's
chief moral preoccupation as ‘'the dialectic of innocence and
experience! = represents a questionable premiss, questionable
chiefly because the very nature of concepts such as innocence
and experience in James's work is itself problematic in a
number of ways. For one thing, 'experience' is something which
James represents many of his characters as never feeling them-
selves reassured about - reassured that they've had it, or
know exactly what it is or what its possibilities are. For

another, it is not all that easy to describe many of James's

4 in his introduction to In the Cage and Other Tales, New

York, 1958, p. 12 5The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry
James, DP. 22 6 R.W.B. Lewis, The American Adam, p. 153




characters satisfactorily as 'innocent'. For another, there is
the problem of deceptive appearances: Nanda, for example, in
The Awkward Age, is actually much less ‘'innocent' from the
beginning than Vanderbank, which is one of the central ironies
in the novel, But my main objection to concentrating on the
innocence/experience dialectic is that it doesn't seem to me

to describe with any centrality what most of James's fiction

is about. It is possible to be or to feel yourself to be excl-
uded from life1and not be at all innocent. I am more interested
in this thesis in the tension between involvement and exclusion.
Furthermore, 1 believe that Lewis's dialectic represents some-
thing too close to an 'idea' in the sense that T.S. Eliot int-
ended the word when he remarked rightly that James could

elude ideas, a notion which will be examined further.

'Involvement' and ‘exclusion', like 'experience! and 'inno-
cence'y, imply some related questions. Experience of what?
Innocence of what? Exclusion from what? Involvement in what?

Life,

The word 'life'! occurs all over James's fiction, along with
the sense that it is very desirable to 'live' and that most of
his protagonists don't 'live' enough. It is never defined. But
we can find it all the time. When Strether casts a wistful eye
toward Gloriani and his attendant duchess, we know that they
represeﬁt '1ife'!., Kate Croy and Charlotte Stant, splendidly
described by Edmund Wilson as 'these healthily female women'
(p. I07), are also described in relation to their sense for,
mastery of, embodiment of, 'life’ {though Wilson's observation
that they take on a character 'frankly sinister' is highly
debatable, as 1 shall try to demonstrate). Maud Lowther and
Mrs Gereth are full of life. Lady Fanny, Petherton's sister,
in her way, has the special quality. Miriam Rooth has it.

" What these characters have is the capacity for ‘'involve-
ment'. Frequently in James's fiction we are confronted with

the metaphor of the river and the bank, the question of the
plunge. Strether shocks himself at the extent of his plunge,
and is justly delighted. A number of other protagonists are not
able to immerse themselves at all. But the poiﬁt is that the

kind of 'life! missed is 'involvement' as distinct from 'obser-



vation' or 'impressions': the kind of involvement embodied by
Kate Croy's aunt: 'Mrs Lowder was London, was life - the roar
of the siege and the thick of the fray'.7

What I want to do is to try, over five chapters, to explore
the operation of this complex and shifting idea in James's fic-
tion in relation to the kind of moral judgements toward which
James seems to direct his readers. It has long seemed to me
that if the getting of 'life' is very important in James's
fiction, then that fact is bound to affect the way in which
we judge the characters' behaviour. What I will try to do is
to show, principally in relation to four late novels, how the
princlple of involvement in life governs the whole nature of
much of James's fiction. I believe it to be the most important
theme in his work, although not all of his work. As Edmund Wil-
son points out, in the three long novels of the later eighties,
‘The Bostonians, The Princess Casamassima, The Tragic Muse, there
ls 'a will to participate in life, to play a responsible role’
(p. I05).

On its own, of course, this is not an entirely satisfactory
statements: it would not be impossible to extend the theme of
this thesis, at least a little, into all three, Olive and Basil
in The Bostonians are both strongly limited by egotism, which is
undoubtedly, in the fiction examined in detail here - in relation
to Isabel Archer or Vanderbank or Milly Theale - seen as a trait
leading to forms of exclusion: furthermore, the novel's direction,
toward what looks like widespread frustration at the ending, gives
it another connection with those works which portray unfulfilment
as a precondition of 'realism'. The Princess is particularly
explicit about involvement and exclusion. As John P. O'Neill
points out: 'James used the design initially figured in Hyacinth's
parents to structure his hero's relations with the other char-

8

acters in the novel'. Hyacinth is hereditarily doomed, in fact,

7T The Wings of the Dove, p. 24

8 Workable Design, New York, I973, pp. 50-51. He refers to the
origins of lenry James's use of this theme as being in 'legend

and fairy tale': O'Neill rightly implies the archaism of this
approach compared to that of his other example, taken from Zola,
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to experience a difficult relationship with the actual, no matter
the broadening range of actuality he encounters: one thinks of
how, at Medley, he finds that 'the repast was delicate - though
his other senses were so awake that hunger dropped out and he ate,
as 1t were, without eating - and the grave automatic servant
filled his glass with a liquor that reminded bhim of some lines of
Keats in the "0Ode to a Nightingale"', 9Hyacinth is of course
overwrought, but we observe the displacement of his response from

the plane of the actual,

In The Tragic Muse, there might be a limited connection in a
particular kind of perspective on Dormer's retreat from politics
and 1n Miriam's retreat from Sherringham, but this novel is prob-
ably the most complete exception, and the artist's life for Dormer
1s the only fulfilment for him, and is not presented asreﬁunci-'f
ation.

There might be many such qualifications to Wilson's remark,
but on the whole one agrees. Certainly these novels all make
excursions into an external world of social breadth and detail.

From one sort of viewpoint they suffer from loose construc-
tion, and a relative lack of emotional.or moral-intensity when
compared with what, from that viewpoint, seems to be the betiter
work. In the case of The Tragic Muse, the looseness sométimes
borders on aimlessness,

Opinion on the novels has varied widely. I do not regard them as
representing James's better work: indeed The Tragic Muse is arg-
uably one of James's least successful novels and to find its
equal one has to go to the very beginning of his career.Igr 0

This bears on my choice of novels. These three I have exclud-
ed because I would not attempt to claim that 'life! is the major
theme there that it is elsewhere. Also, with limited space, it
is probably best to discuss novels which most seem 10 need dis-
cussion., Most of the work of James's early and middle periods

is fairly accessible, and though it can be argued that The Awk-—
ward Age and The Ambassadors are neither of them particularly

e
9 The Princess Casamassima, p. 261
10 This is not to deny the success of Miriam Rooth, or of the

bieakly accurate and touching account of the grtist's existence.



difficult novels, they are complex relative to earlier work,

and seem to require more discussion than, say, anything from

Roderick Hudson to The opolls of Poynton.
The Ning§ of the Dove is James's most difficult novel., It is

there, substantial, important, puzzling, in perhaps something
of the relation, to the rest of James's work, which Measure

for Measure has to Shakespeare's, The Golden Bowl is difficult

in a different way - it is in a sense an exceedingly dense and

concentrated novel which, particularly in the complexity of its

moral developments, needs a great deal of attention.

It is important to emphasize that the thematic approach used
here has bearings throughout James's work, on stories and on
novels not analyzed here., Indeed, as early as 'The Story of a
Year', Lizzie Crowe is described as being 'glad to step out of
the current of life'!, and James remarks on the 'certain medit-
ative rapture'! even for the 'sensitive spirit! in standing on
the 'quiet shore' and 'watching the hurrying, eddying flood'.II

There has been a certain amount of harmless critical specul-
ation about a Rowland/Roderick division within James's person-
ality: undoubtedly the passion which Roderick Hudson displays
in James's early novel alreédy seems strongly bound up with
the sense - Rowland's - of danger. Already, too, in Rowland's
speculations about the moral consequences of Roderick's devel-
opment, there appears an interrrogative note where the nature
of the balance between moral imperatives and the need for vital
experience is scrutinized: furthermore, James's interest 1in
egotism as a trait fatal to the possibility of certain kinds of
personality development (here literally, in Roderick's last
'passionate walk' and hypothesized 'defiant entertainment! in
the storm) is thoroughly established. And 'let a poor vision-
ary devil live his life as he can' (p. 336), Roderick's iron-

ical and catalytic plea to Rowland toward the end, is an early

surfacing of moral difficulties which will be treated in terms

II The Complete Tales of Henry James, Volume I, I864-I8638,
ppo 76_77



highly problematic in James's later fiction.

The denial of fulfilment in The American caused particularly
12

strong protest among James's readers.

In The Furopeans, the New Englanders inhabit a place seemingly
more notable for its cleanliness and order rather than its live-
liness or warmth. While the complexities of this excellent novel
make facile any less than subtle approach to it, at the end we
8t1ll survey a rather circumscribed field of possibility: Acton
and Kugenia create in their cautious circling and parting a last-
ing sense of unease in the reader, the sense as so often else-
where of a peculiar inevitability about frustrated chances.
(Acton's fastidiousness is dramatized with great power in the
later character of Vanderbank. )

Of Washington Square, Rebecca West aptly remarked:

The book so beautifully expresses the woe of all those people
to whom nothing ever happens, who are aware of the gay chall-
enge of life but are preveiged by something leaden in their
substance from responding.

Fleda Vetch, on the other hand, in The Spoils of Poynton, ret-

reats from life because of an excess, in her substance, of a

fatal over-refinement.l4
The Sacred Fount, which belongs to the period on which this
thesis chiefly focusses, has drawn varied comment over the years,

some of 1t very exotic}5some sympathetic, some irritable. One of
the defences of the novel (it seems, intrinsically, to need def-

ending, and James's remarks to Howells and Pinker at the time

suggest a consciousness of how his readers might respond) has

been to see the narrator as an artist figure. Tony Tanner, char-

I6 LT

acteristically, has been a strong exponent of this view, while

others such as Oscar Cargill have expressed impatience at the

idea. My own view on the protagonist-as—artist approach to James

is contained within the discussion of The Portrailt of a Lady

below,

I2 see this thesis, pJ3I I3 Henry James, London, 1916, p. 5§
14 see below, p.d3 IS such as Jean Frantz Blackall's Wagnerian

connection in chapter four of Jamesian Ambiguity and The Sacred
Fount, New York, 1965 16 given, for example, his ldeas on Isabel

Archer (see this thesis, p58 ) I7 in The Reign of Wonder, Camb-
ridge, 1965




The difference between being an observer and a participant
is clearly important in The Sacred Fount. But it is not, I
would argue, important in its suggestion of the location of
the artist. The observer/participant dialectic is as seduct-
ively misleading as that of innocence/experienoe¥8the narrator

is a participant (just as James the artist was), The Sacred

Fount is much more interesting as a novel about the nature of

social relations and, more importantly, about the value of diff-
erent kinds of experience. The notion of different kinds of
value being associated with different experiences is one to which
this thesis returns frequently. Meanwhile it is necessary to
insist that the novel is not, as some critics have felt, in some
profound way expressive of despair: its very positiveness ren-
ders problematic the whole guestion of what 'involvement!'! with
life is. |

19

Even as late as The lvory Tower, it is Graham Fielder's

Densher-like exclusion from the world of 'business' whose ech-
‘oes and continuance he comes to survey - his ‘'being'! rather
than 'doing' of which Betterman so much approves - which is a
central dynamic of the novel. Yet the question of the worth, in
the Jamesian world, of fbeing'! without certain kinds of 'doing!',

is precisely one of the major questions this thesis will invest-

igate.

I have ended the first chapter with an abbreviated discussion

of The Portrait of a Lady, mainly in order to test some of the

ijdeas raised in that chapter, but also partly to establish a

.

substantial bridge between the four analytical chapters and my

observations about other work of James.,

I have also, naturally, chosen four novels in which I feel that

tideas of life! are particularly active. And although two of them

are flawed, I regard these four novels, along with The Portralt

of a Lady, The Spoils of Poynton, and The Europeans as consi-

ituting James's best and most important long fiction.

I8 Walter Isle z’The Romantic and the Real: The Sacred Fount' in
Henry James: Modern Judgements, London, I963, p.260) talks of the

divorce of 'art and life' and the narrator having the same 'inn-
ocence' as Fleda or Nanda. But nonezof them 1s innocent - nor

is the narrator ‘divorced from life'. Plainly.

I9 'One pauses, horrified to find oneself ticking off these mast-
erpieces on one's fingers, as though they were so many books by
Mrs Bumphrey Ward or buns by Lyons.' Rebecca West, p. 98
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Having saidfsomething about the theme, it would be wise to
give an indication of the approach. Jamesian criticism, to an
extent which is probably unique, tends to focus a great deal on
matters outside the fiction. This is for several reasons. Some
of James's work, like The Wings of the Dove, often seems to re-
quire elucidation from outside the text. Again, James left é
large body of work analyzing his professional concerns and tech-
niques. In addition, he has provided autobiographical material,
criticism and other writings to which it is possible to refer.
Furthermore, Leon Edel has written an extraordinarily detailed
and finely crafted biography, which stands as a monument around
the foot of which there is a deal of personal recollection, and
SO on.

This business of approach, of course, raises questions which
cannot be discussed here about the whole activity of criticism.
Certainly one does not wish to insist upon the autonomy of the
text: every context counts. But all too frequently Jamesian
criticism is undermined rather than aided by the wvarious kinds
of contextualisation it invokes. To consider all questions of
context from biographical matters to Marxist perspectives is
legitimate when, and only when, proper respect is paid to the
text. It has been my idea to concentrate almost exclusively on
the texts of the novels, not as an ideological gesture, but in
order to see what kind of analysis that produces. A refusal to
consider that Milly Theale is Minny Temple will probably lead
to conclusions different from those of most criticss but not
incompatible with the idea that some aspects of James's dist-
ant recollections of Minny might well be incorporated in Milly.
It might be argued that if what James says about something he
wrote is in conflict with what one discovers in the text, one
would be as well to 'trust the text'. Frequently conflicts do
arise,

Of course one speculates about the origins in experience of

the characters. One puzzles over some and seems 10 recognize

others. It is hard not to see several possible eminent Ameri-
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cans behind Waymarsh, not to speculate about some possible orig-
inal of Fernanda Brookenham, It may be that there is no meaning

to Densher's pain over his ignorance of Milly's last letter other

than James's puzzlement and hurt over the suicide of Constance

Fenimore Woolson.

More importantly, one is*perfectly aware of James's personal
concerns behind his fiction. That James was deeply and contin-
uingly absorbed in the question of a 'life! from which he often
felt himself to be separated is indisputable and many Freudian
and other theories exist to try to explain why. Such explanat-
lons are required given, for example, James's hurt and resent-
ment and near panic at the age of 56 when snubbed by William
and Dr Baldwin over his delighted purchase of Lamb House.
Though this cannot be the place for such a discussion, it is
fascinating to speculate about his psychology and its develop-
ment through a lifetime's experience. C5111; the failure to be
properly cautious when examining texts in relation to the life
of the author has lead to this kind of thing:

A vivid, particularly realised Milly might for (James) stand in
the midst of his indirections, but what for his reader these
skirt round is too much like emptiness; she isn't there, and the

fuss the other characters make about herfﬁs the 'Dove'! has the
effect of an irritating sentimentality.

And in a footnote Leavis adds:

She was associated for him with his beloved and idealised cousin,
Minny Temple, who died youngs but that doesn't give her any more
substance for us.

Leavis is not a critic normally given to this kind of lapse.,

What has happened is that preconceptions formed by his identif-
ication of Milly with Minny have lead him into a negligent
reading. It is particularly inappropriate given Leavis's own

strictures upon the reading of the Prefaces:

But the Prefaces in general belong essentially to that phase of

the late James in which they were written. One must not expect
to find out from James's discussion of it how one is to take

an example of his more '"difficult and problematic works. Those
who assume nalvely,tpat they are getting light (and 1t seems

20 A consideration of some aspects of James's life appears in
chapter one, in an attempt to refine the meaning of the kinds of
t1ife?! from which James felt himself excluded, and to establish

those of which he was clearly a part.
oT 1The Later James'in The Great Tradition. p. 183
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to be a not uncommon . illusion) are likely to come away with
some notable misconception...people don't expect to understand

a late work of James'ugﬁess they know beforehand on authority
what they are to find.

This is absolutely right, I feel, and one should be és cautious
with the Prefaces (including those dealing with works which are
not so 'difficult'!) as with any other non-textual information.
I should prefer to regard the Prefaces as interesting criticism
which may or may not have to do with James's novels,

1 should like to finish this preliminary discussion by consid-
ering at length an example of the dangers I have been describing.
One flaw in Leon Edel's otherwise splendid biography of James is
his proclivity toward vulgar Freudianism. Wishing to establish an
obvious pattern linking James's life, Prefaces and fiction, Edel
of'ten uses, as do so many others, procrustean methods toward
the texts. This is an analysis concerning The Spoils of Poynton.
Reference is made to James's experience with Guy Domville:

Critics have been puzzled by the character of Fleda Vetch and
her 1ll-motivated renunciation of Owen. Her reasons are noble;
yet they have no relation to the realities James incorporated
into his story. His scenario shows James at odds both with his
characters and his plot. He seems to have fixed his mind on the
ultimate destruction of Poyntons in the end no one is to have
anything -~ as he had been left with nothing when his own art—
istic work went up in smoke at the S5t James's. The novelist
begins, in effect, with the idea for one kind of novel, that of
the dispossessed mother, and ends with another. He removes Mrs
Gereth from the centre of the stage and puts Fleda in her place.
To read James's late preface and his description of his heroine
is to recognise that he'thought' one character but created ano-
ther. The Fleda of his preface, the 'superior' girl with the
'demonic' mind and 'free spirit' is not in the book. In the
book she is as confused and filled with tergiversation as

as James had been in the theatre. His traditional ending would
have been the triumph of the philistines and the defeat of the
noble-minded. But he substituted melodrama insteadj perhaps
because he had himself been forced to ab%ﬁpon.the stage, in a
bit of melodrama not of his own making.,

The trouble is that this seems now to be a novel more of Profes-
sor Edel's making than of Henry James's. He adds more logs to

the blaze by suggesting that unconsciously in having . Poynton

>o ¥,R. Leavis, 'James as Critic', published in Henry James:

Selected Literary Criticism (edited by Morris Shapira), p. 14
23 The Life of Henry James (the Definitive Edition) vo0l.2, p.221
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burn down, James 1s recalling the fire in which his father lost

his leg - the word 'amputation' occurs in the novel in connec-
tion with the loss of Mrs Gereth's antiques. It is interesting
to note that this passage, which follows a narrative descrip-
tion of events in the novel, refers to critics, James's disas-
ter in the theatre, and the late preface. The novel itself is
pushed into the background. And while Edel is writing a biog-
raphy, here he is with equal certainty supposed to be writing
about the fiction. This is a good example of a conflict - among
others - between preface and novel. The Fleda of the book isn't
immensely 'superior', hasn't a 'free spirit' or a 'demonic' mind,
but this is very much a matter of design and is wholly consist-
ent with the apparent intentions of the novel, which is very much
about Fleda, whether or not it ought to have had more to do with
Mrs Gereth, who, incidentally,ddoesn't exactly disappear, and

seems 10 manage to share the stage with Fleda in a relationship

which contains all the central ironic meaning of the novel.

The reasons for Fleda's renunciation, really the single reason,
is far from 'ill-motivated', if that implies that insufficient
reason is provided in the novel for the reader to imagine why
she has done it. Her motive is probably rather pathetic and
barely realised by Fleda herself, but it is strong enough. Her
whole apparent compatibility with Mrs Gereth is based on theilr
appreciation of the 'fine', as opposed to the philistinism of
Owen and the Brigstocks. Mrs Gereth's weak point, however, is
in the moral sensibility line, and Fleda is supposed to be whol-
ly differents and indeed to an extent she 1s.

But what is undoubtedly the central irony in the novel is the
fact that Fleda rejects Owen because it would be wvulgar, in the
Mrs Gereth sense, to usurp the ghastly Mona and appear to wish
to steal somebody else's fiance. Fleda is in other words more
the soulmate of Mrs Gereth than the reader wishes to believe.
And indeed in this sense she ig more ‘'fine' even than Mrs Ger-
eth, who has lost sight of everything in the battle for the
spoils (for no matter what admirable reasons)s and since this
is the pivot on which the novel turns, Edel's desire to equate

James's 1life at this time with the fiction could be seen to have
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lead to a very damaging distortion of the work., The ‘'confus-
ion' and 'tergiversation' of which Edel writes is carefully,

sometimes brilliantly handled by James in order to show how

Fleda avoids facing her aesthetic decision when in fact a moral
decision is called for. The fire is the only thing one can con-
ceive of to destroy Fleda's protective web of intricacy: the
whole ethos of the 'fine' as symbolized by Poynton perishes,
and in a style which admits nothing of the melodramatic.

As for Edel's statement that 'in the end no one is to have
anything', this is simply untrue. Fleda has, most importantly,
regained the ability to think and to acti 'I'll go back', she
says right at the end, the first direct, unclouded statement
she makes in the book, and a dramatic and skilfully handled
end to the novel it makes, As to the triumph of the philistines,
they ‘have, in a sense, triumphed: the spoils are destroyed.

Ldel's theory about the recurrence of fire symbols hardly
seems necessary to account for James's ending, as there aren't
all that many ways of destroying a house. The mention of Guy
Domville as having 'gone up in smoke! is a metaphor of Edel's
and needn't be seen as having anything to do with the novel,

The theatre was not burned down and nobody set fire to the

stage or the author. It would have been metaphorically nearer
the events at the St James's had Poynton fallen down around
someone's ears. As for the 'melodrama' equation which Edel sug-
gests: even were the novel in any way melodramatic, there is no
reason to expect that James would have altered the ending to in-
sert an autobiographical note of bitterness. Apart from the
sheer absurdity of the idea, his reaction to the St James's
business was not detached enough to impose a cerebral judge-
ment, 'melodramatic', on the affair. It wasn't 'melodramatic’,

anyway. It was actual, frightening, hurtful, as kdel himself
points out at great length.



CHAPTER ONE
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There are suggestions of determinism in James's fiction,
Notably in The Ambassadors, but it is a half-baked notion,
neither detailed nor systematic. There is no evidence that
James was -a determinist in any strong, thoughtful, serious
Wway: the idea is there in the fiction as a king of'pleasantny.
1t does not explain, for example, in The Ambassadors, why
Strether behaves as he behaves. It might be better to say,
more accurately, that James in his life appears temperament—
ally to have been resigned to certain things.

It is important to raise the idea, to dispose of it, because
0f a number of things in his fiction such as renunciation ang
moral pragmatism, which will be among some major objects of
thls analysis.

And because of the frequent use of the expression, or of its
variants, 'there we are!'zlof the novels which are to be exam-
ined in detail, three of the four end this way. '"Then there we
arel" said Strether' ends one. *"I see, There we are, Well,"

said Mr Longdon - “tomorrow."' ends another. The Wings of the

Dove, however, is more sombre and here: 'we shall never be again

as we werel' is Kate's last line, (Strether faces the present,
Mr Longdon is prepared to face tomorrow, but Kate's declaration
is an epitaph.) This (only relative) open-endedness is partly a
result of the Jjustice James does to moral complexities, but one
is also conscious of the sense of his protagonists dealing with
the inevitable, with a force which limits their possibilities.
O0f course, this force is Henry James, but why does he direct
'forces no whit less specifically powerful than the proverbial
"doom of the house", - Destiny, Deus ex machina, -~ of great
traditional art'2 to the ends that he does?3

It is not that one would feel justified in calling James's
work pessimistic, even after making some very obvious excep-
tions. It is too complex for that, and there are positive asp-
ects nearly everywhere. For example, Dorothea Krook claims of
The Awkward Age that 'it is essentially not a comedy at all, but
aﬁtragedy— the tragedy of Nanda Brookenham'’ (pe I38). But this
isn't re=lly true. Nanda is happy in everything but her wasted

T What David Lodge in Language and Fiction (London, 1966) calls
tthe language of heightened cliche'!. 2 Ezra Pound, 'A Brief Note|

reprinted in Henry James: A Collection of Critical Essays (ed.E&el),
p. 30. 3 Ruth Bernard Yeazell comments on two of these endings in.
1 an: re and Knowledge in the Late Novels of Henry James, Chicago,

1976, ppe. I100-I01.
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love for Van and we haven't enough sympathy with Van to elevate

him to tragic pfopbftions. Nanda will rather enjoy life at
Beccles,

The trouble is that the positive aspects of the novel occur

within a context where possibilities are already circumscribed.

Whatever of the positive that we take from, for example, Mr

1.Longdon's Pleasing and flexible moral intelligence, is set

against the sadness of a life shadowed by unrequited love, and

death. The Ambassadors is in its way quite a cheerful novel, as

& number of critics have remarked, but Lambert, James makes cert—
ain, will get so much and no more out of his experiences. Else-
where the effect can be much more sombre, of course, as in The

Wings of the Dove, but one still wouldn't be happy about defi-

ning that work as pessimistic. The air of the sombre is the

result of something specific, notably that Merton and Milly

are cut off from the life which they need. James is quite spec-
1fic about it, that Kate is life for Merton. Milly, I shall
argue, dies because nothing except death and illness can have
any reality for her. But that isn't the whole novel, and much
more importantly, James deals with Meerton and Milly to a certaln
degree ironically which, as I shall try to show, complicates the
matter considerably.

If there is no evidence in James's life or work to suggest that
he was of a particularly gloomy nature, and really there is a
huge amount of evidence - including the sheer amount of work he
produced - to indicate the contrary, it is by now a commonplace
that as a child he saw himself apart from other boys, that in
his relations with William he was, to the end of his brother's
life, insecure, that his relations with Edith Wharton and other
richer and materially more successful people were tinged for him
with self-doubt, and so on. I{ has not been difficult to charac-
terize James, in spite of his occasionally huge social commit-
ment, as an outsider, as one excluded. This is quite without
moving into theories about his sexuality or into more exotic

areas of psychoanalytical speculation.
And yet this requires some prolonged discussilon.
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| In one respect they are particularly 'unrealistic! - the read-
iness shown by so many of them to surrender the tangible fruits
of victory in favour of some almost quixotic ideal of personal
honour. Notable examples of this are Christopher Newmane..
Isabel Archer...Fleda Vetch. For this strain of sacrificial

idealism in James an origin may be sought in the realm of
philosophy or in that of psychology according to one's temp-
€ramental bias, One may refer it back to the transcendental
religious teachings of James's father, the friend of Emerson
and disciple of Swedenborg. Or one may seek a psychological
§Xp1anation.in.the whatever-it-was in James's personal exper-
ience that made him a lifelong celibate., James had many close
friendss; but when in his diaries he talks about 'living! it is
always in connection with his lonely labours over his study
table, And in his account of the passional relations of men and
women there is always an air4of platonic aloofness from the

crudities of flesh and blood,
As we shall see, that which Joseph Warren Beach feels is
‘unrealistic' was seen in quite opposite terms by James, We
shall further observe that 'living'! - even in the notebooks -
was for James much more than working. Nonetheless, the part-
lcular set of assumptions about fulfilment which mould the shape
of James's work invites precisely Beach's kind of speculation.
Philip Sicker, who, like Naomi Lebowitz, is interested in love
and passion in James, discusses that collection of approaches
to James which assume a passionless mind the creator of what 1is
regarded as denatured fiction: Sicker cites the disapproval of
Wells and what he rightly terms the 'virulence'! of George Moore's
personal attacks on James, whom he termed ‘'the eunuch'u5 This
group of approaches to James has had its adherents ever since,

even although it is and has long been a commonplace that the

view of James as a man of narrow outlook and experience isolated
by devotion to his craft, and by disabling personality traits,

is fallacious.
I do not intend to attempt to place specific works in relation

to specific periods of James's life: Nicola Bradbury has spec-
ulated about the relationship between 'biography and enre'! in
relation to The Ivory Tower and The Sense of the Pastyand we

_.‘_*—.:1-

U S VYU UV :
4 from an introduction to The American, New York, 1949

5 Love and the Quest for Identity in the Fiction ol Henry James,
Princeton, New Jersey, 1980, chapter one.

6 Henry Jamess: The Later Novels, Oxford, I979, chapter six
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may assume that such relationships become increasingly complex
S a writer gets older. All I wish to do here is raise some
Questions, . with no thought of historical specificity as to life/
Work interactions, about the ways in which James himself 'lived!
and saw himself as living,

When one reads the chief source of information on James's life
~ Edel's epic biography - one can hardly fail to be struck
by the quality of the texture of James's 1ife through much of
1ts near seventy four years, from an eventful childhood to a
deathbed curiously rich in complex and fascinating utterances,
themselves discerningly characterized by the fading Master:

These final angd faded remarks have some interest and some char-

acter - but this should be extracted by a highly competent person

only - some svch whom I don't presume to name, will furnish such
last offices.

One senses even behind the final incoherencies the liveliness of
an extraordinary brain.,

James's own experience was in fact exceptionally riéh. His
friends were numerous, at times in number apparently excessives
Ldel quotes James complaining in a letter about 'the ravenous
Moloch of one's endless personal social relations'.8 He was able
deeply to absorb many of the central characteristics of several
cul tures, His work and his life both testify to & willingness
to probe many recesses of possible experience., If this was more
true of his work than his life, his life is nonetheless in its
way momumental. BEdel's biography presents a quite remarkable
portion of nineteenth and early twentieth century American and
European high culture to be found in such close connection with
one man's life and activities. From Thackeray's admiration of
the boyhood jacket to Asquith's bearing witness to the Master's
suitability for British citizenship, Henry James was closely
familiar with the celebrated, rich and powerful of his time.

The breadth of his interests, meanwhile, in painting, food,
cycling, history, architecture, drama, conversation and liter-

sture was considerable.

M

7 The Life of Henry James, Volume II, p. 8I0
8 The Life of Henry James, Volume II, p. 87
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Nor was his a distant relation to the 1life about him.
Bxamine his reaction to any hundred events in his life and one
Tinds concern, connection, relationship, love, kindness, anxiety,
hurt - the emotional repertoire of one who is very much within
life, Furthermore, James was a sensuous man. Witness the famous

description of the simpler aspects of Bressois cuisine:

The table d'hote was going on, and a gracious, bustling, talk-
ative landlady welcomed me. I had an excellent repast - the best
repast possible - which consigted simply of boiled eggs and
bread and butter. It was the quality of these simple ingred-
lents that made the occasion memorable. The eggs were so good
that 1 am ashamed to say how many of them I consumed., ‘'La plus
belle fille du monde,' as the French proverdb says, 'ne peut
donner que ce qu'elle a's and it might seem that an egg which has
succeeded 1n being fresh has done all that can reasonably be
expected of it. But there was a bloom of punctuality, so to
speak, about these eggs of Bourg, as if it had been the inten-
tion of the very hens themselves that they should be promptly
served. 'Nous sommes en Bresse, et le beurre n'est pas mauvails,'
the landlady said with a sort of dry coquetry, as she placed
this article before me. It was the poetry of butter, and 1 ate

a pound or twp of ity after which I came away with a strange
mixture og impressions of late gothic sculpture and thick
tartines.

James's profound satisfaction here is delightful. 1t is an awe-
some indication, however playful, of the potentlalities of his
appetite., Such commitment is the privilege only of the bon viveur.
One thinks of how, in the same volume, he speaks of the experi-
ence of travelling south, wherever 1t should be:

The full pleasure is to approach by stages and grédations: to
observe the successive shades of difference by which 1t ceases

to be the north. These shades are exceedingly fine, but your
true south-lover has an eye for them all. (p. I104)

Setting the element of display aside, this is still the discrim-
ination of a most inveterate enjoyer of life, no mere cool obs-
erver, however satisfied by observation: he speaks of the 'soft
sensation' of descending the Alps into Italy. But at the same time
the description reminds us to beware the assumption that obser-

vation is not a part of being vitally alive - here it is clearly

5 A 1ittle Tour in France, pp. 235-236
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AN important aspect of just that.

The pleasure James took in more obvious encounters, with arch-
1tecture or painting needs little illustration, so much was it

A mode of exlistence, _Again, one .observes the g:ES'tO, the E_e.._].'.i'..g_h.’
here gt Chartres: -

\

I spent a long time looking at Chartres Cathedrals I revolved
around it, like a moth around a candle; I went away and I came
backs I chose twenty different standpointss 1 observed it during
the different hours of the day, and saw it in the moonlight as
'wel} as the sunshine. I gained, in a word, a certain sense of
famlliarity with ity and yet I despalr of giving any coherent
iccount of it... The proper way to look at the towers would

be to go up in aIBalloon and hang poised, face to face with themn,

in the blue air.

W.H. Auden rightly found the European travel books, as personal
impressions, 'timid"':

the reader 1s conscious that the traveller must have seen and felt
a great deal more than he says, and refrained either from a feff
of shocking or from a lack of confidence in his own judgement
There is indeed too much of what Auden calls the ‘conscientious
father writing letters to an intelligent daughter of fourteen!,
Would that there had been more of the Bressois eggs in James's
European travel writing and less mechanical, dutiful classif-
ications of the demerits of Bourges or Toulouse. There is none-

theless enough even there to enable a grasp of the outwardness

of James's response to life. The whole of the much later Amer-

ican Scene, of course, no doubt partially for the reason, as
Auden says, that James felt he had a right %o say what he liked

about his home country, is characterized, as Edel points out,

by passion and zeal:

He looks everywhere with scrupulous attention - and with passion.

He touches the America of his own past with great personal ignd_
erness and melancholye. The book 1is both elegy and oration,

I shall be returning to the question of James's historical

gsense: his letters home during his first visit to Rome in

October 1869 while being, as Edel remarks, consciously liter-

eless clearly indicative of real exuberance:

At last - foT the time - I live? 1t beats everything: it leaves

5 Sketches, London, I958, pp. II7-II8

. i .
%g We American Scene, New York, 1946, p. vi

I2 The Life of Henry James, Volume 1I, p. 622
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the Rome of your fancy - your education —nowhere. It makes

Venice - Florence - Oxford - London - seem like little clties

of pasteboard. I went reeling and moaning thro' the streets,

in a fever of enjoyment. In the course of four or five hours

I traversed almost the whole of Rome and got a glimpse of every-
thing - the Forum, the Coliseum (stupendissimo!), the Pantheon,
the Capitol, St Peter's, the Column of Trajan, the Castle of

5>t Angelo - all the Piazzaslind ruins and momuments., The effect
ls something indescribable.

'Observation' is hardly a satisfactory description of this acti-
vity. Antique Rome, in its concentration of the reverberating
historical past, moved James strongly, as Paris could be made
10 conjure the sense of the vanished First Empire, the pristine
cloire,

In Rome the thirty year old Henry rode, variously, with Krs

Sumner, Mrs Boit, Mrs Wister, Miss Bartlett and Lizzie Boot,

in the Campagna, and the enigma of the retreat from life in the
fiction is perhaps intensified by the thought of James galloping
with the beautiful lMrs Sumner among the aqueducts and wild flowers
and anclent tombs. But arguably the enigma lessens when one con-
siders the limits of all these relationships, the fact that all

of them implied by their very nature finite limits to intimacy.

As we shall see, the possibilities within relationship are cruc-
ially important to the idea of life within James's fiction,
although 'life' is considerably more than that.

Yet if the relationships were limited, James was still on these

outings very much alive = consider these moments from his Roman
notebook, quoted by kdel:

Middle of March. — A ride with Mrs W. out of the Porta Pia to the
meadows beyond the Ponte Nomentana - close to the site of Phaon's
villa where Nero, in hiding, had himself stabbed. It was deeply
delightful - more so than one can really know or say. For these
are predestined memories and the stuff that regrets are made of;

the mild divine efflorescence of springa the wonderful landscape,
the talk suspended for another gallop.

The romantic note is emphatic, and one may speculate about feel-
ings on James's part involving a romantic view of the relation-
ship as well as the landscape. Judging by Edel's account, both
Mrs Wister and the mysterious Miss Lowe may have attracted James
more than he cared to acknowledge to himself. The point is that

e —
I3 The Life of Henry James, Volume I, p. 257
14 The Life of Henry James, Volume I, p., 363
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no matter how 'safe' these relationships may or may not have
been, anyone can see how abundant life must have seemed to James
at such times, and anyone can see, in fact, how abundant it
was. The passional mode is activated here, short though it may
be of mutual love affairs or sexual relationship. The sense of
Proportion that such a recognition gives us will be of great -
Value in assessing the fictional lives of Longdon or Nanda or
Strether or of the narrator in The Sacred Fount.

The creative life, too, James's work as a writer, though its
pleasures were (as I hope is now clearer) not his only pleasures,
was a source of experience on which, by any standards, . we have
to place a very high value. The notebook entry for 26 December
1881, written while in America, at Cambridge, reviews some of
the major events of his past year. Having speculated, before-~
hand, about his youthful years, 'those untried years'!, he then
examines the kindling of enthusiasm over the theatre, and his
excitement at a performance by Coguelint
It threw me into a great state of excitement; I thought ser-
iously ofwritinglgo Coquelin, telling him I had been his
school-mate, etce.s*e I remember how, on leaving the theatre - it
was a lovely evening - 1 walked about a long time under the inf-
luence not so much of the piece as of Coquelin's acting of it,
which had made the thing so human, so brilliant, so valuable.

I was agitated with what it said to me that I might do - what

I ought to attempty I walked about the Place de la Concorde,
along the Seine, up the Champs Elysees. That was nothing,
however, to the state I was thown into by meeting Coquelin at
breakfast at Andrew Lang's ... At that time, too, my hands were
tiedy I could do nothing and theIgeeling passed away in smoke.
But it stirred me to the depths.

I1f James was never in love with another human being -~ and he
might, of course, have been in love with several, depending on
our view of the concept = the language here, surely, generates
much the same kind of a sense of emotional turmoil., Far from
being a man too much in control of his feelings, this encounter
was to lead to his emotions getting quite out of hand, as they
had begun to be during the performance., Who can say that this 1s

so poor a substitute for loving another person? In turn, perhaps,

I5 this had, of course, a basis 1n fact

16 The Notebooks of Henry James, New York, I947, pp. 38-39




too, we derive from this sort of entry a sense of how it was
that James could write so well about passion in his novels,

even 1f we believe he had little personal experience of such
a mode 1in relation to his dealings with other human beings -
this dqualification understood, all the time, as problematic.

I want now to broaden this consideration: what of separation,
loneliness, isolation, self-doubt, anxiety, confusion? These
experiences are also indicators of a full emotional life.

They may also tell us & lot about the meaning of the fiction.

If Joseph Conrad was right about the need for people to have
emotional and intellectual protection from existential crisis,
or even to have personal mythologies to fill an authentic
nothingness = the 'butchers and policemen' so spectacularly
missing in Heart of Darkness, but notable by their absence
from much of Conrad -~ then James's ‘'case', in the sense that
Conrad gives us 'cases', hag its existential intricacies.

What, in the way of 'butchers and policemen', do people
require in the way of existential support?

Families? No doubt it's as well Jdames:had.one, for despite
whatever difficulties he encountered over his mother's fears
as he made his first sole journeys abroad, or over his broth-
er's at times intemperate criticism, or over Alice's chronic
illness, his family were clearly a major connection in his
life, a continuing support. However, if one is to find a
satisfactory part-answer to his later difficulties withiln
human relationships, no doubt his early family experiences,
well—-documented by Edel and illuminated by James himself in
A Small Boy and Others, supply it. A feeling of separation
seems to have been familiar to him from his earliest years.
Some agpproaches would characterize this chiefly in terms of an
observer/participant dichotomy, as 1t is also possible to stress
the 'femininity' of Henry as distinct from the masculinity of
his brothers (emphasizing, alongside, the roots of the passi-
vity of his male fictional characters), or to stress the self-
doubt engendered in childhood, the curious mixture of self-
confidence and self-deprecation which was seen 1n adulthood as

a strange combination of affinities Aurelian or Napoleonic with

24



a propensity toward strong feelings of inadequacy. Purther-
more, one senses strongly his doubts about the value of his
father's life, 'spent in talk'!, open to potential criticism as

a life somehow inadult in its lack of solid purpose and aghieve-
ment, as James was to feel, spasmodically in later years, his
own life to be. 17

This is not the place for any detailed examination of the
psychological pattern of James's childhood and youths but when one
views his curious behaviour over the Civil Warlgr his feelings
of inferiority toward William, one sees major personality char-
acteristics established early: a reluctance to commit the self
beyond a certain point (how well he understood Isabel Archer!),

a concomitant feeling of missing out on experience, with a resul-
tant sense of what can crudely be called tinferiority': ang a
dread of strong emotion. The dread of strong emotion, however
that fear was engendered, seems to have surfaced in his life

and his fiction with frequency, But - and this is important -

we must not, like some commentators, take a recurring trait

for a totality.

Friendship? It has been observed that James had innumerable
friends. He also kept friends for a long time, How close he was
to some will never be known. Nevertheless the retreat from very
close emotional involvement which Bdel stresses is observable
with great frequency, taking the form, even at a certain point
within relatively intimate friendships, of drawing.back, or
being ironical or consciously extravagant, of defusing emotlional
potential, of dispersing emotional energy. lLess familiar acquain-
tances could be kept at bay by formality and stiffness. This can
be observed, now, really only in the letters, although there 1is
much personal testimony in thilis direction, to0o0.

The strong feelings of love and affection which many had for him
are not in doubt. Yet a relationship based on an overt sharing of

mutual love or affection seems throughout to have been a matter of

I7 the significance of not being adult is discussed, below, espec-

ially in connection with The Wings of the Dove: the distinction
between 'talk! and 'passion' appears specifically in The Awkward

Age, where it is very important - see this thesis, p.98
I8 Rebecca West saw his behaviour here as pivotal
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profound difficulty for James. It is the shared, overt, emotion-
ally creative possibilitjes of relationship which are not appar-
ent in his life. (BEven in saying that, of course, one is consc-
ious of the doubt remgining about the nature of some of his -
Iriendshipss was the passionate note of the letters to the young
men of his later years founded upon an assumption, a clear under-
standing, of ultimate prOpriety?)

But there is seldom any failure of feeling on James's part
when 1t comes to friends and relatives; he was inifact a man
frequently in the grip of strong emotion, whether he wished it
or not. Certainly, his reactions to the deaths of friends and
relatives sufficiently demonstrates that, as do his hundreds of
generous and thoughtful actions, his anxieties ang concerns over
the troubles of others, his elation at their successes, his sense
of loss in their absence. One thinks, quite apart from the most
celebrated instance, of Minnie, of his grief at Stevenson's
death, his reading of the line of Dante from his sister's urn,
his long horror over Fenimore Woolson's grotesque demise, his
piercing sense of loss at the passing of William, his feelings
of desolation at the carnage of the world war.

Nonetheless - and no matter how frank and precise and uncamouf-
laged some of his correspondence and, apparently, his revelat-
ions in person to friends and relatives, of his emotional states -
the guardedness, at a certain point on the scale of emotional
contact, remains. '

Though, as has been suggested, life must be read in different
ways in James's fiction, it has been suggested above that relat-
ionship between men and women 1s a central location of 'life':
and indeed several critics, most notably Naomi Lebowitz, and more
recently Philip Sicker, have urged the centrality of human relat-
jonship in James's fiction, and Ms Lebowitz has been quite spec-
ific about the importance within the James canon of intimate
human relationship as the guarantor of full engagement with l:"'L:l’:‘e.:[9

Intimate human relationships imply a willingness to relax

self-control, to become emotionally self-revelatory, to exper-

jence emotional turbulence. Often they are to a greater or lesser

I9 Philip Sicker, Love and the Quest for Identity in the Fiction
of Henry Jameg : Naomi Lebowitz, The Imagination of Loving
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extent sexually propelled. There is a sense in which James's
characters are not likely to be able to do what their creator
regards as unachievable: but that statement is acceptable only
if qualified = qualified by noting that James's characters do,
for example, in several instances, have sexual relationships, and
indulge in other kinds 0f behaviour not open to James himself.
And qualified further by observing that the reasons for a lack
of engagement with life in the fiction are very varied: and
qualified finally by acknowledging a shifting evaluation of the
importance, in the fiction, of relationship as a mode of exis-
tence compared to other modes.

Let us beware, also, of taking renunciation of involvement as
a comment, made by the fiction, on, say, the life of the artistj
or of any other interpretation which localizes and perhaps triv-

ializes the wider significance of the pattern.

Apart from considerations of family-ang friends, James's work,
despite the delight we have seen it afford him, was of course
isolating. All writing is: but in James's case his artistic int-
egrity and his experimentation isolated him further, while the inev-
itable lack of public success at many periods in his life was
nevertheless deeply felt. Though not explicit, his feelings about
the Kiplings and Whartons of the world, the lesser artists with
their assured success, their well-sited villas, thelr apparent
freedom from financial anxieties and from self-doubts, are
clear. No matter how irrational he knew hlis responses to be, he
felt, again, excluded. Of course, the'very warmth of Edith's aff-
ection for him, her intense fascination with him, and kindness,
(occasionally misplaced) toward him, must be adduced as gqualif-
ication. But as an artist, as a worker, James was isolated never-
theless, even if it was as a writer of fiction that he doubted
himself least of all,

Obviously, James lacked the 'butchers and policemen® of the
mono-cul tural experience which most people have. His departure,
to the extent to which he departed, from American culture, has
over the years been the subject of much debate, most celebratedly
focussed by Van Wyck Brooks. Brooks's complainis are still, in one

form or another, or in one or other of their ramifications, still
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echoed. The fact is that to be assured of any certainties in life
is harder if one's experience comprises the absorption of more
than one culture. James assimilated at least two very successfully.
Aside from the question of how this affected the fiction, it un-
doubtedly affected his senge of certainty in the purposes of his
own life. I partially agree, as mgy well _be obvious, with Edmund

Wilson's judgement on Brooks's claims about the fiction:

When all this has been said, however, there still confronts us,
in connection with James, the question of a lack in his work

of direct emotional experience — a lack which is naturally felt
more disconcertingly in his later than in his earlier books,
since it is less easily comprehensible in a mature than in a
callow man., One can agree here with Mr Brooks that this insuf-
ficient experience of personal relations may be partly accounted
for by James's isolation among the English. Yet to throw all

the emphasis thus on James's social situation, as Mr Brooks seems
to do, is surely to proceed from the wrong direction. James's
solitude, his emotional starvation, his inhibitions against enter-
ing into life, were evidently the result of his fundamental moral
character, not merely an accident of his soclial maladjusiments
and with the problem of §Bat fundamental character Mr Brooks

never adequately deals.
1 agree, that is, that Brooks's emphasis on the cultural question is
disproportiQQate to its importance: But, as should be obvious, I
feel that Wilson goes much too far, for example, in talking about
temotional starvation', which is glib and uncomprehendings; and
sbout the 'lack! of direct emotional experience in a fiction which
ijs full of it. Wilgon simply fails to ask himself what sort of
' emotional experience he's talking about, although one feels that
5f he'd found the answer he would still have exaggerated the lacke.
Finally, it is necessary to consider James's cast of intellect.
Eliot's famous remark about James and the Idea is discussed later
in this chapter, in relation to specifically moral issues in the
fiction. Undoubtedly, James was of afairly soeptical nature. He
was also,- sometimeg,-it seems, involuntarily = intellectually
honest in the extreme, like Strether, or Densher, or Nandg nearly

always are. This showed in a number of ways. There is his splendid

. 1
speech to Edith Wharton about one of her storles=2

__——_——————_-_——_

‘20 'The Pilgrimage', Teprinted in Henry James: A Collection of
Critical Essays, ed. Edel, Englewood Cliffs, 1963, pp. 65-66
°T Edith Wharton may well have developed her own version of the

Jamesian register and tone, but it is plausible nonetheless, and
most entertaining into the bargain. _
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0f course so accomplished a mistress of the art would not, with-
out deliberate intention, have given the tale so curiously con-
ventional a treatment. Though indeed, in the given case, ho
treatment but the conventional was possible; which might con-
ceivably, my dear lady, on further consideration, have led you
to rggectyour subjJect as - er - in itself a totally unsuitable

one,

We observe how, when the blow falls, James spares neither himself
nor his victim the terrible adverb. Mrs Wharton referred to James's
'need to speak the truth', sometimes changing dramatically the
whole direction of a judgement in mid-utterance. James's kind of
honesty angd type of scepticism were probably no easier on him than
on some of his listeners. The comforting self-deceptions which all
human beings need in order to survive were present in smaller quan-

titles in James's congciousness than in most.

However: we should hardly wish to compare him with any actual
or fictional beings confronted with existential despair. James
did, in fact, take certain kinds of things for granted, certain
moralities, articles of faith, proprieties, etiquettes. Indeed,
over some aspects of social etiquette he may latterly have become
too enthusiastic for a sceptic. He could take political events very
seriously, too, and had strong views about a wide .range. of the~ «uv--
events and behaviour of his day.

The British patriotism, for example, whose overt symbol came
late in life was already suggested by the Anglo-American partis-
anship of his much earlier concern over British-American relat-
ions, just as patriotism was always an element in his relation-
ship with his homeland. Two comparable extracts, one from the
Notebooks and one from The Tragic lMuse, give us a flavour of the
importance for James, within his concept of what life was prop-
erly about, of a particular kind of historical connection, which
here is at one with an éxplicit, romantic, conservative love of
British history and ‘iradition. -The first is from the notebook
entry of 20 December, I88I, written in New York, but recalling

a week in Somerset with Lady Trevilian at Midelney Place:
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