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To James the writer• s biography 
reveals choices imposed by circmnstances, 
or voluntarily made. Which decide the 
point of view from Which he invents his 
world. James sees certain aspects of a 
writer's life (Whexe he lives and the 
kind of social and intellectual society 
to llhich he belongs) as postUons from 
Which he conducts a strategy of obser­
ving life and transforming it within his 
art.l 

This statement very aptly sums up Henry James's 

literary career and accounts for the richness of his 

insights into the hUJDan experience. We have his own 

statements about the art of fiction Which offer us the 

vantage points from Which to explore his artistic genius. 

Experience is never limited, and it 
is never complete 1 it is an immense sensi­
bility, a kind of huge spider-web of the 
finest silken tbxe ads suspended in the 
chamber of consciousness. and catching 
every aJ.r-bome particle in itlf tissue. It 
is the very atmosphere of the mind 1 and 
When the mind is imaginative -much more 
when it happens to be that of a 111an of 
genius - it takes to itse 1f the f ainte at 
hints of life" it conVerts the very pulses 
of the air into revelations.2 

1stephen Spender, Love -Hate. Relations" Enalish 
and American Sensibilities (Bombay, Allied Publishers 
Pvt • Ltd • " 1977 ) , p • 71. 

2aenry James, The Art of Fiction and Other Essays 
With an Introduction by tliorriS Roberts (New York. Oxford 
university Pxess"· 1948)" pp.l0-11. Hereafter cited as AF. 
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The experiences of belonoino to a particular 

social and intellectual milieu provided Henry James 

with the material out of which he created an illlllense 

body of literature; 14 novels, 112 tales, numerous 

pieces for the theatre 11 essays of cr.i ticism and also 

a prodigious nud:>er of letters to both friends and 

f asnily alike. 

The ·main sphere of his literary creativity, 

however, was curiously restricted to a set of rich and 

idle people of both the continents who had great pre­

tensions to art and culture. These are people Who, 

besides being rich and hiQbly civilized, are endowed 

·with oifts of intelligence II imagination and fine sensi­

bilities. They are presented through their personal 

relationships and the obvious situations of social 

intercourse. But this is only the social extterior of 

J arne s' s artistic probe into the human existence. He 

probes deeper into the consciousness of his protagonists 

and tries "to establish their validity in the light of 

t~is consciousness. What he achieves in the presenta­

tion of these characters is best explained in hi.s own 

words •. In their chcu-acterization he employs 0 the power 

to guess the unseen from the seen. to trace the irop]J(ca­

tion of things, to judge the Whole piece by the pat tem, 
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tl'le condition of feeling life in general .. 3 
••• • What 

ultimately eroeroes. therefore. is a complete interiori­

zation of experience and informing the consciousness 

of the protagonists with a moral sensibility. 

J anJes' s concern with the moral sensibility of 

l'lis protagonists is however ~void of any conventional 

or religio~s elllphasis. His attempt is to evolve a 

purely ae stl'letic-moral code .of living which has to fit 

in the framevorl< of the world he created., Where life is 

conceived of in terms of c) fine art. Jasnes also speaks 

of the indivisibility of the aesthetic-moral code as 

exemplified in his fiction. "There is one point at 

which the moral sense and the artistic sense lie very 

close together: In the consistent exploration 

of the inner life of his protagonists., James tackles 

the most fundamental question of human existence -

that of right and_. wrong. The validity and maturity of 

a Jamesian protagonist is there£ ore always in proportion 

to his or her ac:piev ing the state of moral consciousness. 

The most interesting aspect of Henry James• s 

f ict.ion is that he explores the releVant thesnes of his 

~enry James, 1\F. p.ll. 

\ienry James., M'., p. 21. 
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art through his heroines or female characters. In 

almost all of his novels and tales the most memorable 

protagonists are women. com·~enting on this, Lisa 

Appignanesi says, · 

Looking at the. spectrum of Henry 
J aines' s ·ch~·acters ,· one is imlllediatel y 
struck by the ·number and importance of 
his female. figures. From Daisy Miller 
and catherine.·Slp~r to Mag.oie verver 
and Charlotte Stant., the central position 
in James's fictional canvas is given 
over to woman.5 

In· his own preface to The Portrait of a LadX• 

James quotes George Eliot' s· statement about women, "In 

these frail vessels is borne onward through the ages the 

treasure of human af.fection. •6 He further goes on to 

explain•· with examples from Shakespeare and George Eliot 

why "the woman ~atters u in his own fiction. 

Ecboing the same view, Naomi Lebowitz remarks, 

There was hardly a challenge in the 
whole of the novelistic process whiCh 
appealed more to James than this of the 
vulnerability of his llfrail vessels of 
consciousness", of the actual loosening 
of structural or societal supports around 
it (supPorts like set· manners, shared 

5Lisa Appignanesi, Feminini~and the creative 
Imagination : A Study of· Henry J=s. 'Robert Pusil. Md 
11arcel Prou§.t, (New York, Barnes and Noble, 1973). p.2. 
Hereafter cited as ApPignanesi. 

~enry James, Preface to The Portrait of a Ladf 
( Harmondsworth, Middle-sex. England, Penguin Book ,963) 
,~ XI. All references hereafter are to this edition cited 
as Preface. 



consciousness in the stibplotttng o~ 
comi.c J:eli.ef. whi.ch bolstered so many 
heroes and peroi.nes fr9m Shakespeare 
to George Eli.ot). so that the vessel 
mi.c;;tht be for i.tself "sole mi.stress of 
its appeal. n-7 

5 

The male characters, on the otner hand, are 

dealt with 1n a subdued and perfunctory way Which evoked 

this remark from J .I .t'l. Stewart •. 

His ~n, perhaps more than his 
woanen, are _liable to be felt as~ only 
moieties of humanity. As individuals 
they are d ispleasingl y and in the _mass 
they are i~lausibly deficient in 
simple masculinity.a 

Going beyond the confines of this statement, one 

can say that James's women characters are interesting 

not merely becauSI3_ _of their sex but ~ecause they are 

endowed with qualities which make them superior as 

individuals. Janes seems to view the feroale psyche as 

the ideal object. of st~y for an aesthetic-moral reso­

lution to life• s innumeral:)le. _problems. This attitude 

of James's can best be articulated in the woJ:ds of Lisa 

Appignanesi. 

7Naom~ Lebowtz,. The Imagination .of Loving~ Henry 
James's Legacy to the Novel,. (detroit, Wayne state 
university Press,. 1965), p.as. 

8J .I .M. ·stewart·, ·Eight 'Modern Writers (Oxford 
university Press, Lond"on, OXford, New York,. 1963), 
p .76. 
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FemJ.ninity is a call to being for 
James in that it is a call to inwardness 
and introspection, the prerequisite of 
all true relationship and action. When 
one is fully conscious of self, then and 
only then• one is. And being for James 
means being open to the whole assault 
of life - del im1 tino experience in no 
way - while intelligently grasping the 
significance of this assault. Thus the 
feininine. with its quality of an open ana 
f le·xible sensibility and its insistence 
on both inter iorization ·ot· eVents and 
persof!al~.sm ,ip rela~ionships, introduces 
into the Jaroe·sian world the possibility 
of full coneciousness.9 

6 

In his Pre£ ace to The Portrai_t of a Lad,)', James 

stipulates, 

Place the centre of the subject in 
the young woman I S consciousness e e e stick 
to that for the cen~ 1 put the heaviest 
weight into that scale, which will be so 
largely the scale of her.. relation to 
herself • • • press least hard, in short on 
the consciousness of your heroine's satel­
lites, especially the male: make it an 

·· interest contributory only to the greater 
one.lO 

It is true that .James makes_ this remark with 

specific 'reference to the heroine in The Portrait, but 

this maxim seems applicable to all of his other heroines 

too. Because t.lley are ere a ted in sue}) a mould, there are 

just no male counterp~s in his fiction- for a Daisy 

9 -
Appign~esi, p .• so .• 

10preface, p. XIII. 
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Miller. Bessie Alden, Francie Dosson, Euphemia Cleve,· 

Christina Light, catherine Sloper, Isabel Archer, Verena 

Tarrant, Olive Char,tcellor, Fleda vetch, t-t aisie, Nand a 

Brookenham, Madcune de Vion~t. Milly Theale arid Maggie 

verver, or even for a Mme Merle, the governess in ~ 

Turn of the screw, Rose Armiger, Kate croy and Charlotte 

Stant. These women.· of ·Jam~s• s clll possess qualities 

Which roake thero far II!Ore int~resting protagonists than 
. ' 

his male characters. 

Out of the impressive bevy of James's heroines~;, 

six young girls have been selected for study because 

their careers seero to embody James's life-long pre­

occupation with a proper underst~ding of the inner self, 

of the realro of hwnan consciousness. ·· The careers of 

these h~roines span almos~ .t.he entire creative period 

of James. Daisy Mlller of the nouvelle of the same nasne 

anCI Euphemia Cleve· of, fiisne de Mauves are two of Jasnes• s 
... 4 ., • 

early creations and their stories are two of his best 

known tales~ catherine Sloper of washington sg.uare 

belongs in a' category by herself, in the sense that her 

story is set in an all~Amer,ican lllilieu. But in the 

overall scope of this study,catherine Sloper's plight 
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proves to pe · a milestone in the Jamesian heroine• s 

encounter with the complexity of human motives and 

in the assertion of her individuality. The creation 

of I sahel Archer of The Portrait of. a Ladj is still 

regarded by many readers to be James• s greatest .achie­

vement. In this novel, the Jamesian heX'Oine is pre­

sented in the fulness of her mor~ ,awareness and 

integrity. The other two heroines, Milly Theale of 

The Wings of the nove and Maggie verver of The Golden 
,, 

Bowl belong to that period of J ames•· s artistic maturity - . 

vhich Mathiessen calls The Major Phase. Thoudh all of 

these her~ines of James are innocent American girls 

beguiled and bewildered by Europe, Milly Theale' s 

odyssy in this bewitching country is the most beautiful 

and tragic at the same time. In contrast t'laggie Verver 

remains the most prosaic version of the young Jamesian 

heroine whom the author so· cOnsistently portrayed in 

novel after novel throughout his career._ 

It is no mere coincidence that all these girls 

happen to be Americ~ girls., The significance of this 

fact lies deep rooted in James's concern in his "complex 

fate of being an AJnerican.• This concern resulted in 
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the evolution of the roost important theme of his 

art: the Europe - America tension of his interna­

tional theme • 'nle Jamesian heroine is an innocent 

and inexperienced ingenue :cepresenting the youthful 

exuberance of America. Inspite of her material 

possessions this young girl hankers after an elusive~ 

ideal existence beyond the horizons of her provincial 

background and looks to Europe as the desired Utopia 

of such an existence. But at closer contact she 

discovers that the glimmer of the civilized and 

sophisticated facade is provided by the glint of 

. avarice 1n the Buropean eyes for American opulence; 

she also discovers that the impressive framework of 

genteel society is devoid of any hwnan_ warmth. She 

would have been totally devoured by so much "sterile 

dilettantism" but for the redeeming fact that her 

moral integrity is unassailable. Though she is vul­

nerable because of her lack of experience, she proves 

to be 1nv incible because of her moral vigour~ 

The fact that James makes all his heroines 

rich can be viewed in itself as a metaphor for the 

rise of America as an affluent nation in the late 
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nineteenth century. The principle iroplied in the 

metaphor is that James's heiress has a greater scope 

for cultivating higher intexests and finer moral 

sensibilities because of her affluence Which ft:ees 

her from the restrictions of having to strive after 

the basic amenities of life. Her odyssy to Europe is, 

therefore, undertaken with great expectations of 

achievirg the full ~lowering of her personality. 

The irony ··inherent in. the JCllnesian heroine's 

destiny lies in the fact that the very condition Which 

.. is supposed to give her the opportunities for developing 

' he.r personality proves to be the cause of her undoing. 

She is entrapped, body and soul'· by the European man 

because he wants to possess her wealth which he can do 

only by manipulating her vulnerability~ 

The vulnerability in the heroine coiilprises of 

her lack. of true comprehension of :people, of their 

motive-s and hence of human relationships in general 

She may be a ndllionaire• s daughter or may inherit 

millions but she re~t~ains extremely naive with regard 

to her wealth~ She t.mlds to take it much too much for 

granted and therefore fails to place it in its proper 
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perspective in the affairs of life. Material well­

being is no doubt. a prerequisite for the cultivation 

and nurturing of gracious living. but on the the other 

hand, lack of it can trigger of.£ negative responses 
' ' 

in the human psycbe, especially so in the case of 

people who have a Whole civilized and expensive life­

style to maintain. These impoverished imlividuals who 

feel that they have a tradi_ti.on, a culture to perpetuate 

by Whatever means they can tllJ.nJt of, are the Europeans 

who victimise the naive, innocent American heiress for . . 

their pseudo-cultural lllOtives. In the context, of the 

much-vaunted interaational theme of James's fiction. 

this aspect in the psychology of the agoxessor• s mind 

is an important point to remember. It is because of 

this pseudo-cultural aura Which envelOpes the European 

personality that the young. impressionable American 

girl finds him irresistible. She views him as the 

exalted being from the enchanted land of culture and 

civilization who must be a 'fine gentleman• or better 

still, • a specimen apart• frosn all other ordinary tnOrtals. 

The Buropean• s apparent concern and dedication 

to all things cultural is no doubt a result of his 

tradition but somewhere along the evolution of this 
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• specimen• , the vi~al, rroral core of aestheticism 

bas been subswned by the merely material manifestation 

of th.is way of life. The tragedy far the Jamesian 

heroine rests on the inevitability of her corr.roitment 

to the European before she can discover this painful 

truth. That she is such a ready victim to this beguile­

ment is truly an index to her psychology. 

Just as much as the European is trying to 

acquire a means to ensure his continued state of 

culture and civilization, the American heiress too 

seems to at tempt at a refinement of her condition by 

accepting what he has to offer her. By whatever name 

we may tr¥ to gloss· ever this pathetJ.c at tempt at 

acquiring cultw;e, it remains a fact that this too is 

a f orro of self -aggrandisement. But the crucial point 

to remember is that hers is an atteropt at a refinement 

of the inner personality rather than one's outward 

circurostances. One can even venture to state that the 

American oirl' s aim is to attain a culture of the 

inner self Whereas the F.uropean concern remains static 

at the level of society only. 'this is exaetly What 

Isabel Aicher intuitively grasps as the inherent flaw 

in the personality of Msne Merle, Whom she calls a 

"social animal." 
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Because of this quality in the heroine's 

psyc:be, Jame,s• s vision transcends the international 

conflict within the American encounter with Europe 

and he di~:ects his probe inward into .the sensibilities 

of the protagonist. As the evolution of the Jamesian 

heroine progresses, one realizes that the intemational 

conflict has been a means to an end. It is as though 

this conflict becomes the sprino-boaro for James• s 

subsequent probe into the human consciousness and his 

examination of the aesthetic - moral code of living. 

As Euphemia Cleve assexts, re~ity is not outside but 

"in the nameless country of one• s mind" where national 

or cultural concems must be eschewed for the sake of 

a moral vision of life. 

However, it _is true that James gives his analysis 

a S.ightly American tilt, in the sense that the question 

is presented from the American point of view. Edmund 

Wilson goes so far as to. say that it is America Which 

really gets the better of it in Henry .James,, But in 

the final analysis it would seem that nei~her America 

nor Europe gets the better of it in James because What 

he presents in the end is something Which transcenrls 

questions oA nationalities and culture and directs one• s 
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attention inward to the self, to the essence of one• s 

being. Starting from the heroine's uncertainties about 

her outward circumstances, the process of discovery is 

brouQ'ht full circle When the final analysis rests upon 

the self • s validity in respect of herself as well as 

the outside reality. 

The f i,rst. step towa.xtis this new vision of the 

heroine is given When James presents a totally new 

int.erp.retation of the concept of innocence and evil. 

IllJlocence for James does not roerely mean the absence 

o~ evll. It means a comple~ lack of awareness of the 

·self as well. as the outside world. Because of this, 

the innocent heroine's overal.l understanding of people 

and events tends to be superficial. Her vision there­

fore becomes myopic and with .~er generic inferiority 

coroplex, she believes that everything on the other side 

of the ocean is better, superior and therefore worth 

cultivating., 

, Evil for James, on the other hand, is purely 

ontological. He conceives of it as one person • s con­

sc.ious at.teropt to deny the other its freedom of indJ.vi­

duality. Evil, James seems to say, is that state of 

the mind .. from Where all human considerations have been 



left out. In such a state. ·the hUtnan spirit has 

been deadened to such an extent that it would not 

stop at manipulating and dominating another self if 

such an action would procure the desired objective. 

Discussing James·· s cona:tpt of evil. J .A. Ward 

gives an a-religious and h,umanistJ.c de£ inition of 

'sin' which seems to correlate to James's own view of 

evil as he exemplifies it in his fiction. 

. Improper intervention in the life 
of another is virtually the only sin that 
interested James. Specf.fic hUtnan actions. 
considered in isolation from other matters. 
are never in themselves evil (in this 
respect James is a 1110ral relativist) • the 
only criterion is the injury of another 
person. But in James• s world of coroplex 
social relationships h\lltlan action does not 
take place in a vacuum, and the choice of 
one person inevitably reyylts 1n either 
good or evil for others. 

In the Buropean sensibility cultural and material 

concerns overwhelm the human element to such an extent 

that it displays a callous disregard for human values. 

Mere social and c,ultural distJ.nctions cannot substitute 

this essential value and J aues shovs that it is through 

11 . '. -
. J.A. ~ard. The Imagination of Disaster : Ev.iJl in 

the fiction of Henry James (Lincoln. University of 
Nebraska Press. 1961) p.l3 •. Hereafter cited as Ward. -
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a moral re-awakening iri the consciousness of an indi-

vidual that this value can be restored. If there is a 

re-affirmation of the American point of view. it is in 

.. this context because in the end it is the lllOral vitality 

of the American her.oine Which triumphs over the evil 

inherent in the European sensibility. Yyor W.inters is 

more definitive about this particular aspect af James's 

fiction. 

There is further evidence. that James . 
conceived this moral sense to be essentially 
American. moreover, in the fact that the 
moral phenomenon and its attendant dramatic 
formula alike were first defined in the 
·early American period of his art, and .that 
they ·were most fully and richly .developed 
in hJ.s last great masterpieces. The Ambassadors, 
The Wings of the Dove and The Golden Bov1.12 

This then is the intellectual and psychological 

framework which is super-imposed on the social material 

of James's fiction. The principle of development of the 

' Jamesian heroine is to be vieWed with this framework in 

mind. The attemp,t .in this study will be to trace the 

gradual ev,olutia'l of the Janesian heroine from her 
... 

humble origins in Schenectady, her sojourn in an ca.lien 

'. 
1'Yvo~ Winters, Maul~' s curse Seven studies in the 

History· of Alllerica Obscurantism., "{Norfolk. conn. New 
Ddlrections, 1938), p.l70~ · 
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culture J.n Europe, her Jllar.riage and subsequent betrayal, 

to her ultimate triumph in The .Golden Bowl When she 

emerges as the mistress of her .world. This evolution 

is therefore the process of the heroine's psychological 

re-ot-dering and her triumph is the final coherence given 

to this process. From the beginning, the neroine senses 

that there. has to be a special quality. in one's life • 
]./>' 

o...,er and above one's material circUlll_stances. She hankers 

after this elusiv~ quality, the absence of Which con­

stitutes a void in her life. The pathos inherent in 

such a sensibility is that all the time, that which 

she seeks elsewhere is within herself only. 

The heroine naively believes that this missing 

quality can be obtained trom other people, other 

soc.ieties and o.ther· countries. In the earliest exa111ple, 

Daisy Miller seeks for . Ksoc.iety" in Europe thinking it 

is something readily visible and easily definable. She 

does not yet comprehend that 'it is a.lto,gether a complete 

way of life, a life Which is so alien to her.. Mme de 

~ auves vaouely senses th.is ~u~ erroneously believes 

that merely being born into the right society is enouQh 

to guarantee a person's moral worth., Isabel Archer and 

til illy Theale too seem bent ,on the same course of 
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discovery. Isabel especially. has a highly idealized 

concept of the kind of life she think~ &!sirable and 

' which she mistakenly seeks for in the civilization of 

,Europe. 

Her noUon of the aristocrat • s life 
was siJllply ·the union of great knowledge 
with great liberty 1 the knowledge would 
give one a sense of dpty and the liberty 
a sense of e.njoyrnent .13 

''In an extre~e version, Milly Theale wishes to 

remain in an ethereal world from Where .she would not 

, have "to go down ~ never. never to go down~" Even 

Maggie ve~r. the most pragmatic of. the heroines, longs 

for "the golden bowl without the crack in it" Which 

would be a symbol of her happiness with her prince. 

Bee au~ of her ideal,i.-stic expectations of life, 

t11e heroine. is always disillusioned and, her career ends 

on a tragic note.. Daisy Mill.er dies,. wrongly condemnedt 

Euphemia Cleve has the suicide of her husband to haunt 

tne remainder of her days and catherine Sloper is 

psychologically maimed for life because she 'believed in 

"human affecUon." Isabel Archer 'Who wanted to "affront 

13aenry James,' The Portrai~ of a La.d,X, p~ 431~. 
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her destiily" goes back to her husband and to a life in 

which. She knows for a certainty. "the vital principle 

of one" would be "a thing of contempt ·to the other. " 
. ' 

Milly Theale too dies forlorn and betrayed by the people 

dearest to her. And even Maggie verver has to settle 

for the golden bOwl· with the crack in it. 

In the suco!'ssive $t.ages of the development of 

the J amesJ.an heroine :the .'gradual awakening of her con-

sciousness is portrayed. He~ intuitive grasp of the 

desired quality of life to fill ttl! void in her is 

correet as far as her vision defines it. She has a 

certain vision of what life should be and proceeds to 

discover it in the civilization ~ch She has idealized 

in her mind as the epitome of that life. But as she 

comes into direct contact with thi.s way of life. she 

realizes how her ideals have misled her. There are 

serious cracks in the apparently glittering facade of 

this idealized society. But having accepted this other 

way of life She has to evolve a new world-view Which 

will sustain the moral core of her essential being and 
' 

at the same time fulfil her cOJllJilit.ments. ,The evolution 

of this world-view .is possible throuQh the heroine's 

acquisition of a new consciousness which she has gained 
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at the expense of her innocence. 

This new world-view stands for a synthesis 

. best elucidated in the .finq]. analvsis of the career of 

. 1-1 aggie Vener of The Golden Bowl. Until this point 

in the study of the Jamesian heroine, her consciousness 

has consistently,. tended to veer more towards the visionary 

and the poetic. But as Maggie comes to .terms with 

"the golden bowl with a crack in ita the heroine's 

consc~usness displays a certain pragmatism. This aspect 

of her new consciousness accepts the fact that the 

notion of a synthesis implies a certain element of 

compromise Which will ~ways fall short of the ideal. 

Perhaps this accounts for a certain poetic dislllusion­

roent ,in the overall characterization of Joo1a.ggie but then 

one has always to bear in mind that an element of dete-

. riora~ion is an obvious corollary of growth and develop-
·.· 

ment. The initial. concept of the Jamesian heroine as 

a symbolic p.rincess. among her peers is given validity 

in .the portrayal of Maggie Verver Who is a real-life 

princess. The heiress-princess retains her millions 

as well as her. princ~ but brings about a new dimension 

to the relationship. The (:!Uiptineas of a hyper-cultural 

sensibility is now suffused with a new human warmth 
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and the wid in the heroine' s psyche is replaced by 

a new consciousness which enable.s her to perceive 

herself in perfect objectivity thus freeing her ~. the 

vulnerabil~ ty of an unaware self.. This state is to be 

understood as ·being not merely conscious but being 

morally conscious about life itself • Lisa Appignanesi 

sees this quality as exclusive to the Jamesian heroine. 

It is only .bY being fully cOnscious, 
by fully seeing, that James's characters 
can fully be. But to fully see means that 
life must be led according to the principle 
of successive aspects. Only the individual 
who is capable of flexibll!ty, of an open -
ended existence devoid of absolute values, 
can experience the fulness of f'elt-life 
and exemplify the Jamesian ethic. To reach 
the heights of being .and consciousness, 
one must see into the depths. Only the 
feminine with ·her "inwardness" ls capable 
of this.l4 

ln a study of this sort where the entire anal y-
.. 

tical energy has been focused on these heroines. a 

discussion of the biographical influences upon their 

c~ation is inevitable. I,t 1~ a generally accepted view 

·that James• s Albany cou.sin Mary (Minnie) Temple was a 

model for certain heroines like Daisy Miller, Isabel 

Archer and Milly Theale. James's own account of his 

14 1 Appignanesi, p.3 ~ 
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attitude towards this lady would bear aznple testblony 

to this fact. Writing about her in his autobiography. 

James infuses his reminiscences with a quality which 

transcends the merely personal element and creates an 

aura of poetic grandeur around her personality Which 

ena,bles the reader ~o understand how James caught the 

essence of fllinnie' s being and immortalised it in so 
,, 

many of his heroines_. He speaks of "the immediacy of 

the impression she J?roduced., "~S and goes on to testify • 

She: was really to remain for our 
appreciation., the supreme case of a 
taste for life as- life., as personal · 
living; ••• 1~ 

r-1ary Te111ple'.s melll()ry remained for James "an 

essence that preserved her still. ,.l7 

If I have spoken of the elements and 
presences round about us that "counted.," 
Mary Telllple was to count., and in more lives 
·than can now be named., to an extra-ordinary 
degree 1 count as a young and · shining 

, apparition., a creature Who owed to t.be 
charm of her every aspect (her aspects wexe 
so many!) and the originality., vivacity. 
audacity., generosity. of her spirit. an 
-indescribable .grace and weight - if one 
might. impute weiQht to a being so impon­
derable in coim~on scales.l8 

lSp;dited. ~ith :an Introduction by Frederick. 
· w. Dupee., Hengr James., autobiogr,5!hy., (New York., 
criterion Books., 1956:. From the sectioilNotes of a son 
and Brother., p.283. Hereafter cited to this sectiOn as 

·Notes. 
1~otes 
1~otes, 
18Ibid. 

p.283. 

p.282. 
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James speaks of the memory of Minnie as the 

experience Which provided him with the fe licl ty of the 

personal, the social, tl'le 'literary ~d artistic' almost 

really the romantic identity ••• "19 Her untimely death 

was a great blow to both .his brother William and himself • 

• • • she would have given anything to 
live -and the image .of this, which was 
long to remain. with me, appeared so ef 
the essence of tragedy that .I was in the 
f ar~f af tertJ.me· to seek to lay the ghost 
by wrapping it, a particular occasion 
aiding, in the b:?auty and dignity of art. 20 

If the memory of Minnie Temple provided James 

. ' with the raw material to create his heroines, his 

artistic genius transformed this personal· experience 

into a ''sacred fount" of inspiration with Which he was 

able to subsume the personal experience with a poetic 

ins.ight 'and transcend the boundaries of a limited sensi­

bility into .a universal experience of a certain quality 

of life which all hi~ .heroines embody. Because of this, 

he was able to overcome the obviousness of the questions 

of mere nationalities and cultures and transport the 

scene of his internationalism into the very heart of 

human existence. 

1%-otes. p~ 281. 

~otes, p~S44~ 
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In such an existence. the JaJnesian heroines. 

the ''£rail vessels o£ consc.tousness~ seek to evolve a 

meaningful life-style where "human affection" bas to 

have equal ratings with grand manners and £ abulous 

·possessions in a society Which puts little premium on 

the former. This society invariably "ictimizes the 

innocent heroine but in terms of the reality of the 

inner life'· she roerges v1Ctor1ou·s, a fact which signals 

the ultimate vindication of Jaroes's aesthetic- moral 

code of living. 

~he main endeavour of this study will be to 

trace the author's analysis of such an achievement in 

the context of the highly sophisticated and civilized 

society Where all his heroines are placed. 



____ _..... ________ __ 
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'mE MAT< ING OF A. HERO.INE: 

A study o'f The Madonna 'of the Future( 1B75), 
Daisy Miller( 1879) and Mme. De Mauves(l875) 

Throughout his career 1 Henry James had an over-

r !ding sense that the fact of his being an American was a 

distinctive quality, sometimes a negative one but always 

a challenge to be unique. Most of his mamorable protago-

. nists are Americans or at least of Arnerican origins. The 

sense of this distinc:tiven.ess .or separateness was always 

vis-a-vis the old civilization of Europe. Corornenting on 

the new vigour of the eJrerging ·nation he wrote 1 

It is a coroplex fate being an American 1 

and one .of the _responsibilities it entails is 
fighting against a superstitions valuation 
of Eut.ope.... We are Atnerican born~ I look 
upon it as a great blessing 1 and 1 think 
that to be an AJnerican is an excellent pmpa­
ration for culture. We have exquisite 
qualities as a race, and it seems to be that 
we are ahead of the European races in the 
fact that more than either of them, we can 
deal with forms of civilization not our own. 
we -must of course have something distinctive 
and horoogenous and I take it that we shall 
find it in our unprecedented sp.iritual light-
ness and vigour.l . 

~ercy Lubbock 1 editor 1 The Letters of Henry J aiDes 
(New York~ scribner's 1 1920), 11 13 •. (Written to Charles 
Eliot Norton, February 4. 1872). 

,-" 
,-" 

/: 
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This then will be the intellectual background 

aga.inst which the tales The Maaonna of the Future, Dais,x 

~:iller and Madame de 1-1auves wlll be discussed .,in this 

chapter. These can be taken as the blueprint for James• s 

con,cept of a heroine ~ ~ ~ fox:mulation of his 

"intentions" in them' one can see.· the author's initial 

statements about the aestlietic-noral code of life whicb 

he explozes through ~e c,areers of his h_eroines. The 

transcendent idealization of The Madonna of the Future, 

the. na.ivete" of the American princess-t-ype heiress in 

Daisx Miller and the narrow conventionality of her own 

kind .. abroad in th~ same story and the, victimization of 

the, inDocent AmeriCan heiress by her corrupt French 

husband in Madane de Mauves are the seeds Which blossomed 

into James• s mature works later about similar heroines. 

The study of James's heroines can best be conducted in 

the light of the following stateroent by Philip Rahv. 

Henry Janes is not fully represented 
in his novels by any one single character, 
but of his principal heroine it ~an be said 
~hat she makes the most of his vision and 
dominates his drama of transatlantic rela­
tions. 'rhis young woman ia his favorite 
American type, appearing .in his work time 
and again under var.ious names and in 
various situations that can be taken as so 
many stages in her career·. Hence it is in 
the line of her development that we must 



study her. Her case involves a princl.ple 
of growth Which is not to be coropletely 
grasped until she has assumed ber final 
sbape.2 

27 

In analysJ.ng the "Principle of qrowt.h" in the 

heroines of Henry James , one has to bear in mind two 

important points. First 1 the illlplications of this 

princ~ple are that there are hiaher values than mere 

SOC_ial CilCCOIDplishmentS and acquirementS 1 cll?d that in life 

these are the most impo~ant moral values •.. Second, that 

James's internationalism has always been • secondary' to 

dram~t.1zing moral distinctions because her felt that only 

in a cosmopolitan setting the moral values of two d1stinct 

ouUooks on life could be port.J;'ayed. Therefore the inter­

nationalism of his novels can be said to be a means to 

an end. 

Almost all ·of James's 111emorable heroines have 

been Altier1can gi.rls exuding both elements of naiveu/ and 

innocence as w.ell. ~ a keeri sense of moral consciousness. 

A remark by Frederick J. Hoffman3 seems to point to an 

ess.ential truth about the Jamesian heroine. "The best 

of James• s Americans are ~taphorical figures, seeking 

'2philip R.ahv, "The Heiress of All the Aoes", Partisan 
Review, (May-June 19.43), pp.227-47 • 

. 3Frederic:k J. Hoffman, ·"Freedom and Conscious Forms 
Henry James and the American sel,f ", Virginia Quarterly 
Review, 37 (Spring 1961)1 269-285. 

. ' . 
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the £ inest opportunities for actualizing their insights ". 

(p.275) The study and exploration of these 'insights' 

constitutes an important aspect of the development of 

the Jamesian heroine. Hoffman continues in the same 

article, ·~is is wh)f the Am~rican consciousness, Which 

is in itse~f really .more naJ.~~ than "free", needs to 

experience ~he. fixed and est.ablished European world, but 

above all needs desperately an occassion that wJ.ll 

challenge its spirit withOut merely indulging it".(p.278). 

However, the • freedom' that these heroines possess is 

initially presented as ·their being heiresses in the 

literal sense. The material well-being thus affords 

them the 'opportunities for actualizing their insights' 

or 'dreams' or whatever one. chooses to call them. 

The .inclusion of The Madonna of ·the Future in a 

study of the heroine's 'developnent' may at first glance 

seem inconQCuous· but this tale may be taken as a metapher 

for James's life-long pre-occupation with the creation 

· of an ideal heroine. And this ideal heroine would be 

an American heiress - p,rincess type Who would £ inall y 

prove· the "superiority .. of the American "moral conscious­

ness" and would be able to deal with a civilization Which 

is not hers but nevertheless over which she has established 

her own mastery. 
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The • heroine' of The Madonna of the Future 4 is 

as yet· ,only a concept and an ideal in the mind and · 

imagination of "poor Theobald" an expatriate American 

painter living in Florence, nursing a fantastic dream of 

creatirig an canvas a perfect madonna dbreathing truth 

and be.auty and mastery" Which his friend playfully 

. deEiignates as The Madonna of the Future. The narrator _,_ .. _. -· ' 

in the story describes Theobald thus, 

It amused me vast.l.y at times to think 
that he was of our shrewd yankee race 1 but 

, after all, there would be no better token of 
his American origiil that tllis saroe fantastic 
fever. The very heat of his devotion was a 
sign of conv,ersion; those born to European 
opportunity manages better to reconcile enthu­
siasm with comfort. He. had moreover, all our 
nat.ive mistrust for intellectual discreUon 
and our native relish for sono,-rous super­
latives. (MF p.212) 

Long before he wrote this tale, he wrote to his nother 

in 1869 comparing Americans with Englishmen. 

On the other hand, we seem a people of 
character, we seem to have energy, capacity 
and intellectual stuff in ample measure. 
What I have pointed out as our vices are 
the elements of the modern man· with 'culture' 
quite left out. It • s the absolute and 
incredible lack of culture that str~es 
you in comn1on travelling Alllericans. . 

\ienry. Jame~, The Madonna of the Futux-e ( 1S7S) from 
the Tales of Henry James, vol. II, 187o-1B74, edited by 
Maqbool Aziz, oxford, Clarendon Press, 1978~ Hereafter 
cited as MF. 

s ; 
Percy Lubbock, editor, The Letters of Henry James, 

Vol ~ I • to his mother dt ., October 1869. 
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Theobald here then is the archetypal 'travelling 

American' Whose naive enthusiasm about his project 

borders on the ridiculous. However, the main point of 

the stoqy is the "dreaan.. of .. Theobald the artist and 

the toony inherent in ·the apparent .incongruity between 

his 'ideal woman and the real one on Whom he has based 
' ' 

his dreasns. The woman of thi's artist • s dream is no 

ordinary wornan - she is to be the madonna, the eternal 

virgin, symbol'~ innocence and purity. The realiza­

tion of this aream would not only 'create the ultimate 

symbol of womanhood. embodying perfection of form, 

attractiveness ·and even seductiveness, it would also 

mean the ultimate in artistic achievement for Thebald. 

He would, in £act 1 in drawing the madonna 1 create his 

masterpiece. 

Theobald's "sonorous superlatives' regarding 

his madonna only highlight·. the fact that he has idealized 

the model for his masterpiece beyond recognition. He 
' 

. claims that this woman is "a beauty with a soul" - "the 

most beautiful woman in Italy." In real.ity, "the most 

beautiful woman in Italy" is ''broad and arople,-low­

browed and large-eyed, dark and pale" yet certainly 

one, Whose beauty the passage of time has not been able to 
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stamp out coropletely. This woman so blindly and 

naively idealized by Theobald is a shrewd and practical 

woman of the world. When confronted by the narrator 

one tilne in her true surroundings. she states her 

ph ilophy of 1 if e in a very matter of fact way. 

In this hard world. one must;n 1 t ask too 
many questions; one must take What comes 
and keep What one gets. I 1 ve kept my 
good friend £meaning TheobaldJ for · 
twenty years and I do hope that at this 
time of day signore • you 1 ve not come to 
turn him against roe. (MF p.22S). 

In her own way she has helped keep Theobald • s dream alive 

in order to extract what material gains she can out of 
' . 

the Whole situation. 

This model for the Blessed Virgiri is lllOre than 

a friend of the man with whOitl she is seen by Theobald 

ana the pair of them are engaged in the mass production 

of cheap statuettes for sale to the hordes of tourists 

visiting florence.the- home of Michael Angelo. The sheer 

incongruity and futility of Theobald 1 s artistic zeal 

and idealism is made obvious by the popularity of the 

statuettes of cats and monkeys peddled by sera£ ina and· 

her gentleman friend. 

Everyone who knows Theobald, thinks him a 

slightly mad artist Who lives a fantastic dream. And 
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it is inevitable that he too should one day face the 

naked truth of his dismal failure as an artist. When 

that day comes, he is unable to take in the hard facts 

of reality and his death is only a logical exit for 

so much naivete' and idealism. 

The tiJadonna of the Future exists purely on the 

plane of the ideal, with few li1cidents of. actual life. 

Theobald's idealism and artistic dream is a hypothesis 

and his death a mere academic· conclusion to it. Yet, 

there is enough force in the ··argument to activate the 

reader's imagination to the awareness that it is not 

Theobald • s lack of artistic talent which defeats and 

destroys him in the end but that it is his cotnplete lack 

of comprehension of the realities of life Which even­

tually kills hJJn. Perfection of any sort is an impos­

sibility in the "felt" and "lived" life of flesh and 

blood and any unrealistic pursuit of it is bound to end 

in disaster - like the disaster for Theobald's "trans- . 

cendent illusions.". 

In his e~uberance, enthusiasm and artistic 

pronouncements, the~e, is a hint of the superficiality 

whi.ch is the hall-mark of any imitator. Theobald, the 

expatriate American in search of art, culture and 

·civilization in Europe is an ilnitator of the old masters 
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,•, 

of Europe, by Which he acknowledges the superiorit.y of 

the old civilization. He is so consumed by his ideali­

zation that he fails to understand the ways of the 

practical life of the people among Vhoro he_has lived 

so long. 

In Theobald's idealization of the model for his 

madonna and the glaring disparity between this and the 

actual f'aets about her, one can sense the author• s 

ironical co~m~ent on the European civilization that 

Americans so fervently; so devotedly and often blindly 

pursue. The decadence of this _older civilization so 
' 

suJ:>t:.ly hinted at through the life of ieraf .ina,_ would 

victimize American naivete• and innocence tiroe and again 

in James's later ficti9n. 

As a study of such a sensibility combining 

naivete and innocence, DaiSX Miller ( 1B78) stands out as 

a timeless index of James• s concept of the American 

heroine as the heiress-princess type~ In this·brief but 

brilliant study we see the blueprint as it were, for all 

the heroines that were to follow and Who were of course 

to' be more fully rounded characters. Perhaps sensing 

a certain lack of full expansion iri Eaisy ttiller, James 

makes a justificatory remark, after a lapse of 31 _years 

since the story was first published, that "my ~pposedly 
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typical little figure was of course pure poetry and 

bad never been anything else • ..f> 

No matter What the author intended her to be, it 

is an unpe~able fact·· that Daisy Miller is· an unsophi­

sticated , uncultured girl who on the str.engtb of .her 

f ~t.her• s" riches is holidaying in the continent in order 

to imbibe What culture and education ,she· can, through 

actual contact With the Older CiVilization • The WOrld 

into which Daisy has been transported can best be dese­

ribed in cargill's words as 110ne in which a character 

usually guided in his aCtions by the mores of one environ-
. I 

ment 1 is set down in ~tber, Where he must eroploy all 
·• 

his individual resources to meet successive situations 

where he must intelligently ·accommodate himself to the 
' . . - ~ 

. 7 
new mores, or. in one way or another, be destroyed."' The 

"individual resourcesa Which may roean a cultural back-

ground or even family tradition seem to be conscicuously . ' 

absent from Daisy's life. The deportment of her brother, 

and her mother's passive helplessness are. indication 

enough of their lack of tradition and breeding. She 

hers~lf is a very ignorant, very innocent girl. Her 

. · 6a-enry Jaznes,· Pref~e to Dai~ Miller 1 from The 
Novels and Tales of Henry Jawes (ew York, Charles 
Scribner's Sons, ·1909), XVIII, V-VIII.· 

7oscar ca~gill, .The Novels of Henry Jcunes (New Yorks 
Macmillan company, 1961), pp.~46-47. 
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concept of society therefore is very super£ icial -

going t.o pa:rties, we~ing smart dresses, being given 

dinners and having Agentlemen•• friends is her idea of 

high society, the c¥>sence of wh!ch in the small Swiss 

town she deplores. In th~ "npuveau, rich" society of 

Schenectady and oecassional,li of New ).'ork, Daisy has 

very little chance of learning. about • society' , that 

class-ridde.n conglomerate of tlie old titled and often 

monied families of E.urope Whose cardinal rule of living 

. is the proper manner of doing things. 

Through an, ironic twist, a representative of 

such a sensibility is Mrs Costello, an expatriate 

American herself, Who thoroughly disapproves of Daisy• s 

free and easy way of lllixing with people, her complete 

lack of inhibition in her association with men and her 

f ailu_re to insi.st upon the class distinction of the 

pa.i.d servant Eugenio. In her el'es, whatever is coarse, 

vulgar. loud and unmannerly can .. be equated to being 

''bad""! BUt on this poipt, her nephew, Fre.derick· 

Winterbourne, ta'kes up for the M.illers and says, "They 

are very ._ignorant, very innocent only. Depend upon it 

they· are not bad ... e 

s . .· ' . . .. , . 
-Henry. James, Dai!X Miller, from Great Short Works 

of Hek: James, Inti'&luctlon by Dean flower •. (A. 'Perennial 
Class , New York, Harper & Row, Publishers), p.2S. All 
subsequent references are to this edition, cited as o.M. 
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This remark perhaps sums up Daisy Miller's · 

situation. Her fate, as Henry James takes care to 

underline, is the result, not only of her innocence, but 

also of her ignorance, lack of awareness and self-

knowledge. Her ignorance of correct social behavior is 

understandable because her mot,per, Who otherwise would 

have groomed her dauQhter in this, is herself a very 

ignorant,. lmsophisticated person, insensitive to the 

subUe undercurrents and innuendoes of social inter-

course. This becomes apparent when she is seen talking 

at cross-purposes with Mrs. Walker durinq the latter's 

party. Mts. Miller tells the hostess that Daisy will 

be camino ,in only later. as she was busy at the piano 

with ~r. Giovanelli. Mrs. Walker replies, "I'm sorry 

that she should come in that way". Mrs. Miller completely 

fails to take in the innuendo in the remark and instead 
' 

replies 1 "Well 1 I told her that there was no use in her 

getting dressed before dinner if she was going to wait 
:. . 

three hours. I didn • t see the use of her putting on 

such a ·dress as that to sit around with Mr. Giovanelli.,. 

(D .M, p··.40). She displays the same insensibility at 

the end of the party too. Daisy's seemingly unpardonable 

behavior at the party makes Mrs. Wlalker vow th~t she 

will never invite her again to her house and She snubs 

oaisy publici Y ~ 
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Mrs .• costello and Mrs .• walker are typical of 

the expatriate Americans who bring on their harshest 

indictment against Daisy. These pseudo-sophisticates 

disown her, disparage her and publicly disgrace her 

as Mrs .• Walker did. "They ceased to invite her; and 

they intimated that they desired to express to 

observant Europeans the great truth that though Miss 

Daisy Miller· was a young American lady, her behavior 

was not representat·ive - was regarded by her cornpa­

')'.riots as abnormal" (D .M. p.47). · Even Winterbourne, 

who is a sort of a champion for the Millers, begins 

to grow quite critical about her··behavior and resents 

the fact that he tries to 'chop logic' about this 

young, irresponsi~le and reckless girl • Yet he wonders 

whether she is not "too light and childish, .too un­

cultivated ·and unreasoning, too provincial to have 

reflected upon her ·ostracism or even 'to have perceived 

it" (D.M, p.47). He goes on to think "that holding 

one-self to a belief in oaisy' s "·innocence" was "more 

and mote a matter of fine-spun gallantry". (ibic#. 

Winterbo~ne• s mixed reaction to Daisy is 

partly due to her .own "reckless" behavior as well as 

to the fact that he is not an impartial observer. He 

entertains a secret admiration for her whlch he cannot 
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articulate because af hJ.s $elf-righteous and superior 

estimate of himself • · He takes on the supercilious 

attitude of the initiate towards a novice - he thinks 

that. because of his long exposure to the older civlliza­

tiort of Europe. he can deign to look down on Daisy and 

her kirid as some country bumpkins coroe to a metropolis 

to gawk at the alien culture. His view of Daisy's 

personality is IIJYOpic becau~ he tries to reduce a 

phenomenon as COlllplex as a ~uman being to a str 1ng of 

certJ.tudes and decide that her "eccentricities" as he 

calls them may be taken for· something "generic" or 

"national". · In· taking such an attitude towards Daisy, 

hOwever pe~sonal his observations. are •. Winterboume 

identifies hJ.mself with all the others like Mrs. costello 

and Mrs. Walker Who tend to think that "good manners" 

may be an index to a person• s 1110ral inteorJ.ty. 

Daisy Miller is both a symbol as well as a 

product of the emerging awareness of a new culture. a 

new way of life that was the AmerJ.ca of the nineteenth 

century. The shaping .of an ingenue personality li%e 
' ~ . ~ 

Daisy• s among the uncertainties and paradoxes of the 

alien.culture of Europe is only hinted at. Daisy Miller 

is finally killed as much by the cold unrelenting self­

righteous puritanism of Winterbourne and his kind as 

by the Roman fever • 
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Daisy Miller is condemtled on account of her 

behavior in an al~en society. She is at. once an ingenue 

and a cocquette embodying all the innocence, naivete' 

and inexperience of youth - yet one who is so headily 

drunk w~th the new licence .. that money can buy. All 

these contradictory qualities· in her are sharply pro­

jected because she is in an unfamiliar setting· Where 

"appearances" seem to matter much more than the real 

facts. The fallacy on which her condemnation rests is 

expo sed by Giovanelli' s remark , ~she "'as the most 

beautiful young lady I ever saw, and the most amiable. 

And she was the roost innocent." (D .M, p.S4). It is 

extremely ironical that an actual European has. to vouch 

for the "innocence" of Daisy's character Which has 

been so-heartlessly maligned by her Europeanized 

compatriots. 

Daisy's effec~ and impact on her circumstances 

may be tentative, but the author's ultimate comment seems 

to be the exposure of the emptiness behind an assumed 

cul~ural superiority and what such an attitude can do 

to any potential human relationship. Winterboume is 

perforce bound to recognize his own share in Daisy's 

tragedy and makes this remark to his aunt, "You were 

right in the remark that you made last summer. I was 



booked to make a mistake.· I have lived too long in 

foreign parts" (D.fJ!; • ., p.54) ~- The keynote is struck by 

the word ~foreign" - the implication being that having 

been under the influence of a '"foreign" culture, his 

natural ilnpulses have been de-adened to such an extent 

as to make him impervious to the needs of a very innocent 

and +nexperienced compatriot_. The 'mistake' he commits 

regarding Daisy is due to this insensibili.ty. A year 

ago When he saw Daisy with Giovanelli at the colloseum 

at night he had ilflll1ediately jumped to the conclusion 

that "She was a young lady whom a gentleman need no 

longer be ~t pains to respect". (D.M. p.Sl). When he 

recollects Giovanelli's remark about naisy and her 

message _to him before she dies, Winterbourne is forced 

to rev i!Je his opinion about her. He tells his aunt, 

"She would have appreciated one's esteem". (D .M. p~54). 

Though \'<Iinterbourne is the central intelligence 

through '4hom we perceive Daisy, a certain dubiousness 

relating to his own personal life makes him an unfit 

judge of her. After the Daisy episode of his life he 

goes back to Geneva, the metropolis af Calvinism, the 

stronghold of Puritanism., in order to pur~ his interest 

!'in a very clever foreign lady" who is al. so reported · 

be "older than himself". This probably could mean that 
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she was one of those ladies who, 'for respectability's' 

sake were provided with husbands". (D M, p.ll). He 

changes his mind several times regarding Daisy. He 

seems to be truly puzzled· by her odd behaviour which he 

views solely from the Europeanized angle. The subtle 

debunking of Winterboume as. the coii\Illentator on Daisy 

seems to point to a sort of vindication for her. But 

if there is any vindication, it is in the sense that 

though there is no assertion about the "rightness" of 

Daisy's actions, .there is certainly a strong emphasis 
' J ~ 

on the "wrongness" of the premise on which she· has been 

so cruelly condemned. 

Dais>: Miller is rich with suggestions of the way 

in Which the writer viewed innocence and personal 

·integrity vis-a-vis the correct social behaviour, bring­

ing out the tJruth that these two are not always 

synonymous. In terms of ;; ames • s concept of the heroine, 

oaisx M1ller. anticipates the predicament of young girls 

who want ·to "affront destiny", or Who just want "to live 

oh s6 to live" in a society whose paradoxe~ stifle and 

stunt them and roore often than not victimize them. 

Daisy Miller is etched in bold, striking poses 

as if in keeping with the ingenue quality .of the heorine. 

Though she is the archetype of the young American girls 
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who in the later and maturer fiction of James emerge 

as heroines of more signi.f icant stature, Da.isy Miller 

does not attain such a fulness because James does not 

equip her with any background at all. In his own words, 

"The Franc·ie Dossons, and the Daisy Millers an{i the 

Bessie Aldens and the Pandora Days .. , the American branch 

of his inter-nation department, aze "unprecedented 

characters" 'twith the same "characteristic blankness". 

commenting on the ''blankness·" or "flatness" of character 

in Daisy, James, in his reply to 1-1rs·. Lynn Linton about 

his "intentions" in p_aisy Miller, says that notwith­

standing the fact of her "blankness" - "a sufficiently 

brooding tenderness might eventually extract a shy 

incongrous charm". He calls the E;)tory (in the sarre 

letter), "the tragedy of a thin, natural, unsuspecting 

creature being sacrificed as it were to a social rumpus 

that went on quite over her head and to which she stood 

in no Jneasurahle relation". In the same letter he point;s 

out .. that "the keynote of her character is her innocence" •9 

In his preface to Daisy Miller { 1909), James 

staunchly defends his portraiture of Daisy and says 

"that nry supposedly typical little f itJure' was of course 

9aenry James to Lynn Linton (in 1880), in.George 
somes Layland, Mrs. Lxnn Linton (London : Metheun & co., 
1901), pp.233-234. 
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pure poetry • and had never been anything else; since 

this is What helpful imagination; in howrier ·slight a 

10 dose, ever direcUy makes for."' 

If in 1878, oaisy was only a "poetic" formula­

tion of his concept of a heroine, he however establ !shes 

her as the predecessor of all bis memorable heroines by 

giving them similar characteristics and developing them 

into fully rounded characters - in particular like Milly 

Theale of The Wings of the Dove. She too, like Daisy, 

dies before she can· fulfil her dream "to live - oh so to 

live••. But in her, whatever James left unfinished in 

Daisy, is made vivid in. superb masterful strokes. 

Daisy • s abrupt death in the story is seen by 

Richard A. Hocks as her "liberation , even by death, from 

the darker interpretations of 11fe."11 Drawing the 

.inevitable parallel between the death of Jaroes• s beloved 

cousin Minny Temple in 1870 and that of Daisy's in the 

story , he ·points. out that ••J ames seems always to have 
. . 

believed that Minny's death, terrible as it was, at least 

precluded her discovery of the full extent of the world's 

evil." (p.173). This is an interesting observation 

lOp ref ace to Daisy Miller. 

. 11Richard A. Hocks, Dais* ,..1 iller, 'Backward into the 
Past r A Centennial Essa.x, T e Henry James RevieW, 1,2 
twlnter 1980 l64-178} , p.173. 
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because in the later novel The Wings of the nove. the 

heroine Milly Theale too dies young - but her death is 

not a "liberation" in thf? sense that Daisy's is. Daisy 

dies before her consciousness is. awakened and assaulted 

by the exper1ence of life. therefore she escapes any 

knowledge of "the full .. extent of the world' s evil". 

Daisy is_ seen ent1reiy from without, there are 

only two instances in the story where we glimpse some­

thing deeper in her nature than the personality of a 

precocious flirt. The first is when she perceives 

inspite of Winterbourne' s denial, the fact that Mrs. 

costello does not care to know her. The second instance 

is when she nturns paleu at Mrs. Walker• s snub at the 
. .' 

end of the party. In the life .. of such a young girl then. 

who has not yet known any deeper emotion then the 

sensations Of new places and new people only. death 

is seen somewhat as a senseless. meaningless thing. 

But in the later novel, death for.~illy Theale 

is full of the poignance of a life Which held so lllUCh 

promise but one which is doomed to an early demise. It 

is not only this that attaches more meaning to her 

death - she dies because she cannot bear the reality 

of the "full extent of the world's evil". For her then 

death is a "liberation" in the literal sense of the 

word. 
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It is inevitable that an early work like Daisx 

t1iller should seem somewhat amat.eurish when compared to 

James• s maturer fiction. But: ·this tale occupies an 

iroportant place in the James canon because here we see 

James's model for all subsequent heroines who were to 

dominate his artistic canvas. Though the reading public 

as well as some critics were _outraged at What they termed 

as an ''affront to American girlhood", Daisy ..,iller. 

nevertheless was a tremendous success. Among the rrore 

favourable reviews of that time, one by John Hay12 seems 

to grasp the essential truths about the story very 

precisely. 

The fact that he )las done so with a touch 
of marvellous delicacy and truth, that he 

. has produced not so much a picture as a 
ppotograph, is held by many to be an 
aggravating circumstance. Only the most 
shiveringly sensitive of ·o.ur shody popula­
tion are bQld enough to deny the truth of 
this wonderful little ·sketch. To those 
best acquainted with ~:r• S'arnes• s manner. 
( and I ·bel !eve· I have read every word he 
has printed) Daisy Miller was positively 
startling in lts straightforward simplicity 
and ·what I can only call authenticity. It 
could not have .been written - I am almost 
ready to say it cannot be appreciated -
except by one who has ··lived so long abroad 
as .to be able to look at his own people 
w.ith the eyes of a foreigner. (:: .! :"' • 

"The eyes of a foreigner" of the foregoing para­

graph may be interpreted as a ·sort of objectivity that 

12Girlh.ood on the American Plain, Review of D(t.!3.I 
~iller by J'ohii Hay: 'Atlant"IC Monthly, vol., XLIII .arch 
1879) , 399-401. 
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James bas in depicting the career of Daiay. Such · 

objectivity is nece·sfH~ry because her situation is the 

transatlantic relations ar,d the heroine's career is to 

assimilate the European experience without really 

surrendering the rroral vigour. of her provincial back­

ground. However, themes which were to be explored in 

greater detail in the later worlcs are merely hinted at 

in Dais;x Miller. For example, Daisy's affluence is 

nev.er emphasized except throu¢1· some precocious remarks 

of her brother Randolph. Also the question of her 

marriage too is discussed by the others only as some 

hypothetical argument. An interest.!::ng point in this 

context is the discussion between Winterbourne and his 

aunt. 

He TGe,ovanelli 7 is evidenUy imnensely 
charmed with Miss Miller. If she thinks 
him the finest gentleman in the world, he, 

.. on his side, bas never found himself in 
personal contact with such splendour, such 
opulence, such expensiveness , as this young 
1 aciY.' s • And then she must seem to · him 
wonderfully pretty and intere~ting. I 
rather doubt that he dreazns of marrying her. 
That must appear to him too iropossible a 
piece of luck. He has nothing but his 
handsome face· to offer, and there is a 
substantial Mr. Miller in that mysterious 
land of dollars. Giovanelli knows that he 
basn• t a title to offer. If hei: were only 
a count or marchese ~ He must wonder at his 
luck, at the way they have taken .b~m up. 
(r.tt, ,p.4S). . 

And again,. ''It is very ~ue", Winterbourne 

pursued, "that Daisy and her mamma have not yet risen 
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to that stage of - what shall I call it? - of culture. 

at which the idea of catching a count or a marchesse 

begins~ I believe that they are intellectually 

incapable of that conception." (DM, p.46). 

In James's fiction, the 'drama of transatlantic 

relations• begins at the point where American affluence, 

in an attempt to assimilate the old-world culture and 

civilization of Europe, tries to buy a 'title' and in 

which transaction it is the American heiress Who is the 

bait for the barter. In Daisx. Miller. this is merely 

hinted at and left as a rerrote possibility because Daisy 

is too much the provincial belle rathe·r than an idealist 

like I sahel Archer to take such a step. Hence, the 

' incompleteness • of Daisx Miller. If there is any 

explicit moral element in the story it is still in the 

realm of social and cultural context rather than of 

individual psychology. This element dramatizes the 

special conflict and mutual misunderstanding between 

the free American spontaneity as represented by Daisy 

and the complex reaction to it by the Europeanized 

Aroericans~ 

In terms of chronology, Mme de Mauves ( 1874) 

is an earlier tale than naig Miller. but in terms of 
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thematic treatlllent. it analyses more fully the tragedy 

of a young. uninitiated and rich Alnerican girl exposed 

to the history and glamour of an older civilization. 

The decadence of the European sensibility which was only 

obliquely hinted at in palsy tl:iller is now fully exposed 

through the decadence and cynicism of the de Mauves. 

The social and cultural conflict between two different 

outlooks on life as we see in Daisy ¥iller is now 

transformed into the personal, psychological conflict 

between the rich American heroine Euphen1ia Cleve and 

her profligate and impoverished French husband Baron 

de Mauves. 

Unlike the Sketchy portraiture in Daisy Miller, 

characters in ~me de Mauves are roore fully developed and 

the tension among them made more dramatic. As in Daisy 

to< iller, in this tale also there is a central character 

throudh.whose consciousness the heroine is presented. 

But unlike Frederick Winterbourne in Daisy Miller 

Bernard Long~nore is not a mere observer. He is assioned 

a role of rouch more intimacy with the heroine thereby 

drawing out her characteristics roore fully. In fact. 

the relationship between LonCJIIIOre and Mme de Mauves 

provides the framework for the story's central idea~ 

In presenting Euphen•ia c leve, Henry J a.mes 
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emphasizes rr.ost her romantic nature. In a letter to 

Longmore from a friend, !-Irs. Draper, this point is 

stressed. comnentino on Euphemia's unhappiness in 

marriage, Mrs. Draper goes on to say, •she was romantic 

ang wilful, and thought Americans were ·vulgar. ,,l3(p. 2£38). 

This sentence reveals at a stroke both her 

rorr~an~icism, and naivete - t.'he following description of 

her girlhood again emphasizes this romantic streak in 

~er character. 

Here, Tin th~ Par iaiafi Convent 7 be sides 
variouS elegant accorriplishments - the art 
of wearing a train, of conoposing a bouquet, 
of presenting a cup of tea - she acquired 
a certain turn of the imagination which she 
might have passed for a sign of precocious 
worldliness. S.he dreamed of marrying a 
title - not for the pleasure of hearing 
herself called Mme.. la vicomtesse (for· 
which it seemed to her that she should never 

·· greatly care) , ~t because she had a roman­
tic belief that the best birth is the 
guarantee of an ideal delicacy of feeling. 
Romances are rarely shaped in such perfect 
good faith, and ~uphemia' s excuse was in 
the radical purity of her imagination. She 
was utterly incorruptible, and she cherished 
this pernicious conceit as if lt has been a 
dogma revealed by a white-winged angel. 
Even after experience had given her a hundred 
rude hints, she found it easier to believe 
in tables, when they had a certain nobleness 
of meaning, than in well arrested but sori:iid 
facts. She believed that a gentleman with . 

· a long pedigree must be of necessity a very 
fine fellow, and that the ·consciousness of 
a picturesque family tradition imparts an 
exquisite tone to the character.(MM 11, p .289) 

1~enry James, Mme de Mauves, from The Tales of 
Henry James, Vol. 2. 1870-1874, edited by tt\aqbool Aziz 
(Oxford, Clarendon Press 1978), pp.284-347. All 
subsequent references are to this edition cited as M!ll. 



such a person. however. existed purely in the 

imagination of this romantic girl and when She enters 

into a personal relationship with such a preconceived 

notion, there is bound to be a troment of disillusionment 
. . 

at close contact with reality.~ 'Itlough the Baron de 

t4auves. whom she eventually marries, is a .. gentleman 

. with a lo~g pedigree". he is far from being the "fine 

fellow" of her ~~transcendent theory." 

When Longmore makes the acquaintance of Mme de 

Mauves in the little French town of Saint-Germain, she 

has been married long enough to the Baron to have dis-

covered what kind of a man he is. She is no lonQer the 

bright-eyed innocent girl Who had such romantic notions 

,-about being married into the aristocracy. Though she 

is unhappy. she is however determined to hide her 

unhappiness behind a calm exterior. Her· disillusionment, 

in other words has been coroplete and into such a volatile 

situation in the de Mauves household. Longmore is 

introduced. 

When a frustrated and disillusioned but young 

girl makes the acquaintance of a fellow American, young, 

personable and unattached, and who does not conceal his 

growing admiration af her, two courses are open to her -

either to plunge headlong into an a££ air with the 
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admirer or to bear her sorrow in secret and maintain 

only a formal relationship with him. Given her 

temperament and upbringing She chooses the latter 

option. 

on the other hand, her husband , far from being 

wary of Longmore's presence in his household and his 

attentions to his wife, encourages him to continue doing 

so. The Baronc!·s sister Mme. Clairin goes so far as to 

say that both she and her brother count upon him to 

• make love• to Mme de Mauves. In the eyes of these 

representatives of French aristocracy, it is more than 

justif !able for a young, beautiful and wronged wife to 

take a lover as a form of revenge upon the husband • Not 

only that, by doing so, she would be accepting that 

particular way of life. which for the de t-":auves is 

merely the history of their family. They therefore want 

that Euphemia should 'conform' and not create any un­

necessary unpleasantness by being jealous. 

Euphemia, however, refuses to "conform .. and 

this refusal sorely irritates the de Mauves who consider 

her attitude tantamount to an affront from the litUe 

puritanical foreigner come into their fold to disrupt 

their centuries-old way of life. 
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If Euphemia refuses to -indulge the de Mauves, 

she also refuses to make a public spectacle of her 

marital problems by assll!l'ling the role of a tragic figure. 

In other words she simply refuses to show any outward 

signs of reaction to her husbc,md's infidelity. She tells 

Longmore. 

'I hate traQedy', she once said to him; 
• I have a really pusillanimous dread of 
moral suffering. I believe that - with­
out base concessions - .there is always 
some way of escaping £tom it. I had 
almost rather never smile all my life than 
have a single violent: explosion of grief' • 
(~M~ III, pp.306-307). 

What She is actually expressing there is that 

having been so brutally proven wrong in her romantic 

idealization of marriage and partnership, she has moved 
'•l 

from one extreme of poetic imagination to one of cold 

prosaic conclusion about the futility of all human 

interaction. She reveals the process of her disillusion­

ment to Longmore after he forces her to discuss her 

unhappy marriage. 

I 1 ike my "world" no better than you do. 
and it was not for its own sake I came into 
it. But what particular group of people 
is worth pinning one's faith upon? I 
confess it sometimes seems to me that men and 
women are very poor creatures. I suppose 
I'm romantic. I have a mo13t unfortunate 
taste for poetic fitness. Life is hard 
prose , which one must learn to read conten­
ted! y • I believe I once thought that all 
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the p'rose was in America.- which was very 
foolish. What I thought, what I believed. 
what I expected. when I was ·an ignorant 
girl • fatally addicted to falling in love 
with my own theories. is trore than I can 
begin to tell you now. sometimes when I 

, remember certain iropulses, certain illusions 
of those days. they take away niy breath, 
and I wonder my bedazzled vis ions didn • t 
lead roe into trouble.s greater than any I 
have now to lament. ) I had a conviction 
which you would probably smile at if I were 
to attempt to express it to· you. It was 
a singular form of passionate faith to take. 
but it had all of the sweetness and the 
ardour of passionate~· faith. It• led me to 
t ak'e a great step. and it 1 ies :behind rre 
now in the distance like a shadow melting 
slowly in the light of experience. It has 
faded. but it has not vanishecf. soroe 
feelings, I aro sure, die only with ourselves; 
some illusions are as much the conditions 
of our life ·as our heart-beats.. They say 
that life itself is an illusion - that this 
world is a shadow of which the reality is 
yet to come. Life is all of a piece. then, 
and there is no shame in being miserably 
human. A.s for my .. isolation". it doesn't 
greatly matter; it's the fault.. in part. of 
my obstinacy. (MM II, pp.317-318). 

~n this long discourse. she displays a tr.i.nd far 

more mature and composed than one would have given her 

credit for. Already. the tone of resignation about her 

fate is quite pronounced. The only note of regret in 

this passage is sou·nded When" she says. "There have been 

moments when I have wished I was the daughter of a poor 

New England minister. living in a little white house under 

a couple of elms, and doing all ··the housework.(MM p.318). 

When Euphemia refuses to "conform" according to 
,-·; 
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the de Mauves• code of conduct She not only defeats 

their purpose, she a1 so· thwarts Longroore • s amorous 

advances. His visits have been the only rnornents of ... 

relaxation in a life otherwise fraught with the ten-

sions of an unhappy marriage, but so far she ·had been 

able to maintain a discreet distance with him inspite 

of the regularity of his visits and his·. attempts at 

soliciting any direct allusion to her personal life. 

so long as the state of her marriage was secret, Mme 

de Mauves could maintain this distance ... but after her 

long confessional statements, such a stance becomes 

impossible because the hitherto passive Longmore 

becomes more bold in his avowals of affection for 

her. Having been coltlpelled to shed h~r reservations 

with him, she decides to put an end to their relation­

ship.· Her decision is Itlore or less precipitated by 

an encounter that takes place between her and the 

Baron where he literally tells her to go ahead and 

have an affair with Longmore. 

Take your revenge, console· yourself • 
you're too pretty a woman to haVe anything 
to complain of. Here • s a handsome young 
man sighing himself into a consumption for 
you. Listen to the poor fellow. and you '11 
find that virtue is none the· less becoming 
for being good natured. You'll see that 



it's not after all such a doleful world. 
and that there is even an advantage in 
having the most impudent of husbands. 
( MM • VI • p • 3 26 ) 
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Euphemia, however decides that the time has 

come for her to remove any possibility whereby her 

integrity may be compromised. Therefore in a cooly 

calculating way, she puts forward her decision in the 

form of an appeal to Longmore's refined sensibility and 

also reminding him of her "high opinion" of h~. 

···Don't disappoint me. If you don•t 
understand me now, you will toirOrrow, or 
very soon. When I said just now that I 
had a very high opinion of you, I meant 
it very seriously. It·· was not a vain 
coropl iment. I believe that there is no 
appeal one may make to your generosity 
which can remain long unanswered. If 
this were to happen - if· I were to find 

.you selfiSh where I. thought you generous, 
narrow where I thought you 1 arge - and 
she spoke slowly. with her voice lingering 
with emphasis on each. of these words -
vulgar where I thought you rare - I should 
think ·worse of human n.ature. I should 
suffer - I Should suffer keenly.- I Should 
say to myself in the dull days of the 
future. "There was one man Who rPight have 
done so and so; and he too failed • " But 
this shall not ·be. You have made too good 
an impression on me. not to make the very 
best. If you wish to please rne for ever, 
there • s a w.ay. (t~JM , VIII • pp. 336-337) 

And the way to please her is for him to make 

this visit his last and she makes it sound like the 

best possible way - "not that I had diSillissed you. 
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but that you had gone away out of the fullness of 

your own wisdom". ( p. 337). A very clever~y manipu­

lated stratagem - and an appeal to Which She knew 

Longmore would respond in the way she expected him 

to - that he would. ac03pt the challenge of the appeal 

and leave her to her £ate. 'rhus the only source from 

which any hint of compromise upon her integrity was 

possible, has been effectively removed. 

Had the story ~nded :at this stage Euphemia's 

vindicat.ion might have been a pi~sible fact. But 

the author gives it an O'Henryesque twist by making 

the Baron shoot himself. It is reported that the 

Baron eventually repents of his follies and falls in 

love with his wife - but Euphemia refuses to admit 

hilll to her favours again. In the words pf this third 

person narrator, "She was stone, she was ice, she 

" 
was outraged virtue. (MM. IX, p.347) 

In suCh a person's concept of morality, 

intrans~gence rather than the accommodating Christian 

princip~.e of forgiveness seems to be the motivating 

force. Emotions in such a person, once arrested at 

the vulnerable point, have no hope of being revived. 

Quite early in their associa~ion, Longmore harl intui­

tively grasped ~is quality of_ Euphelllia' s personality, 
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when he thinks that she had effectively concealed 

her sorrows and had ~ssumed "the serious cast of 

certain blank-browed Greek statues, •••• " (t-'IM III, 

p .300) 

However, as his attachment to her grows apace 

with his association, he tends to idealize her more 

and more. He regards her passive submissiveness as 

the sign. of a Qenerous nature. 

She seemed to him to have been long 
resisting the force of cruel evidence, 
and though she had sue cuRbed to it at 
1 ast , to hav.e . denied her self the right 
~0 complain. because if faith was gone 
her heroic gene:z;-osity remained. (Mt-'• ,III, 
p.306). And again after his dismissal 
t'le thinks , "She has loved once" , he said 
to himself as he rose and wandered to his 
windows; that's for ever ~Yes, yes - if 
she loved again she would be common. (MM , 
IX, pp.339-340) •. 

It is only at· the end when he hears of her 

husband's suicide that he finally understands the true 

nature of her· personality. It is perhaps because of 

this perception that he shows no inclination towards 

her even though he learns that she is free. "The truth 

is, that in the midst of all the ardent tenderness of 

his memory of ~me. de Mauves, he has become conscious 

of a singular feeling, for Which awe would be hardly 

too strong a name". (!f.t-'1' 1 IX 1 p .347) • 
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There is;(Mme de Mauves' insistence to uphold 

the responsibility of a commitment even after the 

sentiments ·and feelings which prompted· it are no 

longer there, an unfeeling, ·unreflecting obstinacy 

of clinging to a meaningless formality. If there is 

evil in the decadent and _cynical way of life among 

the debauched Europeans, there is an equal! y chilling 

dehumanizing effect in the rigid and unrelenting 

puritani~al attitude to human foibles as displayed 

by Mme de Mauves. The spiritual and cultural aliena­

tion between the Baron and his puritanical wife is 

the essential character of the international conflict 

in Mme de .Mauves. But is is in the context of 

Euphemia's relationship with Longmore that this 

conflict becomes clear and the rigidity of her world­

view is exposed. Her relationship with Longnore 

rather than that with her husband, provides both the 

main interest and the critical point of. view in this 

tale.· 

Cleve 

James Kraft makes this remark about Euphemia 

14 

. ( 
... ~. -

·-

14 . 
James Kraft, t-ladarre de Mauves and Roderick 

Hudson: The. develop~~~ent of James's Inter-national 
style, The Texas Quarterlx, II (Autumn 1968), 
pp~143~l60~ . . 
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Pe~baps in Euphemia the element 
of romance is so strong that, properly 
approached, she could have an affair with 
Longmore. He must, however, attempt this 
affair in a way that fulfills her romantiq 
ideal • Once her husband and his sister · 
have entered, it is too late for this 
proud woman. The idea is only suogested 
in the tale but if this suggestion seems 
substantial, it shows James dealing with 
the subtle innuendoes of a mind that wants 
merely to· appear pure in order'to imagine 
itself so r and the criticism of Euphemia 
and her American morality must then become, 
in the light of her later actions, even 
1110re devastating. She is not !t•Ust injured 
and self-righteousr she is then delibera­
tely and hypocritically playing the role 
of the martyr. (p.l52) 

Granting that Euphemia is a romantic person, 

it is however illogical even to suggest··· that she could 

have had an affair with Longmore. Idealist that she is, 

there is a great deal of selfiShness 1n her idealism. 

If she is disappointed and d'isillusioned with her 

husband it is simply because She thinks that she 

deserved better consideration from him.. The same 

analogy applies to her atti'tude to Longmore too. This 

is apparent in the way she begins her appeal to him -

"Don't disappoint me". And then she proceeds to order 

his emotions according to her expectations. The 

initial effect of her appeal on Longmore is to arouse 

in him a "perverse imagination". 



Longmore was confused, dazzled, 
almost bewildered. The intention of her 
words was all remonstrance, refusal, 
dismiss a1; but her presence there, so 
close, so urgent, so personal; seemed a 
distractinQ mockery of it. She had 
never been so lovely • (MM VII t , p. 337) 
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Her words leave him wondering, ''Were her words, 

in their soft severity, a mere delusive spell, meant 

to throw in~o relief her almost ghostly beauty, and 

was this. the only tru1;h, the only reality, the only 

law?" (p .337). 

" But Longmore does not remain perplexed long 

and understanding of her words and actions dawns on him 

with the revelation 9f her estimate of him. 

She was givinQ him ·a chance to do 
gallantly what it see~ unworthy of both 
of them he should do ~eanly. she liked 
him, she must have liked him greatly, to 
wish to spare him, to go to the trouble 
of conceiving an ideal of conduct for him. 
W'ith this sense of her friendship ~ her 
strong friendship she. had just called it -
Longmore's soul rose with a new flight, 
and suddenly felt itself breathing a 
cleaner air. The words ceased to. seem a 
mere bribe to his ardour: they were changed 
with warmth themselves: they were a present 
happiness •. (MM, VIII, p.338). 

LOn\JIIIOre • s reflections and subsequent actions 
.·:. 

too are then logical because h~ too, like Euphemia Cleve, 

is a member of the ".transatlantic den-ocracy" whose 

sensibilities are in d~ct opposition to those of the 
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de Mauves and all they stancJ for • The irony of the 

situation is that .thpugh Longirl()re does not perceive 

it, he has been • used' by Euphemia a.s .a foil to her 

prim puritanical moralism just as much as ehe has 

been taken advantage of by· the de Mauves because of 

her romantic idealism. 

In t'lme de t-1auves, one sees the transformation 

of a romantic idealist into a cold unfeeling moralist 

who would not admit of any human consideration in a 

relationship~ Her reaction to the intense personal 

deception that she has ~uffered seems to be purely . 

cerebral - there is no overt grief, no 'outward change 

in her relationship with her husband. Though her 

progression from an innocent, idealistic girl into 

an austere, puritanical matron is too abrupUy etched, 

the conflict between two opposing codes of moral 

conduct is clearly brought out. This theme was to 

recur in all of James's later works too~ But in his 

mature fiction, he restores the human equation to the 

heroine's moral stance by investing in her the mellow 

humanity which is often acquired through a. heart 

r~nding personal tragedy. Heroines l~e Isabel Archer, 

and Maggie verver, though they too suffer similar decep­

tions do achieve a compromise without totally surren­

aering their principles. 
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Apart from the mature style and compactness 

of the nine short, dramatic units. t-ime de Mauves 

roarks an important step in the developrnent of James's 

narrative technique. Unlike Winterbcurne in na.isy 

Miller. Longmore .is made_ the story's central con­

sciousness and through his mind we see the unfolding 

of the dramatic conflict in the story. Because of 

this he becomes a roore important fictional character 

than merely an observant narrator like Tt.l'!interbourne .• 

Mme de Mauve.s is important from another con­

sideration- it seems to be the kernel of Jaroek's most 

important work of his early phase, The Portrait of a 

Lady. 

·In Euphemia Cleve one can virtually see an 

Isabel Archer in the making. Both are romantic 

idealists and rich. Eupheroia is a girl. who, according 

to her own confessions, is in love with her theories. 

(p.318). Isabel too is described as one who had many 

theories. Both marry much older men, suavely decadent 

in their own ways. And these men marry the girls 

solely for their rooney. The ·egotism ,and politeness of 

the Baron de tt.auves vividly anticipate Gilbert Osmond • s. 

· In Longmore one sees a combination of Ralph Touchett 

and caspar Godwood - In. playing the role of the 
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outsider. observing the drama of the de 1-'!auves 

marri.age, he resembles Ralph Touchett, the "interested 

observer" of the for,tunes of I sahel in The Portrait. 

But as a contender for the affections of Euphemia, 

he is like caspar GOOdwood, who, like him is rejected 

when the heroine decides to stick to her despicable 

husband. Madasre clair in with all her sense of· history 

and f aroily pride resembles countess Geroini of The -
Portrait. However though both Euphemia and Isabel 

are betrayed by their husbands and both take similar 

moral stands regarding their obligations to their 

marriage contracts, I sahel's portraiture is oore 

detailed and analytical and because her sense of dis­

illusionment is so sympathetically presented, She 

emerges as a rrore plausibly human individual than 

Euphemia. 

What James is able to achieve in Mme de Mauves 

15 is perhaps best stated by J •. A., ward~ 

In its total effect, Madame de Mauves 
is a remarkably complex and carefully orga­
nized work of fiction., The relationships 
among the characters, the narrative deve­
loproent, and the setting work together to 
explore the delicate relationship between 
class and character, between cultural per­
suasion and private perception.(p.94) • 

lSJ .A. ward, The search for Form : Studies in the 
structure of James's Fiction. (Chapel Hill : University 
of North carolina Press, 1967') , Section on Madame de 
Mauves. pp .,77-94. 
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In the exploration of such a •relationship• 

the boundaries of countries and nationalities are 

immaterial,. The tension is purely in the "nameless 

country.. of the mind. and imagination • Euphemia tells 

Longmore exactly this during a conversation in the 

early days of their association. 

As· matters stand, one may be very 
-American and yet arrange it. with one• s 
conscience to live in Europe. t'Jy imagi­
nation perhaps - I had a little When 
I was yolJllger - helped . ne to think I 
should find happiness here. And after 
all. for a woman. wh:~iit does it signify? 
This is not America, perhaps. about me. 
but it! s quite as little France. France 
is out there; beyond the garden, in the 
town, in the forest; but here, close 
about me • in roy room and - she paused 
.a moment.- • in my mind, it's a nameless 
country of rny own. Ie s not her country• 
she added, that makes a woman happy or 
unhappy. (f/!1'11, III, p .301). 

Here then we see how James was to use the con-

f lict between America and Europe rather as the back­

drop to study • private perception' and how in his later 

fiction he placed the drama in the "nameless country" 

of his characters• mind rather than in any international 

conflict between nations and cultures. 

Madame de Mauves was not o~e of those pieces 

which produced rave reviews for James and was less known 

than oais)' t-1 iller. But in the James canon, the heroines 
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of these two tales occupy an iroportant position as 

the predecessors of all his other mei'CIOrable and more 

famous heroines like I sahel Archer 1 Milly Theale and 

Maggie Verver • These tales • there£ ore 1 far from being 

mere items in a prolific ~iter's repertoire provide 

the initial insights into the "many stages" in the 

development of the Jamesian heroine. 



----~-~--~----~---
CHAPTER-II 

·-------------------



THE LDli'l'ED HEROINE ,, 

A study of w ashinQton Square · ( 1880) 

catherine Sloper of !l~shinQton ;;quare 1 is 

perhaps the Ulllikeliest of ~l the heroines of Henry 

James, because, though the novel is her story# he has 

not assigned her a dominant role. Her mediocm 

.,intellect and plain looks evoke no. romance or excite-

ment. She has none ~ the usual charms. of his other 

heroines. Here is her description in Ch_apter II, 

She was a heal thy, well-grown child, 
without a trace of her mo'ther' s .beauty. 
She was not ugly: she had simply a plain, 
dull , gentle countenance. The most that. 
had ever been said for her was that she 
had a 'nice •. face: and , . though she was an 
'heiress, no one had ever thought of re­
garding her as a belle. Her father's 
opinion of her moral purity was abundantly 
justified; she was excellently, imper­
turbably gOod; affectionate, docile, obe­
dient, and much addicted .~ speaking the 
truth. . 

The description further continues to 
emphasize Catherine • ·S. mediocrity. "catherine 

'w~s decipedly not clever; she was not quick 
with her book, ·nor indeed with anything 
else. n (Ws, p.ll). 

lHenry James, Wash~gton ~uare, .Fira~ published 
1880 (London, Penguin BOOks, 1963) , p._ll._ All other 
references hereafter· are to .this edition cited as ws. 
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When a person of such attributes happens to 

have been born after the death of a much adored son 

and whose birth was the event of her mother • s death. 

and the father happens to be a successful society 

doctor 14ho "knew his own value" (WS, p.l2), the sense 

of the father's irritation at having produced such a 

"commonplace" (p.l2} child becomes somewhat understand­

able. But the irritation assumes quite a different 

proportion when it remains unmitigated by any paternal 

a£ fection whatsoever. ~oreover. Dr. Austin Sloper has 

an unflattering estimate of feminine characteristics 

in general, whom he thinks of at? the "complicated'' and 

.. irnperf ect sex" ( ws , p • 9) • The only woman who ever 

"dazzled" him was his wife .Whose greatest virtue 

according to him was her reasonableness. Translate 

this as one who always agreed with him, and one can 

understand his chagrin at catherine who is the exact 

opposite of her mother. 

such disappointment with his .unpromising child 

being the dominating force, his relation$.hip with her 

asswnes an unnatural character in which he keeps her 

at a d isdaW ul distance by adopting a mocking! y 

ironical tone with her~ It is as though he is trying 

to maintain an emotional and mental distance because 
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he feels that she has somehow cheated him of his 

potential glories of being the progenitor of a 

charming and intelligent girl. · Instead. by being 

wbat she is. catherine seems to be a bad ref lector 

of his genius. 

catherine on the other hand however. thinks 

him "the cleverest. the handsomest and most cele-

brated of men." and "her deepest desire was to please 
_,. 

him and her conception of happiness was to know that 

she had succeeded in pleasing him". (WS, p .12). If 

there was any sense of alienation in her mind regard­

ing her father, it was because she sensed that "she 

had never succeeded be¥ond a certain point" in pleasing 

him. Her affection for him was therefore tinged with 
' 

awe - "that gentle dread which gave its stamp to her 

admiration of her father". (WS. p.ll-12). 

Though nr. Sloper is convinced of the "moral 

purity'' of his daughter, who is "imperturbably good". 
;. 

be puts a low premium on it when he says. "You are 

Qood for nothing unless you are clever". (ws. p.,lO). 

Therefore he wants his sister Lavinia Penniman to make 

a "clever woman" of catherine"' This statement itself 

is a ridiculously ironical proposition when one sees 
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that !'Irs~ Penniman's dubious qualif !cation for this 

task is pointed out from the very outset., She had 

"a taste for light literature, and a certain foolish 

indirectness and obliquity of character : -- She was 

not absolutely veracious:" (WS, p.lo). 

When the father casts his clever, clinical 

eyes on his daughter, he sees only a poor specimen 

of humanity more to be pitied and ridiculed tha~ 

appreciated for her moral worth. When he envisions 

a future for her in his mind, he conjures up a pitiable, 

pathetic little scene for her. 

• When catherine is about seventeen, 
h·e said to himself , Lavinia will try and · 
persuade her that some young man with a 
moustache is in love with her. It will 
be quite untrue: no young roan, with a 
moustache or without, will ever be in 
love with catherine. But Lavinia will 
take it up, and talk to her about it; 
perhaps, even, if her taste for clandestine 
operations doesn't prevail with her She 
will talk to me about it. catherine won't 
see it and won't believe it,. fortunately 
for her peace of mind: poor catherine isn't 
romantic • • (WS, p .,11) • 

The doctor is thus denying catherine not only 

any imaginative power but also seems to be trying to 

stunt her natural growth where love for, and response 

to the opposite sex is a part of living - Whether one 

is "pretty" or "plain'!- "lively" or "dull" •. As far as 
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the doctor is concerned. catherine's life is an open 

and shut case. 

Therefore When the surprise element in the 

person of t~torris Townsend enters to cause a stir at 

Washington Square, the doctor is sufficiently aroused 

to take notice of the fact. But his agitation is not 

on behalf of poor catherine - h1s interest is almost 

purely clinical; he wants to find out 1£ cather1ne 

can ever be loved for her moral worth alone. The 

doctor is »amused" - and expects some entertainment, 

from the litUe drama (ws. p.3S) of catherine's court-

ship. The attitude displayed here is one of objective 

distance - he is not at all bothered that his daughter 

is poised on the verge of a new sensation. a new 

relationship. He sees only the improbable, only the 

ludicrous element in the situation. 

'It must be deucedly~pleasant for 
a plain. inanimate girl like that to 
have a beautiful young fellow come and 
sit down beside. her. and whisper to her 
that he is her slave - if that is What 
this one whispers. No wonder she 1.1kes 
it. and that she thinks me a cruel tyrant; 
which of course, she does, though she is 
afraid - she hasn't the animation necessary 
- to aSmit it to her self • Poor old 
catherine~· mused the Doctor: 'I verily 
believe she is capable of defending me 
when Townsend abuses me~• (ws. p.,4S). 
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In .. many respects the doctor is right about 

his assessment of his daughter's characteristics and 

absolutely so about his intuition about the worthless­

ness of t-'!orris 'J'01tmsend. But his critical analysis is 

devoid of any positive concern - he . is only a dis­

passionate observer of the drama of his daughter's 

love - and irony is his tool to maintain the emotional 

distance that he has created between him and his 

daughter. For instance, When he sees his otherwise 

insipid daughter in a red satin gown trimmed with gold 

at the Almond' s party (W s, p .18) • he exclaims, with 

his eyes not on her but on her gown - "Is it possible 

that this rnagnificient person is roy child?" and brush­

ing aside her protestation, continues, "you are 

suntptuous, opulent, expensive •. You look as if you had 

eiQhty thousand" (WS, p.22) •. The irony and contempt 

for his daughter is betrayed by the epithets he uses. 

"magnif icient, sumptuous. opulent and expensive" for 

a person Whom he had long ago categorized as "common 

place" •. The cutting irony also signifies a de-humani­

zing metamorphosis that catherine undergoes in her 

father • s estimate~ He seems to .have converted his 

lack-lustre daughter of negligible "moral worth" into 

a marketable coltlmodity "worth" several thousands a year. 
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The epithets therefore belong rightfully to the dress 

which is the ipdex of her 'worth', rather than the 

human personality called catherine Sloper. He main­

tains this 1t10cking tone with catherine all thro!Jc;;jhout. 

He taunts her, 'Well my dear, did he propose to you 

to-day? 11 (Ws, p.31) after one of Townsend's visits 

with catherine. And again, when she tells him later 

that she is engaged to be married he asks sneeringly, 

"And who. is this happy mortal whom you have honoured 

with your choice?" (Ws, p.54) ~ 

The tension that the father creates between 

himself and his daughter dominates everything in the 

novel and determines the course of events for every­

one concerned. Even Morris Townsend plays only a 

contributory role 1ri the overall drama and his intro­

duction into the scene .seems merely to heighten the 

doctor's self-riqhteous domination of his daughter,. 

catherine is therefore best seen, observed and under­

stood in the context of her relationship with her 

father. Seen from this vantage point then .• the novel 

becomes the story of the self-centred and strongwilled 

£ ather• s attempt to manipulate his daughter's life 

and of the contention between two men of similar dis­

positions trying to manipulate and dominate a young 
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innocent girl. The father uses his paternal authority 

to sUbdue her will and the threat of disinheritance to 

stop her from marrying her sweetheart. The young man 

om the other hand. tries to manipulate her vulnerable 

young heart with the idea of love and romance while 

all the time his main interest is her inheritaace only. 

catherine's vulnerability in the· hands of 

these two men .is rooted in her own psyche too. She has 

gro\«m up in the shadow of her brilliant father whom she 

wor'ships with a sincere devotion and naively believes 

in his infinite goodness and the sincerity of his 

parental concern for her. Her awareness that she did 

not succeed • totally' in pleasing him leaves a deep 

impression in her mind about her inadequacies and in 

her ardent devotion she thinks that "to go beyond the 

point in question seemed to her really something to live 

for". (ws. p.12). She is also aware that she is in no 

way anything like her beautiful and brilliant mother 

whom her father adored. fM rs. Penniman constantly reminds 

her of this •. ws. p.l27_7. All the rr.ore ~:eason perhaps 

why she is so conscious of her duties towards biln Which 

1 s to obey him and not. do anything which might cause 

him pain., It is precisely because of her submissive 

but sincere nature that Morris Townsend is able to 
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impress upon her that his love is genuine. He plays 

the ardent lover to the hilt While the father assumes 

the distant, disdaining attitude of a deity who is 

extrenely critical of the devotee but who at the same 

time takes a perverse delight in the devotion and uses 

that devotion against the worshipper. catherine's 

devotion to her father is de scribed thus, "She had an 

immense respect for her father and she felt that to 

displease biro would be a misdemeanour analogous to an 

act of profanity in a great temple": ( ws, p .87) • But 

the father, playing the role of the brilliant )Jut 
. .. 

pompous father to a dull, plain girl sees, not her 

goodness, nor her de~otion but only her plainness of 

looks and ·dullness of personality. When he thinks of 
.. 

her she is always 'poor catherine' (WS, p.ll, p.44) 

said in a derogatory way... He even talks to Mrs. Montgornerry 

of her as 'roy poor girl' (WS,.p.67). The lover also has 

no better opinion of catherine. "Gracious Heaven, what 

a dull woman~" }11orris thinks of her during a conversa-

tion just before she leaves for Europe. (WS, p.lll). 

However, the author takes care to hint that 

it would be a gross mistake to ·disroiss Catherine out of 

hand and. decide that she is incapable of growing out 

of the mould that the father and the lover have assiQned 
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for her •. Earl.Y on in the novel we are told, 

Both she T"M rs. PEmniman 7 and her 
brother however- exaggerated the young 
girl's limitations: for catherine, though 
she was very fond of her aunt • and con­
scious of the gratitude she owed her. 
regarded her without a particle of that 
gentle dread which gave its stamp to her 
admiration of her father. To her mind 
there was nothing of the in£ inite about 
Mrs. Penniman; catherine saw her all at 
once. as ~t were, and was not dazzled by 
the apparition; whereas her father's 
great faculties seemed. as they stretched 
away. to lose themselves in a sort of 
lumirious vagueness, which indicated. not 
that they stopped, but that Catherine's 
own n1ind ceased to fallow them. ( ws. 
pp.l2-13). 

It is therefore very interesting to note that 

the possibility of psychological growth hinted at in this 

passage should he manifest with the advent of the young 

and daShing Y!orris Townsend into her hitherto uneventful 

life. The girl who has· been described as "much addicted 

to telling the. truth" is seen, speaking untruths on three 

instances in the course of an evening. (The Almond's 

party - ws. Ch. 4). But this may be interpreted as the 

confused reactions of an inexperienced person to a new 

s.ituation rather than deliberate acts aimed at deception. 

Being constantly aware of the father's critical eyes 

and her aunt's curiosity catherine is unable to give 

a direct response to the first stirrings of a new 
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sensation. But some deeply felt chord has been struck 

and she responds to the possibility of a new personal 

relationship. Certitudes are few as yet - assertions 

much less but her meetings with Morris become "the most 

important, the most absorbing thing in her life''. (WS. 

p.39). There is no great flurry and flutter about the 

business because she is not made that way but the signs 

are unmistakable - she is in love. 

The girl was happy, she knew not as 
yet. what would come of it; but the present 
had suddenly grown rich and solemn. If 
she had been told she was in love • she 
would have been a good deal surprised: for 
she had an idea that love was an eager and 
exacting passion, and her own heart was 
filled in these days with the iinpulse of self 
effacement and sacrifice. (WS, pp.39-40). 

For Catherine, love as an emotional involvement 

of sharing between two equal persons is an alien concept 

and the new sensation leaves her with an impression Which 

so touchingly reveals her loveless existence so far._ 

Love demands certain things as a 
right: but catherine had no sense of her 
rights: she had only a consciousness of 
imroense and unexpected favours. Her 
very gratitude for these things had 
hushed itself; for it seemed to her that 
there would be something of impudence in 
making a festival of her secret.(WS,p.40) • 

.. 

But however inadequate her responses and what-

ever be the uncertainties, her love for ~orris Townsend 
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promises .the start of her psychological expansion. 

The opposition WhiCh the father sets up against 

Morris Townsend on the question of his real motive for 

wanting to marry catherine, actually provides her with 

the opportunities for self-assertion. and attaining a 

new personality. Th~ first instance of this process is 

seen in her reply to her father's mocking quesUon 

whether Morris had proposed to her that day. "Perhaps 
. . 

he wlll do it the next time"'• (\'JS, p .32). Quite a 

f 1 ippant retort from the timid and submissive daughter. 

But that is not all - she wishes that he should ask 

· the question again so that llhe can give him a more 

fitting answer like 'Oh yes, Mr • Morri·s Townsend pro­

posed to me and I refused him'. (WS, p.32). 

As Catherine tries to tackle a human, practical 

·problem for the £ irst time in her life, we see certain 

subtle changes taking place in her. First she is seen 

deriving· t•a great excitement at trying to be a good 

daughter" (WS, p.74) - a good daughter who is even 
.. 

trying to justify her father's stand by sayinQ that he 
.. 

is merely playing the role of a "conscientious father" 

(Ws, p.75) in opposing Morris and suspecting his motives. 

She also displays a good deal of naive piety in viewing 
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the probl~m. · While ·"the idea of a struggle with her 

father# of setting up her will against his own was 

heavy on her,soul and it kept her formally submissive" 

(WS • p .;75) • She piously hoped that "if she were only 

good enough, Heaven would invent. some way of recon­

ciling all tl1ings - the dignity of her father• s errors 

and the sweetness of her own confidence, the strict 

performance of her filial duties,. and the enjoyment 

of Morris Townsend's affection''• (WS, p.76). What 

eatherine is really hoping for is a fairy-tale ending 

to her problem, with a little intervention from Heaven. 

But practical problems of the .world have no such ready 

solutions and catherine has to make a painful choice 

between her , loyalty to her father and her love for 

Morris Townsend. (WS, pp.l06-l07)~ 

Though her naivete is apparent from such wish£ ul 

thinking. catherine displays another aspect of her 

character which constitutes her greatest strength. For 

lack of any ready phrase, this may be defined as the 

sincerity of her intentions and actions. At every stage 

of her confrontation with her father on the question of. 

her marri-age with Morris Townsend, we see her meekly 

seeking her father's permission like a dutiful and 
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conscientious daughter. She tries to convince her 
.. 

father thus that her desire to be married to Morris 

Townsend is in no way an act of disloyalty or de£ iance 

towards him. And by proving this about her intentions 

she hopes to soften his heart and obtain his consent. 

Even to Morris Townsend she makes it very plain how 

rouch her father's permission matters and how difficult 

it is for her to go against his wishes. When trsorris 

tells her - 'I should have liked you to say, "If roy 

father doesn't think well of you, what does it matter?''' 

she replies. "Ah. but it would matter: I couldn't say 

that~" (WS. p .38) catherine's integrity is such that 

she tells her father that she ought not to say with him 

and enjoy his kindness and protection if she cannot 

obey him and fulfil her duties as a daughter. (WS,p.l09). 

She also chides her aunt Penniman for visiting Morris 

without her father's knowledge·or consent and tells her. 

"I don • t see why you should have seen him. I don • t 

think it was right", and goes on to say that she herself 

has not seen him because her "father has forbidden it". 

(WS • p.84). 

The roeeJily pious stand that catherine has taken 

on this 'issue· cannot be maintained long" This is partly 
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because of Morris Townsendi s iropatience at her docility 

and mostly because of her father' s unreasonableness 

towards her e.ntreaties'" Though he is right in thinking 

that, Morris. Townsend's motive is avarice, his opposition 

to the marriage did not merely rest on tpe fact of 

Townsend's poverty. 

The fact that Morris Townsend was 
poor, was not of necessity against him; 
the Doctor had never made up his mind 
that his daughter should. marry a rich 
man. The fortune .she wo.uld inl)erit 
struck him as a very stiffi:cient provi­
sion for two reasonable persons, and 
if a penniless swain who could give a 
good account of himself should enter the 
lists, he should be juc;iged quite upon 
his personal merits. There were other 
things besides. The doctor thought it 
very vulgar to be precipitate in accus­
ing people of mercenary motives, in as 
much as his door had as yet not. been in 
the least besieged by fortune hunters: 
and lastly he was very curious to see 
whether catherine miQht really be loved 
for her moral worth. (WS, p.36). 

The "Other things" which the doctor talks about 

have mainly to do with his own natural antipathies to 

the young man. 

The doctor was struck with his 
appreciative quest:· he saw that he was not 
a commonplace young man. 'He has ability' , 
said catherine's father, 'decided ability: 
he has a very good head if he chooses to 
use it~ And he is uncomrronly well turned 
out; quite the sort of figure that pleases 
the ladies: but I don't think I like him'. 
(WS, p .37). 
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And again hi.s dislike erupts, "He has the 

assurance of the devil himself~" (p.37) said Morris's 

host, It is interesting to note here how the doctor• s 

mind is workin<I on the subject. The young man Who is 

not a ••commonplace man" carinot be in love with his 

daughter Who is a "comrronpla.ce child"~ This is the 

reason, along with hi.s own dislike of h;im, why he 

cannot accept the fact that 'Morris Townsend loves his 

daughter for her ''moral worth". Undoubte4ly a very 

lucid academic analysis of a problem but if in the 

beginning his apposition to the young lovers stems from 

such thinking, it gradually grows into a perverse 

curiosity as catherine shows signs of "sticking" to 

her young man. And finally his curiosity tum·s to a 

hostile determination to prove himself rlght. ·So he 

uses t.Pe ~st leth~ weapons at his disposal - attack 

catherine's filial p1ety and threat-en· to disinherit 

her in an obvious attempt to expose tllorris Townsend 

for what he is. 

It is thus that the doctor' s bemused interest 

in the af'f air turns to open cruel tY.• In terms of mental 

cruelty unleashed on catherine, there are two scenes 

in the novel Which 'unmask • the doctor as it were: the 
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Alps scene in Europe and the other one in Chapter 18, 

( p •92) • Though there is a de£ inite physical terror 

evoked by the desolation of the scenery, the gathering 

darkness of dusk and the stark eroptiness of the doctor's 

soul reve_aled by his action in the Alps scene, there is 

also a considerable amount of melodrama; it is as though 

the scene and tableau has been very carefully selected 

and constructed in order to evoke the desired response 

from catherine. But in the little scene in Chapter 18, 
' 

there is something more chilling and dehumanizing than 

the Alps scene. _ In the cosy comfort of a rich man• s 

libP.ary the daughter stand·s meekly seeking the father's 

permission to see her sweetheart just once, of whom 

the father disapproves thoroughly. She could have met 

the sweetheart secretly as her aunt does, but the 

sincerity and.adherence to 'veracity' .in this young girl 

.,makes her want to do her duty by her father~ But her 

humble request is met with an ~cy, unrelenting author!-

tarian rebuf.£. 

'Exactly as you choose', he repeated, 
standing there with his hand on the door, 'I 
have told you what I think ., If you see him, 
you will be an ungrateful, cruel child; you 
will have given your old father the greatest 
pairi of .. bis life' • 



This was more than the poor girl 
could bear: her tears overflowed, and 
she moved towards her grimly· consistent 
parent with a pitiful cry. Her bands 
were raised in supplication •. but he 
sternly evaded this appeal. Instead of 
letting her sob out her misery on his 
shoulder, he simply took her by the arm 
and directed her course across the 
threshold, closing the door gently but 
firmly behind her (ws. p.92). , 
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The cruelty and f ina.l; i ty of the gesture is such 

that years later, she sees it as even more hurtful than 

i;he inconsistency of Morris Towns.end. ''From her own 

point of view the great facts of her career were that 

Morris To~send had trifled with her affection and that 

her father had broken its spring"~ (ws. p.l60. italics 

mine). 

The European tour is only a temporary . truce between 

two per$0ns now try~ng to humour each other, as it were. 

As catherine begins to pe~eive that the father will never 

relent and agree to her marriage with t-'lorr is. a ce.rtain 

resolve takes shape in her mind and the hitherto unresist­

ing Catherine comes. back from Europe quite a changed person. 

On the other hand as the doctor also sees how steadfast 

catherine is in her devotion to t-'lorris Townsend, his 

attitude towards her hardens into Qreater cruelty. If in 

his former ironical addresses, there was a certain flippancy, 
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now there is deliberate malice and despise in his tone. 

The night before they leave for England, he tells her, 

He ought to be very thank£ ul to me, 
do you kna.~ ,, · I have done a miQhty · ~od 

· thing for him in taking you abroad: your 
value is tw~e as great, with all the 
knowledge and taste you· have acquired. 
A year ago •. you were perhaps a little 
lindted - a little rustic1 but now you 
have seen ev,erytbing, and appreciated 
everything, and you will b,e .a roost enter­
taining companion. We have fattened· the 
sheep for him before he kills it. (Ws, 
p. 119). . 

For. the first time here, the· doctor rnaltes a 

direct allusion to catherine's deficiencies and rrocks at 

her. supposed education abroad. A little: later he .tells 

h.ts sister Mrs Almond what he thinks about .this • education•, 

"Exactly the same1 not a grain ltlOre intelligent. She 

didn't notice a stick or a stone all the while we were 

away - not a picture nor a view, not a statute nor a 

cathedral II •. (WS, p .130). 

If· Europe failed to arouse catherine's interest 

or rather if catherine failed to appreciate europe - her 

European trip has however given her a new perspective • a 

moral comfort - in knowing that her father has ceased to 

~upy the .sane position in her mind as before. She tells 

her aunt Penniman, 
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Nothing has changed - nothing but my 
feeling about father. I don't mind nearly 
so lllUch now. I have been as good as I 
could , but he doesn • t care. Now I don • t 
care either. I don • t know whether I have 
grown bad; perhaps I have. But I don't 
care for that • I have come h01t1e to be 
married- that's all I know. (WS, p.l24). 

·-
For a person who always seemed to languish in the 

shadow of her father's domineering personality and who 

has hitherto suffered her frivolous aunt's interferences 

without demurring, this is a very incisive little speech 

indeed. 

With. Morris .Townsend .also her demeanour is rnore 

assertive and demanding. She tells him 

" 

'You mustn't pity me' said catherine. 
'1 don • t mind it now I am used to it • • 
(WS, p.l26). 

And she explains her father's opposition to their marriage 

thus, 

He talked to me one night - the last 
night - and then it casr.e over roe. You can 
tell when a person feels that way. I wouldn't 
accuse him if -he hadn • t made tre feel that 
way. I don't accuse him; I just tell you 
that that's how it is~ He can't help it; 
we can't govern our affections. Do I govern 
mine? Mightn't he say that to me? It's 
because he is so fond of· my tnOther, Whom 
we lost so long ago. She was beautiful , and 
very, very brilliant;. be .is always thinking 

. of her • I am not at all like her; Aunt 
Penniman has told me that. Of course it isn • t 
my fault: but neither is it his fault., All 
I mean is, it'·s true; and it's a stronger 
reason for his never being reconciled than 
simply his dislike for you. (WS, p._l27). 
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There is no pathos in the statement, no bitter• 

ness# no ·sarcasm. and no undue sentilnent whatsoever. 

It is as detached and dispassioned a statement as if it 

were made by a per son 1 ike her father and not Catherine. 

But it is the tnOtnent of truth for her and she accepts 

'it without a ·murmur. This new awareness is what has 

freed her from any sense of obliqation and What makes 

her tell Morris Townsend.· "I have great moral coJifort 

now ... (ws·. p.l26). 

But unfortunately ;for catherine, though she is 

now poised for the final break from her father and all 

that her submission to him has meant to her. the person 

for Whom she is ready to renounce everything betrays her 

and leaves her _once _again in his cruel clutches. When 

she realises that Morris means to leave her. she cries 

out to him - "Think of What I have done'." she bro4ke out. 

'Morris I h.ave given up· everything•. (WS, p •. l43). .. .·, 

catherine has never been depicted as a person 

sparkling with good looks and brilliant conversation. Nor 

is she a high minded romantic -idealist like Euphamia 

Cleve or Isabel Archer. But all the same the process of 

her disillusionment is fraught with the same treachery. 

betrayal and cr-uelty that James's more celebrated heroines 
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suffer. Where she thought sh~ s~w true love - only the 

crass glitter of avarice mocked her .. in her hour .of 

disillusionment. And where she eltl>ected genuine human 

sympathy and understanding she was met w_ith only a wall 

of adamant self-justification. In the end then her 

father and Morris Townsend manage to blight her youth 

and leave her maimed, for life as it were. She is 

thwarted in her attempt at forging a distinct personality 

of, her own by the two persons whom she thought were 

dearest to her. As such it is only natural that she 

recoils into herself and tries to eke out what savour 

she can out of a life which has only left her a big 

11VOid". catherine sloper' s consciousness remains only 

partially awakened. and her story ends almost at the point 

where it started. The distance between these two points 

is strictly chronological and the psychological expansion 

possible for a person who has undergone the kind of 

experience that catherine has, remains mostly unexplored. 

Her li6e is the chronicle of a person Who, remains un­

obtJrusive, Wtassertive and unimpressive all throughout. 

The concluding sentence of the novel is the confirmation 

of this~ 'Catherine, meanwhile, in the parlour, picking 

up her morsel of fancy work~ had seated her:self with it 

again- for life, as i:t we~"· (WS, p.l74). 
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Her negative passivity stems largely from her 

notion of 1 goodness 1 Which demanded an unquestionirig 

abnegation of the self - From the very outset, .her good-

ness is pointed out as her one positive quality. The 

father's conviction of it is complete- ~er father's 

opinion of her moral purity was abundanUy justified; 

she was excellently, imperturbably good, affectionate, 

docile, obedient 'and much addicted to speaking the 

truth''. (p.ll). When Dr. Sloper tells his sister to 
'" 

· make a clever weman of catherine she replies, 'tOo you 

think it is better to be clever than to be good?" - the 

implication here being that catherine is already qood, 

catherine herself, after returning from Europe tells 

her aunt Penniman, 'Nothing is changed - nothing but 

my fee ling about f ather • I don • t mind ne ar,l y so much 

now. I have been as good as I could, ~the doesn't 

care. Now I don • t care either. I don • t know whether 
. ·~ 

I. pave grown bad: perhaps I have. But I don 1 t care 

for that". (Ch. 25. p.l24). 

The domination of this goodness and the attempt 

to take advantage of it becoroes the nature of the sroral 

conflict in Washinoton 5quaJ:e. The concept of evil , 

which was treated as the polarities of worldviews in 
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Daisy Miller and more especially in Mme de Mauves 

becomes now actualised as the attempt of the three 

other principal characters in the .novel - Dr. Austin 

Sloper, Morris Townsend and Lavinia Penniman, to 

dominate and manipulate the inner life of the heroine, 

catherine Sloper. 

Dr. Austin Sloper's is the most damaging effect 

on Catherine because he possesses the greatest power 

~o harm her, the unalterable fact of his fatherhood, 

a relationShip which began at the instant of catherine's 

birth and Which naturally involves mutual responsibili­

ties. But sadly for catherine, this is entirely a 

one-sided affair. Her affection and awe for her father 

assume even certain divine proportions not. because of 

Dr~ Sloper•· s god-like propensities but because of the 

sincerity of her devotion. such devotion,. however is 

used against her, as a means to intilnadate and humiliate 

her. His interference in her affair with Morris Townsend, 

however well-meaning he may .try to make it appear, is 

nothing but the eXercise of his power to control and 

dominate her. Be side such a. power, ca the;rine' s goodness 

is ineffective and her quest for a meaningful personal 

relationship ends in disaster~ 
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The tension in the story is between· the father's 

latent capacity for evil and catherine's passive good­

ness. Therefore their relationship dominates everything 

in the novel. catherine is best seen, observed and 

understood 1n this context. The introduction of Morris 

Townsend into the household at Washington Square is not 

to be seen as the cause of this tension but rather a 

result of· the peculiar relationShip between catherine 

and her f a.t.her. There£ ore , though he does become an 

important factor in her life and is partly responsible 

for her misery, he provides tnosUy the melodramatic 

element of the novel. 

Morris Townsend's monetary designs on catherine 

remain;, starkly so. His role is therefore that of an 

unethical operator who had his assured good looks and 

the girls' naive innocence to bis advantage. 'rbough 

cast in a typical role, he is no Baron de Mauves, or 

Gilbert osmond or Merton Densher or Prince Amerigo. 

From the beginning of the story w~ see a young man with 

a predilection for extravagance who sees in catherine 

and her money the promise of an easy contented 11£ e. 

His selfishness is unmitigated by any other quality: he 

has no breeding, no culture, no sophistication. The only 
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consistency that he displays is· in his pursuit of 

Catherine, the heiress. When he thinks the prospect 

of her disinheritance is real he leaves her heartbroken. 

The obvious exit for such a character is comic rather 

than anything else. "Goodbye , then" • said t-lorri s, 

"Excuse my indiscretion", and exitoss from catherine's 

presence. ( Ch. 35. p .17 4) and greets t-1 rs. Penniman in 

··the hall with the exasperation .of an actor who has 

bungled his lines due to bad prompting ••That was a 

precious plan of yours~" Said Morris clapping on his 

hat. (p.l74). In a gallery of portraits that James 

created of the male seducers, Morris Townsend is an 

• American • in the roost literal sense of the word and 

what James lamented of as want of 'paraphernalia' in 

t·hi:s novel is perhaps the lack of suavity and sophistica­

tiop that his Europeans and Europeanised American men 

possessed. 

The sense of betrayal suffered by catherine 

becomes doubly roore so because of the ironical fact 

that her father's opposition contributes to Morris 

Townsend's betrayal and this betrayal only justifies 

the father's opposition to their match. She is caught 

between the sadism of her father and the treachery of 
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her .sWeetheart. ~aterialism is· the name of the evil 

that these two men practice in two different ways. 

If avarice i,s the mask of Morris Townsend's evil. 

there is yet another kind of evil - however unintentioned , 

in the comic interference of Lavinia Penniman in the 

affair between catherine and Morris Townsend. In the 

name of well-meaning intervention Lavin'ia is merely 

seeking some perverse self-gratification which is the 

resu~t of an addle brained imagination. From the very 

beginning the comically light weight characteristic of 

this woman is emphasized - "a certain foolish indirectness 

and obliquity ot character". "not absolutely vara.cious" 

(p.lO) these descriptions are an indication of the role 

she Wds to ~lay later in catherine's tragedy. 

She takes an unduly active interest in the 

relationship between catherine and Morris Townsend. 

sensing that Lavinia would take up Townsend's cause 

Dr. Sloper tells his other sister ~·rs. Alroond that "she 

rLavinia 7 had better be careful. I will have no treason - -
in roy house"., (Ch. 13. p.64). It is interesting to note 

that being a shrewd observer of human nature. he antici-

pates that if anything underhand is to be expected. it is 

sure to be from Lavinia rather than catherine who is 
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the principal character of the drama. 

Lavinia Penniman is at once a colllical and a 

potentially dangerous character. Her girlish imagination 

conjures. up all sorts of romantic escapades for the 

"guilty couple" - to use her own phrase for catherine 

and Morris - the most absurd being their getting married 

in a subterranean Chapel in New York - with the authorial 

comment - "Subterranean chapels in New York were not 

frequent" (WS, p.76) - intruding to emphasize the ludi­

crous vision. In such an escapade she envisioned herself 

playing the role of the con£ idante , intercessor and 

ultimately the agent to effect a reconciliation with the 

irate father and thus give to their romance the conven­

tional fairy-tale ending. If such foolish imaoinings 

were simply the day-dreams of a "fantastic widow,. as 

her brother calls her, all that would have happened would 

be to provide some vicarious pleasure to a lonely widow 

left to her own devices. But LavinJ.a .puts her fantastic 

notions into practice and inadvertent! y add~ to the misery 

of the poor girl •. She is the one to tell t'orris that he 

can do anything he likes with catherine becauaeo she was 

so much in love with hJ.ro. 

'"'r• Townsend', she pRJOeeded, 'shall I tell you 
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something. catherine loves you so much that you may 

do anything'. (WS • p.lOS). 

Thus she seems to encourage ~orris even to 

'trifle' with Catherine's affection as it were. 

In her pursuit of her f ant as tic notions alro.ut. this 

romance, she proves false to her brother as well. She 

meets Morris in absurd little corners and cafes osten­

sinsibly to bear tidings of momentous impprt - which 

prove - to the exasperation of Morris Townsend. certain 

silly enjoinders like 'hold fast' - when she knows perfectly 

well that her brother s~ongl y· objects to any meeting s 

with him. The roost blatant exarrple of her disloyalty is 

when she allows him free access to Dr. Sloper's study 

where the other so unabashedly made himself at horne for 

one year when the doctor was away in Rurope with his 

daughter. This not only exposes the inherently insincere 

nature of Lavinia but a1 so the want of breeding and 

gentility in ~orris Townsend. 

Though her predilections and her little 'escapades' 

- like meeting Morris in an oyster saloon are apparently 

comical. these actually reveal where her loyalty lies. 

For example - we read her letter in Which she exposes 

her predooice against her brother - not because she thinks 
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~hat he is cruel to catherine but bee ause he hates 

Morris. (WS ~ p.133). She also exposes her alienation 

from catherine-- "She is so terribly s~retive 1 like 

ber f,_at.her". (p. 133) And When She cOntinues in the 

same letter, ''My dear friend, you cannot set up in 

married life simply with a few pairs of shoes 1 can you?" -

she not only makes light of catherine's expectation 

·-to -be married soon but also hints that he should not 

marry without the assurance of Catherine's inheritance. 

This is how Lavinia views the subject. 

In the first place, f'iorris must 
get the money and she would help him to it. 
In the second, it was. plain it would never 
come to hi.In, and it.:wot.tJ.d be a grievous 
pity he ,should marry without it - a young 
man Who might so easily .find something better. 
(WS 1 PP• 134-135) 

, , Therefore she is not surprised or shocked When 

t-1orris says, "I must. give -her up", instead she says, 

, ui th~ I understand you". (p.13S) · .· 

There is something coroplex and perverse in this 

seemingly comical character. In the same breath that 

she says how his desertion would affect catherine and 

de fight the father, she can becottle as detached to ask 
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him if h~ intends to marry ~other woman, to which 

question tftorris gives a theatrical response, "I give 

her up not for another woman, but for a wider career." 

( WS, p.137) 

In the light of such revelations it would seem 

that the comicality which describes her personality is 

rather a superficial assessment - the apparent comedy 

of her role hides something more damaging than meets 

the eye. Granting the fact that there is no deliberate 

mal ice involved in ·Lavinia's actions, they all the same 

contribute substantially to catherine's betrayal by her 

sweetheart. 

Even the otherwise passive Catherine instinc­

tively grasps this and lays a direct accusation upon 

her aunt, 

Is it you then that have changed him 
and made him ·so unnatural? Is it you that 
have worked on him and taken hitn from me? 
He doesn • t belong t9 you and I don't see 
how you have anything to do with what is 
between us~ Is it you that have made this 
plot and told hitn to l~ave me? How could 
you be so wicked, so cruel? What have I 
ever done to you, why can • t you leave me 
alone? I was afraid you would spoil every­
thing, for you do spoil everything you 
touch. I was afraid of you all the tirne 
we were abroad: I had no. rest When I thought 
that you were always talking to hiro, - and 



Catherine continues. 'You made him tired 
of my very name~ I wish you had never 
spoken of me to bim1 I never asked your 
help~ • (Cti. 30. pp.lS0-151) 
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In "all her career. catherine bas not made another 

such passionate speech as this. Here at last we see that 

she is able to grasp the harm that her aunt • s interference 

has done her. She can now .see that her aunt is a 

"dangerous woman". (ws. p.l69). catherine is right when 

she uays that Lavinia bas nothin.g to do with What is 

between her and Morris Townsend because she never asked 

her aunt • s help. Mrs. Pennin1an simply plays out her 

self~assigned role to the young girrs infinite grief. 

There is an element of evil in such an inter-

ference because Lavinia has no moral right to come between 

c.atberine and tr•orris Townsend especially with her partisan 

attitude to him., Till the end she is seen championing 

.his cause though in the last chapter she seems to be 

darrmed in the eyes of her protege too. ''Damnation" .is 

the last word she hears from him. .Though she herself 

remains quite unconscious of the damage she has wrought 

on her niece's life. Lavinia Penniman does represent an 

aspect of the evil which is just as da.zt~aging as the 

doctor's.deliberate and concious domination of his 

daughter, and the "trifling of her affection" by the 
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heartless gold-oigger Morris Townsend. 

Like all great personal tragedies, catherine's 

sorrow is immense when she realises that she is a des­

pised and forsaken woman. Her hour of dist.re,ss resembles 

in a certain way I.sbel's vigil in a similar circumstance&. 

However, in her hour of reckoning we read, "Nevertheless, 

she felt a wound, even if he had not dealt it; it seemed 

to her that a mask had suddenly fallen from his face". 

(WS, p.l43) For a person who has just been jilted by 

her sweetheart, this seems a peculiar attitude, whereas 

he would have seemed to be the prime cause of her misery, 

she perceive.s in some mysterious way that he has merely 

been a ~ontributory factor in the overall fact of her 

misery. That is why years later she summarizes her life 

thus, 

"From her own point of view the great facts of 

her career were that Morris Townsend had trifled with 

her a££ ection, and that her father had broken its apr ing." 

(WS, p.l60) The only accusation that she can lay on 

Morris Townsend years l~ter wpen he returns to woo her 

again is "Voutreat~ me badly". (WS, p.l72). 

With her father however she is altogether a 

different person now • Her concern, after fo'lorris jilts 
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her~ is that her father should never find out how much 

her lover' s deception hurts her. 'rherefore she starts 

telling hirn lie upon lie about their affair. She tells 

him that she has broken off the engageroent and has asked 

t'lorris to leave New York (~s, p.l3S). The process of 

mental and emotional distancing that the cruel father 

has so ass!Cuously pursued is now cornpleted by catherine 

through her deliberate misrepresentation of facts. And 

when the doctor, on his death bed requests her to promise 

. him that she will not marry •'orris, she refuses to give 

him that satisfaction even though she 'knows perfectly 

well that she can never take ttorris back. In her f ather• s 

request, catherine sees certain facts about their relation-

ship which she can view now with P'lOre objectivity. 

All her feelings were merged in the 
sense that he was trying to treat her as he 
h.ad treated her years before. She had 
suffered from it then;· and now all her 
experience, all her acquired tranquility 
and rigidity protested. She had been tie> 
huiPble in her youth that she could now 
afford to have a little pride and there 
was something in this request, and in her 
father • s thinking himself so free to make 
it, that seemed an injury to her dignity. 
Poor catherine's dignity was not aggressive; 
it never sat in state; but if you pushed 
far enouQh you could find it. Her father 
had pushed very far. (WS, pp.162-l63). 

Not only that she refuses to give the promise, 

she finds a "certain joy" in her own obstinacy. The 
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docile and obedient daughter. has been pushed so far. 

that she has been tr.ansforroed into a stubbornly digni-

fied personality able to hold her own. 

The "rejection" scene in the last chapter does 

show us this roature and more coltlposed catherine who has 

borne her grief in secret for roor.e than twenty years. 

She continued to look at him, TIV·orris 7 
however. and as she did so she roade- the -
strangest observation. It seemed to be he. 
and yet not he; it was the man Who had been 
everything.· and yet this person was nothing. 
(WS, p.l71). 

Here we see a girl who has shed her illusions in 

the worst possible way - by being cheated by the man who 

bad been at one time everything to her. 

In terms of achieving psychological maturity 

through a process of gradual awakening of consciousness, 

cQtherine falls short of the stature achieved by Jame~·s 

more famous heroines like I sahel Archer, Milly Theale 

and Maggie Verver. Catherine merely seeros to act out 

a pre-ordained role and recedes into a life of passive 

resignation by "picking up her roorsel of fancy-worl~ - for 

life as it were". (WS, p.l74}. 

Critical response to Washington Square has always 

ten.ded to favour the author's own dissatisfaction with 
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edltion of 1907-9. He called' it a "poorish story" in 

a letter to William Dean Howells because of the meagre. 

ness of American life and society - despite the setting. 

He wrote, "What is your combill novel about? I am to 

proc.ede it with a poorist story in three members - a 

tale purely American, the writing of Which made me 

feel acutely the want of ~~ paraphernalia."2 

In another lett.er written to Robert Herrick, 

While he was preparing the New York edi.tion .of his vorks, 

be saJ.d, ."' have tried to -~ad over Washin~ ~are 

and I can' t , and I fear it liiUst. go~ " 3 

However 1n a letter to his brother William Who 

had praised the novel he seems to have presented the 

essential truth aboUt the novel., "The young man in 

!4asbJ.n5l!:on sguar;e is not a portrait - he is sketched 

from the outside merely, not fouille'. The only GOod 

thing in the Qt.ory is the girl. n 4 

Even in an important $t.udy like Oscar cargill's 

The Novels of HeP!X James, Washington Squaz:e is conspi­

cuously absent. 

~.ency James to w .o. Hawe,lls dt. Jan. 31, lBSo, from 
The Detters of H. Janes, edited by P. Lubboc:Jt (New York -
Sc:rl15ner 1 s 1'920) 1/73. .· 

, ~enr:Y James to Robert: Herrick. ~t. Au<iust 7, 1907 
from The Selected Letters of Hen~ Jantes, edited by Leon 

· Ede-1 (N"ew York;, Farrar, Straus ail cudahy '1955) p.lso. 

4,-rom F .o • M athiessen, The 'James F amili (New York. 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1947), p.32"5. 
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However, there is another group of critics Who 

consider this novel one of the early achievements of 

Henry James. The lllGSt notable among these is F .R .Leav is, 

who considers Washingt_5)p $quare as one of the six greatest 

novels of James - a vork rich in "the abundant, full-

blooded life of well-nourished organisms". 
S 

Clifton Fadiman on the other hand makes this kind 

of a grudging comment, 

It is remarkable that so interesting a 
book could have been written about a heroine 
who is quite candidly described as dull, 
one to Whon1 only one important thing happened 
in the course of a long life, and that one 
thing a defeat.6 

On the surf ace of it, this seems to be a correct 
\ 

summing up of catherine's life. But viewed from another 

angle her very defeat and the way she handles it is her 

n1oral victory. James has not assigned her a dominant 

role like his other heroines who in varying degrees, find 

themselves in similar circumstances. I sable Archer, for 

instance, like catherine, falls a prey to Osmond's 

machinations but by placing the "centre of the subject 

in the consciousness" of his heroine, James gives us a 

~ .P. Leavis, The Great Tradition (New York : New 
York t1niversity Pre·a·s, 1964), pp.l6l-62. 

6clifton Fadilnan,. Introduction to Washinoton i%uare. 
The Jilodern Library Edition (New York, The Moaen1 Lrary, 
1950), p .xi. . 
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heroine of considerable psychological stature Who seems 

to have travelled an itn11lense expanse of eXperience to 

emerge with a great awareness of herself as well as of · 

her circumstances. But Catherine is always presented 

in contrast to the oitbe:z- ~b~e:e'_important characters Who 

play the key roles in her drama. The actions and 

tensions seem to revolve round her rather than being 

generated by her active participation in life. D. s. 

1'\aini makes this remark in this context. 

Had she been invested with a 1~ 
imagination, she would have been a very 
different kind of heroine. Indeed her 
dullness is a thematic necessity.7(p.97) 

But the ultimate triumph of this nondescript 

and uninspiring girl is that her integrity and sincerity 

remain indotnitable. Her 'goodness' seemingly so ineffective 

against the onslaught of the combined forces of her 

f ather• s unrelenting will and Morris Townsend's cold­

blooded betrayal abetted by the interfering aunt, at last 

emerc;;,es victorious when she, with a remarkable resilience 

and moral strength refuses to let the tragedy break her 

spirit. And most important of all , she has proven that 

7o.s. t-1aini, Washington muare : A Centennial Essay, 
The Henry James Fev lew·, I ,1 ( 6vei\1ber 1979) pp .81-10 1 , 
hereafter cited as Maini. 
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there is an inner life of every individual Where 

certain regions of the mind ·and intellect should remain 

inviolate ·and sacrosanct. This is what constitutes a 

person's dignity,_ and Jaar.es, in Ms fiction always gives 

more eii\Phas.is to his aspect of an individual's life than 

his outer ciicumstances. 

Millicent Bell is of the opinion that James's 

choice of setting for his story suited his style. 

There is appropriateness. in J ames• s 
choice of a stage - the little 6QUare Where 
the tide of upward mounting wealth appeared 
to have paused for a moment in the red 
brick mansions with their White stone steps 
and delicate fan lights. Here, more than 
anywhere in America "You had come into a 
world Which appearee! to offer a variety of 
sources of interest". Here was a context 
in Which he could locate catherine' s naivete' , 
such a context as be had found only in Europe 
for his previous studies of American simpli­
city .S(p.21) 

But to look at ?i.ashingt.on :?guare and its story as a 

reflection of the attitude of a certain society at a given 

point in hJ.story merely would be to miss the 'Whole point 

of ·James's dealectics in the novel. Though the setting 

is American, and certain aspects o~ the story• s inter­

actions do represent a world-view typical of America of 

S~lllicent Bell, "Style as Subject.: Washinu-ton 
sguare n , The Sewanee .Review, 8 3, Winter l97S, pp .19-38 • 
hereafter· cltea as sell. . . 
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tbe early nineteenth century, the novel's rooral concerns 

however transcend all these and adumbrates a universal 

concept of psychological reality. Both Dr. Sloper and 

~orris Townsend are materialists - tbouQh in different 

ways and their attitude to life stems from this basic 

fact. But here James is not so. much concerned whether 

materialisro per se is moral or immoral - as with the view 

that domination and violation of another individual by 

waatever means is as imnoral and evil as adultery , murder 

or theft is i~trooral in the external, conventional world. 

catherine's moral growth has been possible 

because she has been exposed to the evil in her father 

and Morris Townsend and has lost certain illusions about 

people and ·life Which, in the Jamesian concept is the 

inevitable price f 9r rror a1 expansion. 

catherine Sloper is on~ more version of the 

Jamesian heroine whose • goodness • , innocence and idealism 

is pitted time and. again against the crass materialism 

of a society Where acquiring suave manners and material 

possessions seero to 'be the sole purpose of living. Taue. 

she too is a part of this life, this society but she is 

different .because she recognises the 'other• plane of 

life, the life of the roind, the life of the intellect 
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where personal dignity arid the sanctity of person~! 

relationshJ.p must take priority over everything else. 

Therefore the reality of ·this inner life takes prece­

dence over the reality of the observable world outside. 

Her triumph is therefore to he reckoned in terms of 

the values of this inner life of consciousness. 

The real life incident in the life of an English 

heiress Which gave James the idea for !'lashington :=gu_a;!, 

~owever established ttte pat tern earlier eXplored in 

~me de ~awes, WhJ.ch was to feature in .rames' s fiction 

all throughout. Comwenting on this Millicent Bell says -

It is not surprising that Isabel Archer 
should continue to figure in the pat tern 
established in washington ~uare : she too, 
struggles against the l~~tlon of other's 
styles and, wishing to be free, is caught 
in the scheme of their false art. Her 
final discovery of a l1lOde of her own is 
almost as silent as catherine• s, yet she 
will go further toward leaving her J.nprint 
upon the life around her: she has learnt 
how to absorb the style of l-1adcun ~erle. In 
so doing she continues to express the secret 
history of the artist, his quest for a true 
voice, an authentic and original being.9 

Bell's remark illustrates the point that Washington 

~uare is an itr.pOrtant quide post in the author's quest 

for the aauthentic and original being .. of artistic creation 
./ 

9 Bell, p.38. 
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as well as the style to adequately exp~ss this being. 

o.s. Maini thinks that "Washington ~uare has 

most of the felicities that characterize J atnes' s earlier 

novels. There is· a controlled air about the sentences 

and the writing shows ease and elequance, urbanity and 
. 10 

aplomb. 

In Washington Square Jatnes seero to have relegated 

to the background the influence Of Europe on the American 

psyche. Nor does he concern himself much with Americanisro 

as such except the nostalgic description of New York of 

his boyhood in Chapter 3 - as the setting for Dr. Sloper• s 

gradual rise to prosper! ty. 

The much vaunted EUropean tour Which ·the father 

forces catherine to undertake turns our to be an anti-

climax. Both father and daughter embark on it with wrong 

assumptions: the father thinks that the trip might make 

catherine give up Jolorris and catherine thinks that by 

consenting to his ·proposal, her father roight relent and 

agree to her m~riaoe with tAorris. \.ihat the trip actually 

accompl-ishes is the final breach between father a.i1d 

d auQhter. As such there is nothing of the romance and 

history of the old world ~iv ilization of Europe 1n this 

----------------------------------------1~ain1, p.lol. 
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trip, which remains merely the father's psycho-tactical 

gambit which backfired. 

However, Washington ~uare establishes the 

pattern where the psychology and moral responsibility 

inherent in personal relationships takes precedence over 

concepts about culture, civilization and material success 

in life. 
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C H A P T E R • I I I 



FREEDOM PR ISOLATION? 

A study of The Portrait of a Lady 
... -== 

In terms of its social material The Portrait of 

a Lady ( 1881), has all the usual appurtenances of an 

engaging story of the moneyed international set. Its 

central action revolves round the fortunes of the young 

American girl I sahel Archer Who falls a victim to certain 

scheming fellow Alnericans living abroad because of the 

great wealth that she inherits froro a benevolent uncle. 

On this level , there is no doubt at all that I sahel 

Archer's story is in the pattern established earlier in 

Mtne de t>~auves ( lB74), and WashinSJt~.n ¥guare ( 1880). 

But the real theme, as James asserts in the 

Preface to the novel rests on J~the conception of a certain 

young woman affronting her destiny,'' and by laying the 

"corner stone" of his story on this, James transcends 

the limits of the so-called international theme and 

directs his probe into regions Where it is imnaterial 

whether one is from AIDe rica or Europe or for that rnat ter, 

from the deep woods of no'W'here ~ The setting t11erely 

provides him with the ~taphors for his probe. Ultimately 
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therefore, the story of I sahel An: her is much more 

than the international opposition, it is one of moral 

actions and decisions that confeont sensitive beings 

"from whatsoever proceeding," The focal .point in 

The Portrait therefore is not merely thE! personal 

history of the heroine but of the other dimension of 

her existence - the inner life or consciousness Which 

is of paramount interest. The external event or incident 

1$ no lon~er valid per se but only in the roeasure in 

which it evokes responses frolll the protagoni~s. comparing 

The Portrait of a L,adl with ~.i!X to\ iller, Christo£ 

Wegelin says, "In the earlier story the picture he g~ves 

is all manners, all in terms of Daisy• s relations with 

society; in The Portrait it is largely of the heroine's 

relations with herself so that the stOX)I is a story 

of moral clarification ... l 

The focus on I sa.bel' s inner life thus affords 

James a new phase in his fiction Where Europe ('see:ms; 

to be of less import in the American imagination and 

the greater weight is given to the imagination of the 

heroine herself. 

In the earlier studies, we see the heroines as 

1
christof Wegelin, .T!le Image of ~urw in Henrx James, 

(Dallas, Southern ~ethodist University Press, 19SB),p.68. 
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victims of forces outside of t.hexnselves roore or less 

but in Isabel' s ·case the process is subt.l y reversed •. 

She is victimJ.'zed Qstensibly because of her inheritance 

but this is made' possible by her own vivid imagination 

and a naive and smug sense of self-sufficiency. 

Here is James's deScription of the essence of 

Isabel's nature. 

"1 sabel Archer was· ~ y.oung person af many theories 1 

her imagination was remarkably active • ..2 

Because her the,or ies are unsullied by the expe-

r iences of the practical world Isabel surrounds herself 

with an aura of mak~believe· superiority and exclusiveness • 

••• She had an unquenchable.desire to 
think well of herself, she had a theory that 
it was only under this provision life was 

. worth livingr that one should be one of the 
best, should be conscious of a fine organi­
sation (she couldn't belp 'knowing her orga­
nisation was f ina) , should move 1n a· realm 
of light,· of natural wisdom, of happy impulse, 
of inspiration gracefully chronic. It was 
almost as unnecessary to cultivate doubt 
of one's self as to cultivate doubt- of one's 
best friend: one should try to be one's own 
best friend_ and to give one• s self, in this 
manner, distinguished coltlpany."(PL pp.so-Sl). 

Although the above observations point to a super-

ego, there is no doubt that this personality also does 

· '-Henry J.arnes, The Portrait of a 'L~. first published 
lSSl (Harmondsworth, Pengulii BoOks .Ltd., 1963), p.49. 
All other references hereafter are to this edition, cited 
as PL. -
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possess a ~ontaneous vivacity and natural vitality. 

Her egotistic tendencies in the passage below are quite 

explicit. 

Altogether, with her ~Dea.gre knowledge, 
her inflated ideals, her confidence at once 
innocent and dogmatic , her temper at once 
exacting and indulgent,. her mixture of 
curiosity and fastidiousness, .of vivacity 
and indifference, her desire to look vert~ 
well and to be if possible even better, 
her deterrninatj,on to see, to try, to know, 
her cozrbination of the delicate, desultory, 
flame-like spirit and the eager and personal 
·ere ature of conditions 1 she would te an 
easy victim of scientific criticism if she 
were not intended to awaken on the reader's 
part an impulse lllOre tender and more purely 
expectant. (PL p.S2). 

The sole aim of young Isabel's existence seemed 

to be striving after a perfection of her self , to cul ti­

.vate a refJ.ned personality. "She was always pl~ing out 

her development, desiring her perf'ection, observing her 

progress.u (PL p.53). 

Co1nmenUng on this particular aspect of her per-

sonality, Paul J. Eakin reroarks, 

Isabel's pre-occupation with the ideas 
of genius and self-reliance, following the 
characteristic movement of transcendentalist 
thought, leads her to the fortnulation of a 
program of self~culture.3 

3Pa.ul J. Eakin, The New England Girl r Cultural Ideals 
in Hawthome, Stowe, Howells and Janes (Athens, The univer­
sity Ol ~orgla Press, 1976), p.l73. 
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When such a young. naive and inexperienced girl 

sets out to "affront her destiny" with an inflated ego 

and a set of unproven theories, the obvious result would 

be a personal tragedy which Eakin terms the "tragedy of. 

self-culture • " But I sahel • s tragedy is not in -the 

tradition of the classics, hers is a tragedy of the inner 

life where her natural vitality and innocence is first 
. . 

cleverly manipulated and then slowly strangulated by the 

cold and calculating Gilbert. Osmond and his Kind. 'M'le 

offense is intangible and unprovable but the effect is 

all the same as debilitating and hurtful as a physical 

violence. Her tragedy lies in the fact that the fine 

theories that· she formulates about herself and with Which 

she hoped to "affront her destiny" fall pitiably short 

of her expectations. Not only that, these very theories 

expose her to the machinations of others and prove in 

the end, to her infinite dismay, her undoing. 

One such theOry was about her independence or 

self-sufficiency, "It was one of her theories that Isabel 

Archer was very fortunate in being independent. and that 

she ought to make S?me. very enlightened use of that 

state." (PL p.S2). 

I sahel's belief in her personal freedom is an 

assertion of her distinct individuality. It is this 
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sense that ~s to influence her thinking and decision­

roakino all her life. ln her ardent pursuit of her 

personal'' development, perfection and prooress" she 

believes that this freedom is a pre-requisite. To a 

certain·degree, this belief is shared by Ralph Touchett 

too and he eventually persuades his father to leave her 

half of his inheritance because he wants her to be 

independent in the lllaterial sense also. She defends 

and treasures her freedom and individuality so jealously 

that When Ralph, on their fJ.rst meeting hastily assumes 

t.h at. she has been adopted by his rrotber she retorts, 

"'h no, she. has not adopted me. I '111 not a candidate 

for adoption." (PL p.2l) . The desire to pNsezve this 

freedom in order to attain the full llleasure of her 

personal expansion therefore establishes the tenor and 

pattern of Isabel's future. 

In the limited span and circumstance of Isabel's 

American existence and even during her sojourn in Europe, 

the major decisions of her life concern the ~fen Vho 

woo her and w~ to marry her. First there is the young 

American Gaspar GoodWood Who bas a considerable ~ount 

of wealth and is a "mover of men... He exudes a strong 

masculine virilJ.ty whJ.ch at once attracts and repels her. 
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In the entire novel the only physical scene occurs 

between them when he kisses her. She finds that his 

kiss was like "white liQhtning" and the intensity of 

this encounter is such that she feels overwhelmed just 

as if she has been ship..wrecked. There is no doubt 

at all that she never really • rejects' him as she does 

her other suitor Lord Warburton. Though the pull of 

Goodwood • s masculine. presence and persistent wooing 

does sway Isabel • s mind momen~aril y, she turns him 

away because to accept him would mean the loss of her 

"personal liberty." 

The idea of a diminished liberty was 
particu·larly disagreeable to her at present., 
since she had just given a sort of personal 
accent to her independence by looking so 
straight at Lord Warburton's big bribe and 
yet turning away from it. sometimes casper 
Goodwocxi had seelt'ed to range himself on the 
side of her destiny, to be the stubbornest 
f act she knew 1 she said to herself at such 
moments that she might evade him for a titne, 
but that she must make terms with him at 
1 ast - tenns which would be certain to be 
favourable to himself. (PL p.llS) 

In another instance, Isabel tells Goodwood, "' 

liJce my liberty too much. If there's a thing in the 

world I • m fond of ••• it • s my personal independence. 

( PL p.161) 

Isabel considers that Goodwood, of all her suitors, 
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constitutes the real threat to her personal freedom. 

Therefore, after she has dismissed him almost SUlllillarily 

in the scene at Pratt' s Motel lln London, I sahel is seen 

in an intensely agitated state of mind. 

It was not f.or some ten minutes that 
she rose from her knees, and even When she 
cama back to the sitting-room her trenor 
had not quite subsided. It had had, verily, 
two causess part of it was to be accounted 
for by her lonQ discus don with Mr. Good­
wood, but it might be feared that the rest 
was simply the enjoyment she fo\ind in the 
exercise of her power. She sat qcnm in the 
same chair again and took up her book , but 
without going through the form of opening 
the volwne. She leaned back, with that low, 
soft, aspiring rourmur with Which she often 
uttered her response to accidents of Which 
the brighter side was not superf1c:::ially 
obvious and yielded to the satiaf action of 
having refused two ardent suitors 1n a 
fortnJ.ght. That love of liberty of Which 
she had given caspar Goodwood so bold a sketch 
was as yet almost exclusively theoritic; she 
had not been able to· indulge it on a la~:ge 
scale. But it appeared to her she had done 
something; she had tasted of the delight, 
if not of battle, at least of victory; she 
had done what was truest to her plan.(PL p.l64) 

But the irony of it all is that, being an American 

and also beinQ so ardently and sincerely in love with 

I sabel , he 111iQht have proved to be the lllOst Qenerous who 

would cherish her and assist her in the free expansion 

of her personality so that she would attain that level of 

perfection and achieve the zenith of her "self-culture". 
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He tells her exactly this 1n so many plain words. 

Who would wish less to curtail your 
liberty than I? What can give me greater 
pleasure than to see you perfectly indepen­
dent - doing whatever you like? It • s to 
make you independent that I want to marry 
you. (PL p.161) 

And he goes on to explain that an unmarried, young 

girl was not really independent and was "hampered at 

every step." Caspar Goodwood speaks from a very practical, 

realistic point of view Whereas Isabel views the matter 

solely from the point of her theory of • independence' as 

the precondition for a program of "self-culture." Though 

at this point in her career, I sa.Del delights in her power 
:-.:·\'.if ... 

to '~eject GoodWood, he remains till the end a factor in 
~!· 

her destiny so much so that in the end their final 

separation is not the result so much of her rejection 

of him but rather of her deliberate withdrawal from him. 

In contrast, Isabel's rejection of Lord Warburton's 

offer of marriage has the stilted formality of a stage­

play. He does not seem too intensely in love with her. 

What he finds appealing in her is her naive vivacity and 

freshness. When she first appears at Gardencourt, his 

remark to Ralph Touchett sums up his real estimate of 

her. 
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ide a of an interesting woman. There it 
is'. • froeaning I sabel_'V. ( PL p.21) 
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Of her encounters with men, I sahel' S· relationship 

with Lord Warburton seems to be the roost c'asual and 

formal. . Unlike Goodwood, he cannot arouse any deep 

response in Isabel, either of attraction or repulsion. 

On the other hand, each time Goodwood visits her, she 

feels the. impact of his presence deeply and these are 

the few inst.al\0! s when Isabel • s e1110tional agitation is 

emphatically visible. When She rejects Lord ~rarburton 

she does it in unequivocal terms unlike the case with 

Goodwood • However, she fails to g1 ve a convincing 

reason for doing so, at least nothing tangible that the 

prosaic Englishman can grasp. But her reasoning is 

once again based on her considerations of personal 

freedom. Though she has en01)gh common sense to realise 

that refusing him means c'ienying herself a roagnif icient 

chance, she real~:ze s that in spite of the "'splendid 

security" offered by Lord Warburton, the siwat ion roight 

prove to be a .. stupefying anodyne." . She tries to explain 

this to Lord Warburton by saying that 1f she marries him 

she will be giving up real participation in life and 

thus will be trying ''to escape her fate." (PL p. 131) 
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This vague and hypothetical argument is beyond 

Warburton• s comprehension and as he tries to reason with 

her his stat.esnents turn comical , thus turning such a 

serious moment into a farce, almost. 

· The rejec.tion of Lord Warburton establishes 

certain distinctions for Isabel. She has not been unduly 

impressed by the grandeur of his tiUe and property 

though she does admit that his of fer does her great 

honour. Later on she. recalls tbis offer of marriage as 

a "bie bribe'' a bribe Which would have seriously handi­

capped her program of Ufree exploration of life." On 

such considerations therefore it costs Isabel very little 

to reject W arburton• s magnif !cent offer of marriage. 

But with Gilbert Omnond, the man Whom I sahel 

eventually marries the circumstances ~e drastically 

different and are tinged with the shade of certain 

illlpOrtant changes in her life. While both Caspar Good­

wood and Lord Wi arburton are practical men of the world, 

coiJ:n,anding considerable influence in their respective 

circles of society, here is a ~an Who belongs to no 

country in particular and by anybody' s standards is a 

complete non-entity. That she should choose this man 
. 

in preference to the other two is as UJUCh due to her 



'120 

inherent ro~anticism as to her changed circumstances. 

The penniless orphan girl, who so boldly and even 

, heroically rejects offers of marriage from such important 

and wealthy men, has now become herself the proud 

possessor of a formidable fortune - an inheritance of 

£.70,000 left to her by her benevolent uncle Daniel 

Touchett. If before she feared her pecuniary destitution 

as a possible weak link in a relationship, she need no 

longer have any apprehension on that score • She can 

now be absolved of any wercenary motive should she choose 

to marry a man of aff 1 uence. 

To a person who values her personal liberty so 

much, the fortune left to her by her uncle adds to her 

sense of being • independent• in every sense of the term. 

This is the spirit out of Which Ralph had persuaded his 

father to leave her half of his inheritance. When he 

discusses the sul:!J ec:t with his father he tells him -

It • s just to do away with anything of 
that sort that I make my suogestion. If 
she has an easy income she'll never have to 
marry for a support. That • s what I want 
cannily to prevent. She wishes to be free, 
and your bequest will make her free. (PL p.l83) 

· ;~part from being materially independent, Isabel 

views her fortune in yet another perspective, as her 
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ever-active imagination lends a new dimension to her 

new found status as a tooneyed person • 

• • • she lost herself in a maze of 
visions; tbe fine things to be done by a 
rich, independent, generous girl 'Who took 
a_large human view of occassions and 
obligations were sublime in the mass. Her 
fortune therefore became to her mind a 
part of her better self; it gave her 
importance, gave her even, to her own 
imagination, a certain ideal beauty. 
(PL p.224) 

1 sahel also decides that "to be rtch was a virtue 

because it was to be able to .92, and that it could only 

be sweet", and also lool<s at her wealth as an "acquisi­

tion of power." (PL p.210) 

Though this latter view about her new-found 

wealth promises to be more practical and viable, Isabel's 

general outlook on life Which is idealJstic and is often 

_conditioned not by what the facts are but by what she 

imagines them to be, eventual! y clouds her judgement 

about her IIIOney. Once again tMs too has a direct 

relevance to her concept of her personal liberty and 

freedom. 

The vehemence and consistency with Which Isabel 

tries to defend her personal liberty speak for her 

.1-nherent fear of being dominated or possessed COIIIPletely 
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by another personality. And hence this fear is seen 

as the essential co-relate of her concept of personal 

freedom. In her relationship with Caspar Goodwood, 

his virile masculinity and personal dynamism are 

for&Ilidable forces to reckon with. Then there is the 

fact of her poverty cortpared to his affluence. on all 

counts therefore Isabel reasons that she is at a great 

disadvantage and to enter into a permanent relationship 

with him would mean the surrender of all personal 

liberty. The same logic is operative vis-a-vis her 

relationship with Lord Warburton also, though on the 

physical level he seems to leave her silnply cold. 

Thus the picture that etneroes of the young 

Isabel so far is that of an idealist vho tries to live 

puxel y on the theoretic and imaginative sphere with 

no ~:eal correspondence to hard facts about the business 

of living. She rejects both Caspar GoodWood and Lord 

w arburt.on because they fail to appeal to her J.maoina­

tion - they are too solidly or;ounded in the tangible 

world. Wbat exacUy she hopes to find in her ideal 

man is bard to define but judging by her admiration of 

osmond one can surmise that her ideal roan should not be 
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"'course-roinded", nor should be too vulgarly engaged 

in the pursuit of material wealth or fame and should 

display a keen appreciation of everything artistic 

and beautiful. 

Though her uncle's bequest makes her financially 

independent, intellectually Isabel is still impres­

sionable and idealistic. She has a tendency for hero­

worship which is evident in her attitude towards her 

two women friends. Henrietta Stackpole an Alnerican 

j oumalist is in Isabel • s estimate ua ·proof that a 

woman might suffice to herself and be happy. u ( PL p. 53) 

Isabel's admiration rests on the fact that Henrietta 

is an independent wo111an Who was ''in the van of progress 

and had clearcut views on nost subjects." Being a 

fellow American Isabel can appreciate the slightly 

naive. puShing exuberance of Americans in general 

which stands out conspicuously 1n societies other than 

America. If in her admiration for Henrietta. one 

senses I sahel • s spontaneous response to a kindred 

natural vitality, another aspect of her sensibility 

is revealed by her admiration for Mme f'lerle, an expa­

triate American widow Who &eeiJIS to have the most 

exquisite taste in almost everything and accessibility 

to the best circles and boroes in society. Isabel 
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thinks of Mme ~erle in-superlative terms. 

To be so cultivated and civilized. 
so wise and so· easy • and still make so 
light of it - that was really to be a 
great lady. especially When one so 
carried and presented ·one's self. It 
was as if somehow she had all society 
under contribution. and all the arts 
and graces it practised - or was the 
ef feet rather thatl of channing uses 
found for her • even from a distance, 
subtle service rendered by her to a cla­
morous world Whenever she might be? 
(PL p.l90) 

. In Mme Merle Isabel sees what she perceives to 

be, an ideal life lived exclusively for the sake of the 

sophistication and the beautiful .aspect of it. When 

by the circumstance of Mr. Touchett• s last illness 

these two ladies are thrown together quite often. Isabel 

discovers the older woman to be a perfect conversa;.. 

tionalist, discoursing knowledgably on many subjects. 

It was during one of these discussions that a very 

important theme of the novel .comes under scrutiny of 

these two women Who represent two radically divergent 

views about t•self" or "personal identity • '' Isabel has 

so far made a cult of her 'self' by way af.planning out 

her expansion and development but which has so far 

remained purely theoretical and intellectual pursuits. 

Her concern moreover. is with what constitutes the 
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'inner life' of a person and has very little 41o do 

with the person• s outward circumstances. Therefore 

Isabel's vision of the perfected self excludes all 

questions of wealth, rank of position in society. She 

rather thinks of the self as a • free spirit •, leading 

an 'aristocratic' life -free from all the gross and 

dross inevitabilities of actual living. 

In complete disagreenient with this view Mme 

Merle gives her de£ inition .of, the • self • as she under-

stands it. 

That • s · very crude of you, when you • ve 
lived as long as I you'll see that every 
human being has his shell and that you must 
take the shell into account. By the shell 
I mean the whole envelope of circumstances. 
There • s no such thing as an isolated man 
or woman: we • re each of us made up of some 
cluster of appurtenances·· What shall we 
call our "self"? Where does it begin? 
Where does it end? It overflows into every­
thing that belongs to us - and then it 
flows back again. I know a large part of 
myself is in the.clothes I choose to wear. 
·I've a great respect for things•. One's 
self -for other people, is one's expres­
sion of one's self; and one's house, one's 
furniture, one's garments, the books one 
reads, the coropany one keeps - these things 
are all expressive.' (PL p.,201) 

Taken with a proportionate sense about the 

importance of wnat Mme Merle' calls the 'shell' of a 
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person, one can see that this definition .is solidly 

grounded on a worldly pragmatism. However, the one 

crucial drawback in this definition seems to be the 

fact that the emphasis is on the 'expression' rather 

than on what it is an expression of. 

Isabel's reaction to such a view is predictable. 

'I don't agree. with you. I think 
just the other way. I don't know whether 
I succeed in expressing myself ; but. I 
know that nothing else expresses me. 
Nothing that belongs to me is any measure 
·Of me; everything's on the contrary a 
limit, a barrier, and a perfectly arbi­
trary one. Certainly the clothes ·Which 
as you say, I choose to wear, don't 
express me; and heaven forbid they should: 
(PL p.202) 

The opposition between these two views of 'self' 

is in essence the real conflict .in the novel. The un-

concealed materialism of Mme Merle and her kind is in 

direct contrast .to the naive, idealistic and unrealistic 

attitude of Isabel Archer. She has failed ·to appreciate 

the fact that tradition and sophistication is attainable 

only with a measure of material well-being and that 

the greater part of a tradition is its tangible forms 

and norms. While her keen sensibility has rightly 

ascertained that .a mindless pursuit of outward forms 

can stunt a person• s tnoral and intellectual growth, 
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this perception is not bolstered ~ an objective 

overview of tradition and its impact on a person. The 

concept of tradition in its extr~me is a dehUITlanising 

factor and it is precisely this that Isabel seeitls to 

be fighting against ~ It is however not as though she 

rejects tradition altogether. But she seems to declare 

that if she accepts it, it will be on her own terms. 

The tension between these views can be seen 

again in the way Isabel an~· 1"1me l'•erle judge what each 

seems to consider a fault in the other. Though the 

older woman admits that Isabel is "extremely good­

looking and extremely clever and quite exceptional" 

these are quite not enough. She tells Isabel. "I wish 

you had a little money," (PL p~203) thus implying that 

this important item is missing from her personality. 

Once again her concern is of the material world. 

On the other hand when Isabel casts her critical 

eye on Mroe tt1erle' s otherwise polished personality. the 

one fault that she detects probes into the essence of 

her nature. 

If for Isabel she had a fault it was 
that she was not natura.!: by Which the girl 
meant, not that she was either affected or 
pietentious since from these vulgar vices 



no woman could have been more exempt, 
but that her nature had been too rnuch 
overlaid by custoro and her angles too 
much rubbed away • she had become too 
flexible, too useful, was too ripe and 
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too final. She was in a word too per­
fectly the .social animal that lliarl and 
woman are supposed to have been intendea 
to be; and she had rid herself of every 
remnant of that tonic wildness which we 
may assume to. have l:elonged even to 
the most amiable perSons in the ages 
before country-house life was the fashion. 
(PL pp.l91-192) 

While Mme Merle is concerned about the incom-

pleteness in Isabel's 'shell', the latter's probe makes 

no reference to Mme filerle' s outward circUII1stances • 

whether she has money or not , Whether she dre sse a we 11 

or not, whether she has married well or not etc.. By 

saying that Mme Merle is not •natural' Isabel means 

that 'custom' or tradition or whatever the sophistry 

of gentee 1 living can be called • has overwhelmed her 

nature and has deprived her of a certain spontaneous 

energy of b~ing. I~ is as though the essence of her 

being has been ~austed in the creation of the shell 

and now there is very little of that natural self which 

can be termed original • Thi.s created self , the arti-

f ic~al self may be pretty, may even look "aristocratic" 

and grand, but having lost t)lat naturalness, the 
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original vigour. this polished self is only a poor 

copy of the original and hence o~ comparative! y less 

value. The "tonic wildness" which Isabel sees "over­

laid by customt• in her companion is the spontaneous 

vitality and vivacity without which. a person cannot 

be said to be an individual in his or her own right·. 

The distinct 'self' or individual in Mme Merle has 

become merely a "social an.t.mal." The loss of this 

"tonic wildness" therefore, in I sahel's estj.rnate 

amounts to the loss of a certain measure of humanity. 

It is Isabel's "destiny" to combat such a world 

view as repre~ented by Mme· t-~erle and her kind and the 

only weapon at her disposa~ is her idealism but the 

tragic irony of her situation is that it is this very 

idealism wnich make her so susceptible to the cleverly 

disguised materialism of Gilbert Osmond and his kind. 

It is in the context of such a mental make-up 

in I sahel that one can diScern the reason why she 

chooses a man like Osmond to be her life companion. 

The process of I sahel's v ictimisation starts 

from the rroment Mme Merle insiduously brings his name 

into their conversations at Gardencourt. She seems to 

make light of this "most delightful person, exceedingly 
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cleve~. a man made to be distinouished" because he 

bas •no career. no name. no position, no.fortune. no 

past, no future • no anything. n ( PL p .191) The 

reduction of the personality is total: it is brought 

down to the f 1nal zero - "no anything". But this 

estimate of Osroond is according to Mme tl!erle' s materia­

listic yard.;stick and is therefore not bound to bear 

any correspondence to I sahel' s view of the same perso­

nality. Moreover. by the tilne she comes to make the 

acquaintance of this delightful personage. certain 

events have taken place in her life which greatly add 

to her sense of independence and personal liberty. 

coupled with her theories of her own independence her 

new found wealth lulls her into a false sense of 

security. She is now ~mentarily off-guard and When 

she comes into contact with the suave. worldly wise 

Gilbert Osmond. she_ is completely bowled over. 

Her eagerly receptive mind is now ready for any 

new relationship and her emotional state having been 

properly primed by Mme t-1erle, Isabel finds herself in 

the company of a man Whom she thinks of as a "specimen 

apart~." And she. thought that "this new relation would 

perhap"s prove her very very distinguished ._"(PL p,261) 
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The impact of O_stnond' s personality on I sahel 

is altogether remarkable. She seems completely 

smitten with him. 

She had never met a person of so 
fine a grain. The peculiarity was physical, 
to begin with, and it extended to in-palpa­
bilities. His dense, delicate hair, his 
overdrawn, retouched features, his clear 
complexion, ripe without being course. the 
very evenness of the growth of his beard, 
and that light, smooth slende·rness of 
structure which made the movement of a 
single one of his fingers produce the effect 
of an expressive gesture - these personal 
points struck our sensitive young woman as 
signs <# quality-, of intensity, somehow as 
promises of interest. ( PL pp. 261-26 2) 

Isabel's observations of o stnOnd' s physicality 

dwell on the artefacts of h'is ~;>ersonality rather than 

on the actual physical features. For instance. she 

notes his pair, cornplexion, heard, fingers and also 

makes the intriguing remark "retouched features," as 

though osmond has just had a f ace lift or altered sorne 

aspeet of his physiognomy~ One can observe a certain 

amount of superficiality in these remarks and yet 

Isabel. thiilks that they are an index to his ''quality, 

intensity and promises of interest." She seeros to be 
.. 

viewing him in the saroe way as one would view a con~ 

pleted picture and note the delicate finishing touches. 
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Thou~ Isabel does nat realize it. she seems to be 

admiring the ~tful polish of Osmond rather than 

looking deeper into other aspects of. his inherent 

• nature' .• 

This attitude is in ·direct contrast. with the 

one she has taken regarding Goodwood • s looks earlier. 

She wished him no ounce less of his 
manhood. but she sometimes though he would 
be rather nicer if he looked. for instance, 
~ little differently. 

His jaw was too square and set and 
his figure too straight and stiff: these 
things suggested a want of easy consonance 
with the deeper rhythms of life.(PL p.ll6) 

If one seeks for a logical opposition between 

a square jaw and the "rhythm of life" as Isabel puts 

it, there.would be little to sustain her pronouncement 

on his features. However it is clear that she is aware 

of his inherent nature rather than of his outward 

accomplishments of personality. There is also the fact 

~at her observations point t.o her awareness of him as 

a virlle. very'masculine personality. When she thinks 

of him as a "lllOver of men" she admits of his forceful 

personality and also grudgillgly evinces a certain amount 

of admiration for his active and hectic participation 

in living~ On the other ~and she thinJcs that the keynote 
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of Osmond's existence is one of "connoisseurship" -

a life-style ~ich is passive, calculated and devoted 

to activities someWhat effeminate. What Isabel so 

tragically overlooks is the fact that connoisseurship 

is a matter of cultivation Which, sooner or later 

overwhelms the n~tural. She had earlier found fault 

with Mme Merle because she had become a mere "social 

animal'' but she seeros to find the very same qualities 

in esmond a mark of distinction. 

,. ·In her previous relationships with caspar 

Goodwooa and Lord ~'larburton Isabel has been seen as 

on constant· guard against· any encroaclunent upon her 

personal liberty and freedom. Therefore she was 

always prepared to meet them with the awareness that 

she should not allow anything or anybody to overwhelm 

her" The affluence and virJie personality of Caspar 

Goodwood therefore instead of being a point in his 

favour become a point of contest in which Isabel is 

determined to retain her personal freedom.. With Lord 

Warburton also, she is not unduly impressed by the 

grandeur of his aristocratic background and wealth 

and she can dismiss his proposal of marriage to be 

able to call it a 'big bribe' to buy off her freedom •. 
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In the context of her own inlproverished cir­

cumstances their wealth and importance beCo~e minus 

points for these two oenUemen. In the author's own 

words ..... her poverty had been a venial fault for two 

oallant gentlemen." (PL p.203) 

But by the time she makes the acquaintance of 

Gilbert Osmond, Isabel is getting used to the Anew 

consciou.sness" of being rich and is just beginning to 

savour of the power that lllOney · can buy. There£ ore the 

f act that Gilbert 0 smond has "no career, no name, no 

position. no furtune, no past, no future, no anything" 

and yet that he is apparently so superior to any man 

she has met so far, disarms her completely. Osmond's 

very _lack of material possessions lends an air of mystery 

and romance and fires her imagination Which has always 

been active. 

During a visit to his hill top villa he tells 

her about his life - making his poverty and social 

insignificance sOund like a heroic renunciation of the 

·vulgar. The account that he gives her of his life is 

apparen~ly self-disparaging but yet tinged with an air 

of self -righteousness of the true connoisseur. 
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I had no prospects, I was poor, 
and I was not a roan of genius. I had no 
talents even; I took roy JOeasuJ:e early in 
life. I was simply the most fastidious 
young gentleman living. There were two 
or three people in the world I envied -

- the Emperor of Russia, for instance, and 
-the sultan of Turkey•. There were even 
moments whe_n I envied the Pope of Rome -
for the consideration he enjoys. I should 
have been delighted to be considered to 
that extent-; but since tllat couldn't be _ 
I didn • t care for anything less, and I 
made up my mind not' to go in for honours. 
(PL p.265) -

A dull, somewhat malcontented and non-descript 

kind of existence but I sahel does not see it for what 

it really is, but rather ·~er imagination supplied the 

human elelflent which she was -sure had not been wanting." 

( PL p.266) In contrast to the. other two men whem she 

rejects, Osmond seems to epitomise the genteel tradition 

where occupations of the mind, intellect and imagination 

govern_ tlle -life-style rather than the mundane things 

like owning cottonmills in Massachusettes or "half of 

England." The lack of material concerns like these in 

Osmond's life is grist to the mill of Isabel's imagina-

tion and the list_ of his lackings, "no career, no name. 

no .-)position, no fortune, np past, no future, no anything" 

is instead transformed into a sort of negative grandeur 

to surround his personality. Even Ralph Tonchett who 

is a cynic by circurostance and long practice voices a 
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similar attitude when he says that Osmond is "like 

a prince who had abdicat~d in a fit o~ fastidiousness 

and has been in a state of disgust ever since • " ( PL 

p. 249) If. such is the impression created upon a cynic 

like Ralph •. it is little wonder that a naive girl like 

Isabel sees only the princely qualities - real or other­

wise imagined - his suave manners. the air of disdain 

he implies for material things and his professed interest 

in the pursuit of art and beauty alone. 

In her relationship with Osmond. Isabel seems 

to have abdicated her rights to her individuality and 

she is already defenceless in his presence. She tries 

hard to impress him and live up to the reputation which 

she believed t-lme Merle had imputed to her. 

She was very careful therefore as to 
what she said. as to what she noticed or 
f ai::led to notice; more careful man she had 
ever been before. (PL p.263) 

Her one apprehension was that she might be accused, 

not of ignorance but of "her possible grossness of per­

ception." In other words she is acutely concerned about 

creating a f. avourable impression regardless of whether 

it corresponded to actual £act or not. 

Already • Isabel is. applying Osmond's touchetone 

to measure her own personality and action. It is from 
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this point onwards where she abandons her personal 

judgement and tries to err.ulate the standards of Gilbert 

Osmond ·and his like that her tragedy begins. The girl 

who was forever asserting h~r personal freedom and 

liberty succumbs to the impressions created by these 

"connoisseurs" of life for her bene£ it and with a view 

to entrap her free spirit. She seems to be in awe 

before Osmond•s presence and is therefore at a seriously 

disadvantageous· position in her relationship with him. 

With such a frarne of roind in her dealings with osmond. 

it is not surprising therefore that Osmond's reassurance 

and flattering rernarks should create a lasting impression 

upon her and when he.professes his love for her she 

succumbs to his proposal. 

In the process of Isabel's capitulation to OSltiOnd 

one sees once more her imagination playing the most vital 

role. Here it is in the context of her "new conscious-

ness••. of being rich~ In the fact of her feeling inferior 

to Osmond's studied sophistication Isabel thinks of her 

wealth as the only armour - because she decides that 
~ 

being rich and "to be able :to do'• was equivalent to 

acquisition of power, and when one had this power, one 

could roeet, ·anyone on equal· grounds~ But it is extremely 

ironical that the source of her ''new consciousness", 
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of her apparent acquisition of. power is the very factor 

which makes her a victim ·of the machinations of Mme 

Merle and Gilbert Osmond. 

Though Isabel' s fortune is enough· by itself as 

a ttiotivating factor, there is some element in her nature 

that arouses osmond • s genuine interest'. He is at first 

·intrigU.ed and then fasciriated with the possibility of 

being able to woo and win a girl Who has recently dis­

tinquiShed herself by refusing a very eligible handsome 

Englisll peer. By succeeding where Lord Warburton has 

failed, Osmond thinks that he will be proven superior 

to him. 

He had never forgiven his star for 
not appointing ·him to an English dukedom, 
and he could measure the unexpectedness 
of such conduct as I.sabel. It would be 
proper that the woman he might marry should 
have done something of that sort.(PL p.304) 

Besides this, Osmond is also enchanted with 

Isabel's personal qualities. He tells ~me l'-1erle that 

"she's really very channing and graceful and capable of 

great devotion." Considering such an attitude it would 

be erroneous to dismiss Osmond nerely as a fortune-

hunter. Rather he is seen as a complex character Who 

embodies conflicting qualities of mind and manners .• 
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The decision to marry Osmond is the first 

conscious~ independent step taken by the now slightly 

more expe·rienced and mature Isabel~ The inevitable 

reaction to. this «ecision among her immediate circle 
. . ~: 

of friends and relatives and her response to them once 

again bring out the essential qualities in her personality. 

It is a curious fact that Isabel should feel 

obliged to write to Caspar Goodwood about her engage-· 

ment and that he is. one of the . first two persons to be 

told about t.'lis. Her relationship with him remaJ.ns an 

enigma till the end. This is one more index to the 

deep and complicated nature af this seemingly sweet and 

docile girl~ She is in truth attracted to Goodwood in 

more ·ways than she cares to admit. He is the one man 

who is capable of arousing Isabel's emotions and of 

disturbing her composure • Though she has not given him 

any tacit eornrnitrnent , eno9Qh of it is implied When she 

feels obliged to write to him of her engagement. 

When GoQdwood with his characteristic bluntness 

proceeds .to probe into Osmond's antecedents and discovers 

his obvious lack of anything to warrant her consideration, 

Isabel concedes the point but not in any apologetic 

way an~ only to defend her choice~ 



• Who and What? Nobody and notbJ.ng 
but a very good and very honourable man. 
He's not in business,• said Isabel. He's 
not rich; he's not known for anything • 

• • ~That ·I should marry him? Nothing 
at all,' Isabel replied While ·her patience 
helped itself by turning a little to hard­
ness. 'If he had done c;geat things would 
you forgive me any better? Give me up, 
1'1 r. Goodwood; I I m marrying a perfect non­
entity. Don • t try to take an interest 
in him. You can't.' (PL p.329) 
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Goodwood of course understands What she means by 

her words. 

"I can't appreciate him; that's what 
you mean. And you don • t mean in the least 
that he's a perfect non-entityot You think 
his grand, you thi~ he's great. though 
no one else thinks so.' (PL p.329). 

Without being able to articulate it so fully, 

Goodwood is able to pin-point the essential nature of her 

admiration for o Sll\Ond - that in a vague undefinable way 

Isabel is smitten by Osmond's personality - an admiration 

which is quite beyond any outward or material considera-

tiona. In the context· of Goodwood' s very ostensible 

m~terial success in life and virile presence she refuses 

to let OSD\Ond' s ~age diminJ.sh in importance. 

Though so volubly defensive of her choice there 

is something in Goodwood' s presence Which disconcerts 

her and puts her on the defensive. She has been fully 



141 

prepared for an emotional outburst but instead she is 

met with a "reJDarkable self control." His self-composure 

irritates her and makes her feel angry and someWhat in 

the wrong. But she realises that such a situation is 

rediculc)us and she "suddenly exclaimed, as if she were 

accusing him of having accused her: I've not deceived 

you~ I was peifectly free~" (PL p.331) .The only instance 

when Isabel ever voices any misgiving about her choice 

is When she tells, Goodwood, "No one can be more surprised 

than myself at my present intention.•• (PL p.331) 

But .it's a totally different Isabel When she 

announces her dec is ion to marry osmond to her aunt , 

Mrs. Touchett' s displeasure is based on the obvious 

grounds that he has ttno money 1 no name 1 no importance 1 p 

but Isabel holds her own and virtually dismisses her 

objection by saying, "It was my duty to tell you Aunt 

Lydia, but t dol)' t think it's my du_ty to. explain to you." 

(PL p.334) Ralph'~ considerations against the marriage 

are howev~r on quite anothe! -plane. He ·does not seem 

bothered about osmond's la.ck of ·material possessions 

but is sincerely apprehensive about Isabel's future. 

He seems to sense that this idealistic; eagerly imagi­

native girl faces the repression of her free spirit. 

• I th1nk It-ve hardly got over my surprise,' he went on 



142 

at last. 'You were the last person I expected to see 

caught. • (PL p.341) 

By t bis remark Ralph is able to envision the 

tragedy of "the free spirit of Isabel at the hands of 

Osmond. ··He knows only too well of her lively imagination, 

her love of personal freedom, her eagerness to savour of 

life~ "A year ago you valued your liberty beyond every­

thing. you wanted only to see life." (PL p.341) Because 

he had admired these qualities in her, he had made it 

possible for her to be rich - rich, by his interpreta­

tion, in beJ,ng able· "to meet the requirements of her 

iroaginaUon." He wanted to ·ltlake her 'fr~· but with her 

engager:nent to Osmond he sees all his fond wishes for 

· her future rendered null and void. He is dismayed to 

think of her life inseparably linked with a man of "no 

importance" whom he considers "small" and finally gives 

the crowning definition of Osmond's career by calling 

. him· a "sterile dlllentante". (PL p.345) 

In Isabel's discussion with Ralph on the subject 

of her ~ndinQ marriage there is nothing .of the stiff 

formality of her e~change with Goodwood nor the almost 

defient posture with Mrs. Touchett., Instead there is 

more intima~, snore. intensity of emotion i~ her defence 

of her choice. It is in the tong passage quoted below 
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where Isabel is roost articulate about her feelings for 

Osmond. 

What sort of a person should you 
have 1 Jked roe to marry? She asked suddenly. 
'You talk about one's soaring and sailino, 
but if one marries at all one touches the 
earth. One has human feelings and needs, 
one has a heart in one • s bosom, and one 
must· marry a particular individual. Your 
mother has never forgiven me for not having 
come to an understanding with Lord Warburton, 
and she' s horrified at my contenting myself 
with a person Who has none of his great ad-

, vantages - no property, no title, no honours, 
no houses, no lands, nor position, nor repu­
tation, nor brilliant, belonoings of any 
sort. Mr. Osmond's simply a very lonely a 
very cultivated and a very honest man- he's 
not a predigious proprietor.• (PL p.347) 

It is very clear that in Isabel's mind, hers was 

"a choice of Which she felt • only the nObleness and 

purity" needed to be justified. Being more sensitively 

at tuned to Isabel' s true nature • Ralph can also see that 

there is a deeply felt, qenuine conviction about the 

riohtness of her decision Which no arguments to the 

contrary can shake·. Through the pain of his disillusion­

ment Ralph is aware of "the impression of her ardent good 

faith. She was wrong: but she believed: she was deluded 

but she was dismally consistent. It was wonderfully 

characteristic of her that having invented a fine theory 

about OslfOnd, she loved him not for what he really 

possessed, but for. his very poverties dressed out as 

honours.n (PL p~348) 
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In order to. understand the nature of the rift 

that occurs between I sahel and Osmond later, it is 

essential to understand the premises with which these 

two highly imaginative persons are entering into a 

life-long telationship. As f!lr Isabel~ her main sensa­

tion seems to he one of detachment • This is enhanced 
- -

because of the discreet opposition offered her marriage 

by friends and relatives alike • 

• • • she had now little free or J,meroployed 
eJnOtion for minor deeds, and accepted as an 
ilncirlSnt, in fact qui~ as an ornament. of 
her lot the idea that to prefer Gilbert osmond 
as she preferred him was perforce to break 
all other ties. She tasted of the sweets of 
this preference, and. they made her conscious, 

. ahoo~t with awe, of the invidious and remorse­
less tide of the charmed and possessed condi­
tion, great -as was the traditional honour 
and inputed virtue of being in love. It was 
the tragic part of happiness: one's r'iQht 
was always made of the wrong of someone else. 
(PL pp.349-3SO) 

The truism of the l-ast statement despite Isabel's 

generalization is not universal 1 it applied peculiarly 
·. ·. 

to her situation. only. And in this perhaps Isabel is 

inadvertently alluding to her sense of certain loss as 

she stands poised on the threshhold of a great experience. 

as she !mag ines her marr iaoe is <;oing to be. 

Though Isabel does not see it as such, her 111arriage 

to osmond is an act of surrender and renunciation of all 
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that she held essential for the full expansion of 

herself.~ She views her future with a metaphysical 

detachment and seems oblivious of all the practical 

considerations of marriage. Long ago she bad thought 

that "if a certain light should dawn she could give 

herself completely." (PL p .53) Thdt light has dawned 

..• upon her sensibility in the person of Gilbert Ostnond. 

The desire for unlimited expansion 
had been· succeeded in her soul by her sense 
that life .was. vacant without soroe private 
duty that might gather one's energies to 
a point. She had ·told Ralph she has • seen 
life' in a year. or two and that she was 
already tired, not of the ac.t of living, 
but of that of observing. What had become 
of -all her ardour a, ·her aspiration, her 
theories, her hidh estimate of her inde­
pendence and her incipient conviction that 
she should never mar;y? These things had 
been absorbed in a more prilnitive need -
a need the answer to Which brushed away 
numberless questions yet gratified infinite 
desires. It simplified the situation at 
a stroke, it cane down frorn above like the 
light of the stars, and it needed no expla-

. nation. There was explanation enough in 
the fact that .. he was her lover, her own, 
and that she should be able to be of use 
to him. She could surrender to biro with a 
kind of pride t she was not only taking, she 
was giving. (PL p.352} 

What consti~utes an act. of surrender for Isabel 

is definitely a gain for osmond though he cleverly tempers 

his sense of success with an "ecstasy of self-control." 

He thinks of Isabel i:n terms of "a present of incalculable 
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value .. and a ug~t" made. by Mme tt;erle. In his 

"evaluation" of her he is calculating the various uses 

that he can derive from such- a companion as Isabel • 

• • • this lady's intelligence was to 
be a sllver plate. not an earthen one a 
plate, that he might heap up with ripe 
fruits, to which it weuld give a decora­
tive value, so that talk might become 
for him a sort of served dessert. He 
found the silver quality in this perfec­
t ion in I sahel , he could tap her iroagi­
nation with his knuckle and make it ring. 
(PL p.350) 

For Ostrond, Isabel i,s an acquisition, a thing 

for him to use and roanipulate as he pleases. The sensa-

tion is pleasing because of his conviction that Isabel 

v ill be umalleable" to his whiros ~ However, Isabel has 

merely a ndecorative value" to his already accomplished 

life-style and whatever her intelligence can provide for 

him would be only a 'dessert• - and not the main course. 

But for I sahel marrying OSUIOnd means breaking all past 

ties and renouncing her plans for self-expansion and one 

can see the irornense diff ere nee in their respective 

attitudes with which they embark upon this new rela-

tionship. 

Though osmond envis&Qes a bright future for 

them, the angle of vision is lopsidedly only his. He 

tells her, "You're-remarkably fresh and I'm remarkably 
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well-seasoned. We've my poor child to amuse me; we'll 

try and. -make up some little life for her. It • s all 

soft and mellow - it has the Italian colouring." (PL 

p.352) What Osmond seeros to be doing here is look at 

the picture of their roarried life just as an artist would • 

at a canvas which he has just started by drawing two 

postures. Like the artist. he is hoping for the perfect 

symmetry of forms and for the correct blending of colours. 

And very curiousl_y he is making his daughter the focal 

point of this picture as making a "little life for her" 

seems to matter more than making a life for themselves. 

Unconsciously however Osmond seems to be betraying the 

fact that they are coroing together solely for this pur­

pose. The oddest sentence in this passage is "We've 

my poor . child to amuse me • " ( 1 tal ie s mine) While the 

"we've" denotes a collective responsibility the object 

'me' shuts out Isabel from any further participation in 

the "little life" of Pansy Osmond. 

In her role as 1"\rs~ Osmond. Isabel is reduced 

J_ to the position of someone dominated and used by 1 bainos 

seemingly· superior to her. Gone is the highly imaginative 

girl who can withstand the powerful presence of a young 

American industrialist like caspar Goodwood; can be 
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slightly disdainful of an English lord. Who own• s ''half 

of England''. hold her own with an opinionated lady like -

Mrs. Touchett and a wyrnpathetic cynic Ralph Touchett. 

Instead we see her play the part of a meek and docile 

wife - being ornamental in her husband's equippage and 

in being instrumental in enhancing Pansy• s chances of 

a brilliant marriage by providing her with a handsome 

• dot • • Her milieu is now the society of a handful of 

expatriate Americans and their Latinated acquaintances 

whose sole pleasure seems to be derived- from the 

acquisition of objects d'art. showing them off to each 

other and engaging in endless debates over the quality 

of porcelain or old lace. surely a girl of Isabel's 

imagination had never thought of life in such sterile 

terms. never dreamt that one day she too would be forced 

to determine a person's •worth' in terms of his material 

possessions, Life for her has become so stilted that 

she longs for some kind of "occupation" so that she 

may be saved. Ralph Touchett whose observation about 

Isabel have always been catal¥tic, sees the ennui of 

her life and tries to de£ 1ne the desultoriness. 

The free. keen girl had becoroe quite 
another person: what he saw was the fine 
lady who was supposed to :z:epresent some­
thing. What did I sahel represent? Ralph 



. asked himself : and he could only answer 
by saying that she represented Gilbert 
osmond_ • Good he avena- what a function~ • 
he then woefully enclaimed. He was lost 
in wonder at the mystery of things. 
(PL p.393) 
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The 'occupation~ that Isabel can think of at the 

moment is to bring about the union of Pansy with Lord 

warburton. such an event_ I sahel knows for a certainty. 

would please Osmond greatly. As the idea oets hold of 

her- she realizes that a new sensation takes possession 

···of her - in a long while she feels enthusiastic abOut 

something and this brings her some happiness. "It was 

astonishing what happiness she could still find in the 

idea of procuring a pleasure for her husband. "(PL p.415) 

This idea is then that of .. assisting her husband to be 

pleased" - the obvious corollary being that she herself 

has failed to please him herself •. Hence·· the project to 

• procure' a pleasure for her husband in order to prove 

to herself that -"she had done everything possible to 

content her husband-". 

I sahel is however aware that another expatriate. 

American Edward Rosier. enjoys -Pansy's favour and might 

pose a problem for her sllbeme • The youngman has n0 

manifest occupation but keeps busy looking after his 
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collection of objects d'art adding to it whenever 

possible and generally noving in the society of like­

minded people in Rome and elsewhere in the continent. 

I sahel, whose own life now revolves 100re or less in 

the same way thinks of Rosier as 'inferior' to Lord 

warbgrton. Rosier., she thinks, is a 'light-weight' 

and a. "useless fine gentleman when compared to the 

"English nobleman." 

The note of worldliness in such observations 

speaks of the changes that have taken place in Isabel's 

attitude to life. A certain cyniciSJJl now marks her 

observations. Though she· tries to tell herself that 

it is not Warburton's wea.lth and position Which make 

him superior to Rosier She seems to assess people nore 

or. less according to the yardstick of Osmond and his 

kind •. ·The man whom she rejected only a few years ago 

in favour of OSIJlond now becomes more at tractive and 

even superior to a person like Rosier who is definitely 

not worse than o Slllond in any . way. I sahel does not seem 

unduly concerned about the human drama involved in the 

intricate relationships but is taken up with the idea 

of Pansy as "a perfect little pearl of a peeress." 

She dismisses Pansy's attachment to Rosier as "secon9ary 

obstacles •. " 
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In all these observations Isabel is trying "to 

take her husbarid' s view" of things.. But it is quite 

another matter When the moment of actual execution of 

her plans presents itself one evening While she and 

Pansy were at hotne. The moment of truth is the point 

when she is about to leave Pansy alone with Lord 

Warburton.· But "something held her and made this 

impossible .. ( PL p.417) Although she tries to behave just 

as osmond would· have wanted her to • an unnamed element, 

"a vague doubt" prev all s and she remains in the room all 

throughout the Englishman • s v !sit. 

The incident, on the surface is an innocuous one 

but in terms of Isabel's personal integrity and honesty, 

it is a decisive victory for her. It illustrates how 

close she comes to be overwhelmed by OSitlond' s influence 

in her life. But she pauses long enough to clear the 

"vague doubt", to establish the moral rightness of her 

action and is thus a~le to preserv.e her inteority. But 

Osmond in his avidity for procuring Lord w arburton as 

a son~in-law regards I sahel's hesitation as an open 

defiance of his wishes and preCipitates the greavest 

moral crisis in Isabel's life; This is the moment WhcL-ch 

marks the distinct point of alienation from her husband. 
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"Think that over and remember how much I count on you" 

(PL p~422). Osmond tells Isabel when he urges her to 

use her influence with Lord Warburton so that he would 

propose to Pansy. Mme )o!erle too thinks the same and 

tries to convince her ·that her action would be an act 

' of kindness to Lord Warburton. 

"But if you wouldn't marry Lord Warburton your-

self 1 make him the reparation of helping him to marry s 

someone else • " ( PL p. 414) A typically cunning and 

· inv iduous way of winning over I sahel to her way of 

thinking and neutralizing any objection that Isabel 

might have against the proposition. 

What these two ar:e trying .. to do is ruthlessly 

explQit whatever fascination Warburton might still have 

for. the penniless orphan who had rejected him I in order 

to· bring about the marr:iage between Pansy and the English 

Lord. so long as their brilliant marriage comes off. 

they do not .. care if Pansy has to sacrifice true love 

and if Isabel. the wife of Osmond now. indulges in a 

bit of flirting with a re!J~cted lover with this ulterior 

rt1otive. 

What seems so simply easy to these two worldly-

wise sophisticates regarding the marriage is not so 
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simple or. easy for Isabel. In .her view there are very 

important moral quest..tons involved, the most vital being 

her need to believe in the rightness of what she is 

ooing to do. 'J'his belief can be established by beinq 

convinced of the total sincerity of Warburton • s feelings 

for Pansy. She senses a subtle hint in the word 

• influence• implied by both Mme Merle· and Osmond when 

then urge her to encourage Lord Warburton to marry Pansy. 

If by this it is meant some vestige of Warburton's old 

fascination for her then it would seem that he is partly 

rr.otivated by the prospect of being near I sahel if be 

marries Pansy. On the other hand, if she manipulates 

in any way to accomplish this marriage it would mean 

violating Pansy's sensibilities and destroying her 

relationship with Rosier~ 

These are some of the considerations which disturb 

Isabel • s conseience and arouse a Jroral rebellion in her 

soul against the people Who wish to impose their views 

on· her and dictate her action. The moral incompatibility 

between osmond and I sahel is made crystal clear by their 

divergent attitudes to a 'possible marriage between Lord 

Warburton and Pansy. To Ostnond it is extremely desirable 

on .account of. What it may do· to enhance his social standing. 
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What means pe employs to gain this end seeros immaterial. 

He not only ctiSDisses Pansy's affec.tion for Rosier as 

of no account but is also totally insensitive a»out the 

indelicacy of urging his own wife to pander to any bit 

of lingering affection for her so that Warburton is 

induced to propose to Pansy. 

On the contrary. for Isabel all these outward 

material gains should be eschewed if certain basic moral 

norms are violated. so when she discovers that she does 

have some 'influence' still with Lord Warburton, she 

refuses to cash in on it. When the 'vague doubts' are 

c 1 eared in her mind , she tells Lord w arburton • 'tJI y dear 

Lord w arburton you may do, so far as I am concerned , 

whatever comes into your head." (PL p.446l 

This decision taken in deference to a moral 

conviction releases a host of reactions in the psycholo­

gical tug of war between Osmond's materialistic aspira­

tion and Isabel's 1r..oral sincerity and forces open the 

hitherto intangible rift between them. It is remarkable 

that the most revealing psychological stocktaking occurs 

in her mind after Osroond speal(s to her about using her 

• influence• with Lord Warburton. This wish of his "puts 

the situation before her" - the situation about the real 
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state of her marriage. Her soul-searching vigil 

reveals to her the stark truth that in her rnarri age 

to osmond she is living in "an opposition in Which the 

vital principle of the one was a thing of contempt to 

the other". The chain of reactions which she had 

initiated, however inadvertently. by her refusal to 

marry Warburton causes the most violent upheavals in her 

marriage. It is in the context of Warburton's failure 

to propose to Pansy that the 0 smonds haVe their first 

open rupture that reveals their deeP-seated antagonism 

against each other. Osmond accuses Isabel of deliberatily 

in£erf ering in the affair so as to stop Warburton from 

proposting to Pansy and in this he sees only her attelllpt 

at inflicting an injury on him by dealing him a dis­

appointment. 

Osmond's disappointroent is indeed great when he 

realises that Pansy will not become a "peeress". However, 

true to his imperturbable exterior, he displays a great 

feat of self-control and calcul-ated civility during the 

night When w arburton comes to bid the~n goodbye • Isabel' s 

consciousness monitors minutely her observations and 

w.ental reactions to Osmond's studied response to the 

situation. 
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On the other hand she had a perfect 
·consciousness of Osmond's emotion. She 
felt almost sorry for him; he was con­
demned to the sharp pain of loss without 
the relief of cursing. He had had a great 
hope, and now as he saw it vanish into 
smoke, he was obliged to sit and smile 
and twirl his thumbs. Not that he troubled 
himself to smile very brightly; he treated 
their friend on the whole to as vacant a 
countenance as so cl~er a man could very 
well wear. It was indeed a part of osmond's 
cleverness that he could look consummately 
unco~romised. (PL p.477) 

I sahel is only too aware of the fact that Osmond 

"had been intent on the prize" of Warburton as a son-in-

law but he also had the eleverness not to "allow his 

eagerness to irradiate his refined face." With a grudging 

admiration, Isabel can see that because of his seeming 

indifference regarding Warburton's attention to Pansy, 

he can now behave perfectly non-chalant, as 1£ there was 

nothing at stake and-therefore nothing has been lost. 

Inwardly Isabel is relishing her husband's cleverly con-

cealed disappointment and is yet pitting Warburton against 

the imperturbability of o sroond. ••strangely very strangely, 

it was a satiSfaction; she-wished Lord Warburton to 

tr iurnph before her husband, and at the same tillle she 

wished her husband to be very superior before Lord 

r.J arburton." ( PL p •. 478) 

A very co111plex response to the si:t_uation but a 

very clear indication of Isabel's identification with 
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Osrr,ond. Her eagerly worshipful attitude of earlier 

days towards biro has taken a lot of beating in the 

intervening years but still she is under the spell of 

his sophistication, as she will remain till the end. 

In this little scene she is fully aware of Osrr.ond's 

terrible inward rage at the. loss of Warburton - but She 

cannot help but admire his outward calm and sees only 

"the beauty of consistency,. in his behaviour. She is 

charmed by "the advantage of acquired habit" that Osmond 

displays. The fact that at this moment Osmond is dis-

simulating does not strike her at all as an aberration 

she is only conscious of tbe great act that he is putting 

up. Much more than anything else, she is now imlnensely 

taken in by the artistry of his behaviour. 

Tiltle and again we see Isabel come under this 

particular spell of Osmond's personality and how madver-

tently she seems to abandon her in~ividual conviction 

and incline to view matters fron1 osmond's angle of 

observation. This constitutes Isabel's weakest point -

the fatal flaw in her psychological armour. The ascen-

dancy of the proper, of the conventional.over natural. 

responses which she now considers to be praise\'/Orthy, 

dictates her decisions later. What she has failed to 

qrasp at this moment is that if a distinction cannot be 

. -·. : .. 
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drawn between the natural and that Which is in£ luenced 

by custom. admJ.ration for the acquired habit can of ten 

·cloud a person's judgment.. It. is then easy to mistake 

the fake for the genu~ne •. There may be a certain amount 

of crudity in the natural, even vulgarity and unpleasant­

ness but it has the advantage of being the essential 

truth about things~ abogt feelings. Whereas in the 

pleasant exterior of the cultivated posture, and calculated 

behaviour there is definitely an air of insincerity and 

even of dishonesty because the sponteneous feelings are 

suppressed to create an impression. The artificiality 

super-imposed upon the natural passes of~ for the genuine 

and to that extent the moral value of the gesture is 

d !mini shed. 

The problem that I sa.bel has to tackle in oxder 

to give a psychological coherence to her disorganised 

and inconsistent psyche is in essence the problem of 

tbe much vaunted "international theme" of James's fiction. 

He uses Europe and Altlerica merely as the back drop 

against which he deals with extremely personal concerns 

with moral action in the lives of his heroes and heroines. 

The tradition and culture of Europe certainly 

helped create the glittering, shimmering facade of its 
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society and nurtured its "beautiful people" with their 

suave manners and ref !ned airs.. What an alien to this 

society would see would be its glitter and charm - not 

realising that its basis rested on a form of materialism 

and artificiality. 'rhe artificiality lies in the attempt 

to gloss over the essential truths about things in the 

name of giving it refinement and polish. Hence the hint 

of duplicity and the air of insincerity that envelop 

such a society. Only when the outsider comes into closer 

contact the cracks in the apparently smooth exterior 

begin to show under scrutiny. This discovery' becomes 

acutely agonising for the outsider because he had first 

co~e closer to this civilization because of a sense of 

admiration·and adoration for its undeniable refinement, 

grace and culture. But the question remains as to how 

much of it is gained at the cost of the genuine. The 

thin edge between refinement and insincerity, between 

gracious behaviour and dishonest motives then poses the 

moral. quest.lion. 

A tyPical exatr.ple of this society is Lord Warburton 

and therefore it is no watder that the Warburton episode 

is to have longlasting effects in Isabel's life. \'Jhen 

Warburton reappears in her life and eventually exits 
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without proposing to her step..daughter, it triggers off 

the first open rupture between her and Osroond thus 

dramatizing the complex moral questions relating to two 

opposing world views as 8yttlbolised by Isabel and Osmond. 

The crl.lX of the problem lies in the fact that I sahel 

had rejected his offer of marriage and now he has turned 

up as an ostensible suitor for Pansy• s l;land. Though the 

focus of the tension generated by Warburton· is qn Isabel 

and Ossnond, one cannot but be amazed with his behaviour 

too. He, l.ilte Osmond, does not see any indelicacy in 

appearing to be interested in the Step-daughter of a 

woman who had rejected him and ·for Whom he still harbours 

some affection. In the heightened drama of the Osmonds' 

disenchante<i marriage, warburton' s motives and actions 

are almost relegated to the background and the point of 

emphasis on the Osmonds is complete. However one cannot 

but note that Warburton too belongs in the same world as 

Osmond's where form is more important than sincerity 

and honesty. ~s is made clear, he does not have too 

strong or deep feelings for Pansy but seems to be con­

templating proposing to her if that will ensure his 

nearness to Isabel. He may then perhaps indulge in some 

subtle intrigue with her without violating any social 

norms~ .It is this seeming denseness as to the real import 
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of his. actions that depicts Warburton as a sort of 

moral buffoon. He seems 1mpervious to anything other 

than the super£ icial civilities of his breeding. He is 

an aristocrat by the accident of birth and too much 

custom and tradition seems to have stultified his nature 

into an ossified specimen of his tribe. His final 

departure from I sahel's life is affected without any 

fan£ are; she hears from her aunt Touchett that he is to 

marry a "Lady Flora,. Lady Felicia - something of that 

sort." (PL p.572) The implied obscarity and insiqnifi-

cance in this report truly sums up Warburton's effect 

on the overall ·drama. He seems to have been created for 

a specific purpose and retains int,erest as len g as that 

purpose is viable, but after that, oblivion. 

· ••• Isabel felt as if she had heard of 
Lord Warburton • s death .• Tref. to his 
marriage 7. She had knoWn him only as a 
sui. tor, and now ·that was all over. He was 
dead for poor Pansy; by Pan·sy he might have 
lived. (PL p.572) 

ThO\,lgh Warburton fails to leave any indelible 

impressions on Isabel herself his ,reappearance pr.¢cipita-.· ' . ·. 

tes the rupture between her and 0 smond .and it is during 

her wake (Ch.42) after an exchange with Osmond, that the 

high po1nt in the drama of Isabel's consciousness is 

reached., In this chapter a complete analysis of her 
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marr !age, her motives and actions is portrayed. In 

the flashback of events so far, she realizes that she 

had embarked upon her l!larriage with certain naive 

fallacies regarding her new-found wealth and her estimate 

of Gilbert osmond. Though I sahel cannot be very arti­

culate, she senses that fllme ~erle has played a deep game 

and that the relationShip between this· lady and her 

husband was so suspiciously intriguing that the recurring 

vision of this long night was "that of her husband and 

Mme Merle unconsciously and familiarly associated." 

Just as I sa):)el recognj.ses the unmistakable bond 

that exists between OsiilOnd and Mme Merle, the importance 

of her analysis lies in the fact that here Isabel is seen 

as recognising the underlying facts about the state of 

her marriage and the tenor of her life since she married 

Osmond. Though there is a hint of self-justification in 

the analysis, on the whole she displays, for the first 

time, a certain obj,ectivity in her observations thus 

signifting her psychOlogical maturity. If this chapter 

is a reflector of- the past it is also' a harbinger of the 

f~ture trend of events. I sahel worries •-what was coming -

what was before them?" But the possibility of a separa­

t'ion does not provide the solution. "If to herself the 

idea was startling. if it presented itself at first as 
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a kind of 1nf idelity, . a capacity for pollution, what 

infinite effect might it not be expected to have had 

upon him?" (PL p.433) 

But the saddest recognition during the vigil has 

been that they are living in an opposition in Which "the 

vital principle of the one was a thing of contempt to 

the other." (PL p.424) 

Nothing could be nore basic, more fundanental 

than. this gul.f which existed between them. More important 

is the fact that both of them are aware of this incompa­

tibilitY. Though there is no obvious attempt at decep­

tion each views the other with suspicion and with a great 

sense of being let down. Isabel' s roortif ic.ation is all 

the greater when She realizes that it was her own vivid 

imagination which supplied the "human element'' to the 

drab existence of osmond. And secondly she recognises 

that she had married. hiln with the notion of doing some­

thing ·noble with her ll'Oney. In a very naive, subUe 

way she too. had been guilty of trying to 'use• Osmond. 

When one undertaKes any task on a theoretical premise, 

the implication is that the object or person involved 

is being •used' for obtaining the proof of that theory. 

To this extent then Isabel is guilty of 'using' Osmond. 
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In her enthusiasm with her theory she failed to take 

into account the entire accumulation of events and 

experiences Which went into the making of the personality 

of osmond. She did not probe deep enough - she accepted 

and believed What. was projected for her to see and 

absorb. Isabel merely took the envelope of his j,erso­

nality for the real person. 

If on this account one is led into thinking that 

Osmond had 'put up' a front only for Isabel's benefit. 

a word of caution has to be struck. The suavity and 

sophistication of osmond does look incongruous and decep­

tive in comparison· to the narrowness of his mind but as 

a matter of consistent social behaviour no one can fault 

Osmond and say that he simulates these traits at any 

stage. His cons~derations for the proper manner of doing 

things and keeping up a decorous mode of behaviour is 

so great that it has become second nature with him. 

o sm()Jld makes this point very clear to I sahel from the 

beginning of their acquaintance. DUring her soj1oum in 

Rome before their marriage he tells her. 

• Ah well. it's proper you should QO 

w:ith her. very proper. Do evel:jlthing 
that• s proper; I go in for .that. Excuse 
my being so patronising~ You say you 
don't know roe. but when you 'do you' 11 
discover what a worship I have for pro­
perty .• 
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And again continues i~ the same vein -

No: I am not conventional. I' 111 convention it-

self. (PL p.312) 

Even in her darkest hour of soul - searching • 

Isabel recognises and acknowledges this consistency in 

biro. 

His ideal was a conception of high 
prosperity and propriety, of the aristo­
cratic 11£ e , which she now saw that be 
deemed.hilllself always, in.essence at 
least, to have led. He had never lapSE!d 
from it for an hour; he would never have 
recovered from the· same of doing so. 
(PL p.43l) 

On the eve of her journey to England to see her 

dying cousin, Osmond berates Isabel for proposing to defy 

tradition by undertaking the lflourney alone and against 

his express wishes. 

I've an ideal of what my wife should 
do and should not do. She should not travel 
across Europe alone, in de£ iance of my 
deepest desire, to sit' at the bedside of 
other ~t~en. Your cousin's nothing to you; 
he's nothinQ to us. You stnlle 1t10st expres­
sively when I talk about us, but I assure 
you that we,. we, Mrs. Osmond, is all I know. 
I take our marriage seriously; you appear 
to have found a way of not doing so~ I 'm 
not aware that we're divorced or separated; 
for me we're indissolubly united. You axe 
nearer to me than any human creature, and 
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.I'm nearer to you. It may be a disagreeable 
proximity; it's one, at any rate, of our 
deliberate making, you don't like to be 
reminded of that., I know 1 but I • m perfectly 
willing., because - because-• And he paused 
a moment ., looking as if he had something 
to say which would be very much to the point. 
• Because I think: we should accept the conse­
quences of our actions, and what I value most 
in 11£ e is the honour of a thing~ • ( PL 
pp • 536-537) 

This is the only occassion when one sees Osmond 

being visibly agitated about something and volubly 

expressive of his distaste for the prospect of Isabel's 

visit to Ralph which he calls· ''dishonourable., indelicate 

and indecent." For Isabel. too this incident is clearly 

a landmark in ·her relationship with Osmond because 

during this interview she expresses her ''worst thought 

to her husband" for the first tJ.Ine. She accuses him 

of being "unjust" and of putting up an opposition to her 

which. is ''calculated" and ~alignant". For both of them 

then this incident is what the author designates as the 

"crisis-point" of their relationship. 

Though Osmond's insistence on their oneness 

sounds ridiculous in the context of their acrimonious 

and suspicious attitude towards each other, one can all 

the same see that he is pleading for a certain decorum 

to be pre served in a marr led couple • s public behav lour 

towards each other. He is clairoing a social obligation 
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which she owes him as long as she stays married to him. 

I sahel undoubtedly feels the force of his argu-

ment because he is taking a stand on behalf of convention, 

on behalf of tradition itself - concepts Which have been 

the mainstay of a civilization that he has striven all 

his life to· represent. "He spoke in the name of some-

thing sacred and precious - the observance of a magnifi­

cient form." (PL p.S37) She is vulnerable to such an 

argument because she too ostensibly belongs to the tradi-

tion for which he seems to be pleading. It is not as 

an outsider but as a subscriber of that 'form' that she 

seems to be trying to deviate from it and to this extent 

her guilt and her apparent treachery to her own kind is 

emphasized by osmond. It is precis_ely her recognition 

of this which makes I sahel concede that after all Osmond 

might have a point in his remonstrance. 

It came over her that in his wish to 
preserve appearances he was after all sincere, 
and that this, as far as it went, was a mer it. 
(PL p.S37) . 

I sahel seems to ~ literally overwhelmed by the 

force of Osmond's argument. By his reference to pro-

priety and her apparent lack of comprehension about the 

notion he puts her on the defensive with the insinuation 

that she "lacked tr.adition.n 
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"He spoke gravely and almost gently" as if 

trying to make a recalcitrant child understand the folly 

of its insistence on doing a particular thing. 

What ensues is a very interesting psychological 

parrying between Isal:lel and osmond presented mostly through 

her consciousness. She has a faJ.rly detached ·view of 

her husband's game. but she seems unable to withstand 

the force· of his sophistry When it comes to the moment 

of action. The ·passage which describes the subtle turn­

ing of the tables~ contains certain terms with deep 

Biblical overtones. He spoke in the name of something 

·"sacred and precious ••••. " using words which "represented 

something transcendent and absolute, like the siQn of 

the cross or the flag of one• s country." Isabel has a 

sense ·of her husband • s blasphemous "sophistry" which can 

turn her resolve for action into "slow renunciation, 

transformed by the blight of Osmond's touch." In an 

earlier instance also OSJDond had told Isabel that he bas 

a great worship for propriety. (PL p.312) Isabel too 

at one time thought that to love and possess "the finest -

the subtlest manly organ!~" named Osmond was an act 

of devotion. (PL p.428) (Italies mine). 

In the use of the religious terminology • there 

are two distinct processes involved.. As long as Isabel 

is merely observing the nature of Osmond's adherence to 
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form, the references to it are straight forward, unbttinted 

with any evaluative remarks. But when the analogy is 

brought to the context of their relationship, a negative 

tone· predominates her observation. Terms like "blasphemous 

sophistry -" is a strange collocation where the sense of 

accomplishment embodied in the word 'sophistry' is made 

a lllOckery and a profanity because of the 1 intent • in the 

ardour expended for it. The whole 1 intent of his sophistry 

has ~n to bedevil I sabeJ. to th~ point of coercing her 

into a "renunciation•• which .1s "slow" because it. is done 

unwillingly.· In the "'transformation" of her spontaneity 

of action and .purity of intent, there is a retardation, 

a regression Which is further re-inforced by the phrase 

.. "the blight of OSillOnd 1 s touch." 

In such observations an objectivity is maintained 

and because of the clarity afforded by objectivity, Isabel 

is able to make a distinction in her situation. "If she 

must renounce. however. she would let him know she was 

a victim rather than . a ·du,Ee." ( PL p. 537) It is as 

though she sees herself in a new light and is thus able 

to· take stock of the overcil.l situation. And in the 

context of thid distinction· that isabel can now maintain 

about her individuality, one can begin to comprehend her 
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last irrevocable decision to return to Rome. 

In "organising an ado .. about Isabel Archer, her 

ret urn to Rome is the corner stone of the f r ameworlc • If 

there is a denouement in the story in the traditional 

sense of the term. it is not in the revelation of countess 

Gemini to I sahel about Osmond's relationship with t-"me 

tl:erle. Neither is it tl:me Merle telling Isabel that it 

was actually Ralph who had made her a rich girl; nor 

the admission that she (Mme "'erle) had "everything" to 

do with Osmond; nor is it Goodwood' s reappearance at 

Gardencourt and his physical encounter with Isabel. It 

is not aven the brief scene that Isabel observes unseen 

where Osmond is seated while t-ime IV!erle is standing but 

in an attitude and proximity in glance and stance as 

only friends of long standing can acquire. The real 

denouement takes place without any fan£ are or fuss and 

is merely a reported event. Isabel returns quietly to 

Rome. to he,r husband and all the obligations of her 

relationship with him., This is a surprising event because 

all the events prior to this pointed to ·the possibility 

of a final breach between her and osmond. '1be denoue­

ment is in the debunking of all logical .expectations 

about I sahel' s action in the context •. 
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Though this action does seem contradictory. 

it is to be reroembered that at no point in her life 

does she contemplate leaving Osmond. She does go to 

England despite the strongest opposition put up by 

him but then the events immediately prior to this had 

greaUy re-inforce:Jher desire to see Ralph for the last 

time. After countess GeiDJ.ni reveals everything about 

Osmond's ·past to her. her instinctive cry is for Ralph. 

rather than for herself • 

'Ah, I must see Ralph~' Isabel 
wailed, not in resentment, not in the 
quick passion h~r companion had looked 
for1 but in a tone of far-reaching 
sadness. (PL p.549). 

Her concern ls for Ralph but the 'infinite 

sadness• is for herself because deep in her heart she 

knows that inspi te of everything there can be no drastic 

change in her life. There is an instance during the 

night of her vigil described in Ch. 42 When the ioea of 

a separation-from Osmond does enter her mind- but this 

too in ail oblique manner as though she had gathered it 

frqm Osmond's attitude. as though it originated from 

his mind. 

• •• he had had the revelation that 
she could after all dispense with him. If 
to her-self the idea was startling. if it 
presented itself at first as a kind of 
infidelity, a capacity for pollution, W'hat 
in£ inite effect mi<iht it not be expected 
to have had upon~ (PL p.433). 
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Another instance When such an eventuality 

occurs, to her is when she is taking a solitary walk 

soon after a visit from Mme Merle. She now realises 

why osmond marr iea her and how this 1 ady was instru-. ' . 

mental in bringing them together in the first place. 

And now that Osmond had her money. she rUIIIinates, 

"would he take her money and let her go?" ( PL p. 5 20) • 

The only direct allusion to their separation 

is when she tells Osmond on the eve of her departure 

for England. 

• I suppose that if I go you • 11 not expect me 

to come ·back • ., ( PL p. 538) • 

Osmond's response to it is characteristic of 

his attitude as it i~ genuine and unstudied at this 

in stance. • Are you. out .of your mind 7' he enquired • 

Here too she seems to try to put the onus on Osmond 

if a separation. did 'take pl'ace eventu.al.l y. 

on her arrival at London. ref.erring to osmond's 

great displeasure at her action. she x;:eplies to 

Henrietta's question. "He will though" I sahel answered 

gravely. 1It won't be the scene of a moment; it will be 

a scene Of~e rest of my life.• (PL p.565) (italics 

mine) • 
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After having had those revelations during her 

vigil, after having corne to realise the true nature of 

osmond and even after learning of the relationship 

between him and Mme Merle, Isabel can have a vision of 

her future such as this. However I such an attitude is 

not new, she had earlier told Henrietta," "I cannot 

publish my mistake. 1 don't think that that's decent. 

I'd much rather die" (PL p.488). 

If this soUQis ~ bit hypocritical and vain, 

one is teminded of her mental &ock taking in Ch. 42 

of the reasons · and inducements which culmJ.nated in her 

marriage to osmond. She has enough moral inteority ,. 

and honesty to acknowledge her regponsibili ty for her 

marriage. 

It might feed her sense of biterness, 
bu~ it would not loosen her bonds. It was 
impossible to pretend that she had not 
acted with her eyes open: if ever a girl 
was a free agent she had been. A girl in 
love was doubtless not a free. agent; but 
the sole source of her mistake had been 
within herself. There had been no plot • 
no snare; she had looked and· considered and 
chosen. When a woman had made such a mistake, 
there was only one way to repair it - just 
imr.ensely (oh 1 with the highest grandeur'.) 
to accept it.. One folly was enough 1 

especially When it was to last for ever: 
a second one would not muCh set It off. 
( PL P•, 4C95) (italics mine). 

It is noteworthy that this mental resolve takes 
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shape in her mind long before she learns of the facts 

of Osroond' s past. But even so, the sense of betrayal 

she feels here is much greater and deeper than when 

eventuatlY she learns of Osmond's relationship with 

Mme Merle. She feels let down and betrayed by Osmond 

on the emotional and spiritual level and these cons!-

de rations count more with h~~ than any ostensible. 

physicaliy verifiable acts coinmitted against her. 

"She lost herself 1n infinite diSDlay when she 

thought of the magnitude of ~is deception.u (PL p.428). 

And because such deception cannot be counter-

111anded by any retaliatory ·measure, nor is it in her 

grain to take such a step, Isabel • s acceptance of . her 

lot is made long before her trip to England. This 

trip merely brings forth all the suppressed antoganism 
" 

and suspicion each has of the other but it can not lead 

to any open or final breach between them. 

In a different way, I sahel too admires 

• propriety• and the aristocratic way of life but what 

a difference there is between her ideal of it and 

Osmond's' •. 

• •• but they, at.tached such different 
ideas, such different associations and desires, 
to the sarne formulas, her potion of the 



aristocratic life was simply the union 
of great knowledge with great libetty: 
the knowledge would give one a sense of 
dutp and the liberty a sense of enjoy­
ment. But for OslliOJld it was altogeth~ 
a thing of forms. a conscious. calculated 
attitude. He was fond of the old, the 
consecrated, the tranSillittedi so was she, 
b\lt she pretended to do what she chose 
with it~ He had an imnense esteem for 
tradition; he had told ;her once that the 
best .thing in the worla was to have it, 
but that if one was so unfortunate as not 
to have it one must ~iately proceed 
to make it. She knew that he meant by 
this that she hadn't it 1 but that he was 
better off7 though from what source he 
had derived his traditions she never 
learned. (PL p.431) 
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The basic difference between thero then lies in 

this that while he puts a greater premium on the outer 

circumstances and forros of life. she values the freedom 

of spirit and beauty of mind. His attitude to life is 

prosaic whereas she strives after pure poetry. That 

in reality .such an :ideal life cannot be had is made very 

clear. Thi's recognition is one of the most vital dis-

cover ie s that I sahel roak~s dgring her intense soul­

searching. And ~er subsequent actions only prove her 

acceptance of this inal~enable fact of life~ 

But this base ignoble world, it 
appeared.. was after all What. one was to 
live for; one was to keep it for ever in 
one • s eye, in order not to enlighten or 
convert or redeem it. but to extract from 
it soroe recognition of one's own superio­
rity. On the one hand it was despicable, 
but on the other it afforded a standard •. 
( PL p.430) 
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Her return to Pome after Ralph's death is . 

therefore the colllproroise she strikes with the 'ignoble' 

world of OSIIlond not by way of conforming with it but 

"to extract fro~t~ it SOllie recognition of one's own 

superiority." 

After her experiences Isabel has to redefine 

her concept of tradition but would no longer suffer by 

thinking that she lacked it. She too is concerned 

about having and upholding tradition and is, in her own 

way conventional to a degree. When she reaches 

Gardencourt and visits with Ralph he tells her that if 

there is a measure of disapp()intment in her life. if 

she has not been able "to look at life for herself." 

it' s because she has been "ground in the very mill of 

the conve~tional." (p.S77) She herself proves his 

point When she tells him that she'd stay at Gardencourt ... 

"as long as seems right" and asserts that one IIIUst think 

a great deal abOut that~ 

Given such a temperament and attitude to life. 

Isabel can never totally wean herself away from the 

!nf luence of Osroond and though she recognises his faults 

and shortcomings. there are certain aspects of his 

personality Which she cannot help admiring even at the 
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most intense tnOments of alienation from him. As an 

illustration of this there is the case of little Pansy• s 

banishment w the convent after Lord Warburton leaves· 

Rome without proposing ~o her. A typical Osmondian 

stroke. calculated to arrest Isabel's enthusiasm, to 

defy her 1f possib~e but at any rate to show her to 

what extent his devilish sophistication can lead him. 

Pansy• s departure for the convent has been 

arranged without the slightest hint to Isabel. It is 

only when the little girl comes to bid her step-mother 

good-bye, that Isabel realises what a masterful stroke 

this project has been and thinks to herself 11that he 

had more traditions than she supposed." (PL p.S31). 

Osmond's speech to Isabel regarding the subject 

beginning with the blunt dismissal that she wouldn't at 

any rate, understand why he had decided to send P~nsy 

to the convent again, aims to confine Isabel within a 

certain psychological isolation slot thus establishing 

the difference between their respective backgrounds. 

Her exclusion f.rom the scheme of things is only too 

apparent and he takes a disgustingly patronising tone 

which not only slights her cap.~ity. for. understanding 

but also dismisses her altogether from the completed 



picture as it were. I sahel realizes however why 

0 smond has acted in this way • 

• • • but she understood it better than 
he supposed or d6sired • in as much as she 
WaS convinced that the WhOle proceeding 
was an elaborate mystification addressed 
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to herself and destined to act upon her 
imagination. He had wanted to do something 
unexpected and refined; to mark the diffe­
rence between his sympathies and her own. 
and show that if he ·regarded his daughter 
as a precious work of art it was natural. 
he should be more arid more careful about 
the finishing touches. If he wished to be 
effective he had succeeded; the incident 
struck a chill into Isabel's heart. (PL 
p .532) 

Isabel's reaction arises from the recognition 

that it's not a father's possessive love or protective 

concern for Pansy out of which he has roasterminded her 

·return to the convent. He talks of her as though she 

is a rag doll become a bit 'dusty and dishevelled' for 

the rough handling it llras been subjected to. She has 

therefore been sent to the convent so that she can be 

restructured according to his specifications. osroond 

has th\lSreduced his daughter's huroan value and has turned 

her into a mere pawn in the subtly sinister psychological 

war£ are that he is waging agai.J1st Isabel • And hence the 

'chill' in Isabel's heart~ 

In his long speech to Isabel. Osroond makes an 

intriguing remark about society. Unlike all p~vious 
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remarks and refere~es, this one displays a potent 

contempt for 'What.he calls ·~his bustling, pushing 

rabble that calls itself society. • His attack here 

can be interpreted as an attempt to establish his 

superiority over the • rabble' within society of Which 

I sahel is obviously .. a member, according to biro. Thus 

he is onee again isolating I sahel from the exclusive 

circle within society where he·thinks he belongs. 

earlier 

What an ironical fate. for Isabel Who had thought 

She would have been· willing, however 
to renounce all her curiosities and 

. , syrnpathies for the sake of a personal life • 
-- if the person concerned had only been able 
. to make her believe it was a gain'. This 
at best was her present conviction; and 
the thing cert,ainly would have been easier 
than to care for society as o srnond cared 
for it. (.PL p .430) 

The 'personal l~e· that Isabel envisioned would 

be one w1 thin an enchanted circle Where art, beauty and 

sophistication would merely enhance the sense of achieve­

ment and contentment. ·The bonds of personal relation-

ships and commitments would be sacrosanct, shielded away 
., 

from prying eyes and maneuver !rig minds., Each would 

surrender to the other with no expectations save tho~ 

of reciprocity of feelings and the ~.sponsibility of 
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commitments. Indeed a truly poetic vision of life 

out of which the concerns of the • base, ignoble world'.· 

have been banished totally. It .is in pursuit of such 

an ideal life' that l sahel is seen "affronting her 

destiny" trying at various stages in her career to 

break away from a p~edestin~ mould. But the _supreme 

irony in her destiny has been that the one person whom 

she thought 1 a person of so fine a grain, 1 tums. out 

to be the exact opposite. 

l sabel' s tragedy lies in being What she is,. 

0 smond, she believes, hates her for having a mind of 

her own - but it is this uremarJcable mind" of hers 

which had induced her to admire and adore him in the 

first place. Her f allure to grasp at the essence of 

his character can be compared to the costly mistake of 

a self-educated connoisseur of art W'ho invests all his 

wealth on What he considers to be a genuine· and valuable 

work of art - only to discover later that it is only a 

clever forgery. This seems to be an apt analogy because 

l sabel does seem ben~ on achieving a relationship best 

realised in the realms of poetry rather than in felt 

life. Juliet Mdt'iaster makes .this rem~k, "What James­

has shown in l sabel and increasingly as the novel 

progresses, is life straining towards the condition 

~f art."1 (p.63) 

4Juliet Me Master, "The Portrait of l sabel Archer"·, 
American Literature. 45 (t-larch. 1973) , pp.S0-66 ., 
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Isabel's return to .. Rome does show her as 

caring for society as osmond does - for its outward 

norms and niceties, for the preservation of appearances. 

But the Isabel who QOes baclc to Rome goes back armed 

with· a certain knowledge, knOwledge gained from her 

experience of being manipulated and maneuvered, of 

having been made use of in the roost base and materia­

listic way. But , to quote her own words she is not a 

mere • d1:1pe• though a 'victim' • She is now aware of 

what has happened, is now conscious of the reality 

around her. This consciousness now is not one of 

merely 'knowing' what has happened but, more important, 

it is one of recognising and acknowledging her own 

part in her tragedy. This awareness is both of the 

outward circumstances as well as of her own self and 

motives. And if this. new consCiousness can be termed 

the 'new knowledge' then it is certainly the mark of a 

psychological maturity., Viewed from this angle. her 

return to osmond is not merely for form's sake but can 

be seen as her acceptance of her own responsibility for 

her marriage. 

In spite of her naive, itnaginative and egotistical 

nature, the one consistent aspect of her personality is 

her moral conviction about the rightness of her decisions. 
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She marries Osmond out of such a belief, out of her 

"ardent good faith" in biro and in the end she ooes 

back to him because she believe~ that "certain obliga­

tions were invo'tved in the very fact of marriage and 

were quite independent of the quantity of enjoyment 

extracted froro it." (PL p.581) Taken in isolation the 

statement does Slfla.ck of a certain puritanism - but in 

Isabel' s context. it only aff irma her moral con~istency. 

Any att.eropt to rationalise Isabel's life and 

actions. however. must account fpr her being an American 

but as Dorothea Krook warns, to take Isabel as merely 

representing the "weaker side of the American national 

character'' with all her "sentimental nonsense about life 

and art and Europe and gracious living" would be to 

"drain the whole central relationship .. of the book of 

its tragic meaning. and a fortiori to diminish almost 

out of existence Isabel Archer's stature as a tragic 

5 
heroine." 

In as much .as Osmond is seen as the symbol of 

the magnetic charm of. the old-world civilization. Isabel's 

career becomes the love-hate relationshJ.p of the newly 

5oorothea Krook • The Ordeal of. Consciousness in 
Henry James (Cambridge university Press. 1967), p~41. 
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awakened American consciousness with the old civil!-

zation. In her return to Osmond there is just ·a hint 

of the possible synthesis of the old civilization with · 

the new energy and vitality of America as symbolized 

by I·sabel. This is perhaps the possibility that Philip 

R ahv sees in The Portrait of a Lady. 

In the. Portrait James is still 
hesitating betw~n the attitude of tw'lme 
t4erle and that of I sa.bel, and his irony 
is provoked by the excessive clai.ms 
advanced by both sides .6 

However. Isabel' s return to Rome must be seen 

not only as preserving the psychological coherence in her 

character but also as meeting the requirement of an 

artistic need. because this final act of hers heightens 

the sense of ambiguity of actions and. intentions much 

more than anything else in the .novel. 

James• s later heroines like Maggie Verver of 

The Golden Bowl might be able to articulate that synthesis 

of two eq.ually energetic and scintillating world-views 

but as of the writing of The Portrait of a Lad}'• his 

heroine stands out in ''splendid isolation" in her "humane 

consciousness." stranded between the realms of poetry 

and of ordinariness. 

!>philip Rahv. The Heiress of all the Ages, (p.ll6). 
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BEATITUDE -01R, TRAGEDY.? 

The Wings of The Dove (' 1962) 
r 

_The idea, reduc~ tQ its essence, is 
that of a young person conscious of a great 
capacity for life, but early· stricken and 
o.oorned, condemned to· die under :short resl>ite, 
while also enamoured of the world 1 aware 
moreover of the condemnation and passiona­
tely desiring to •tput in" b~~ore extinction 
as' many of the finer V ibratiOllS . as pOSSible 1 

. and so achieve, however br~efly' and brokenly, 
the sense. of having lived .1: · · ... 

.. _ Th;is is how the author of The Wings of the nove2 

summed up-the 'formidable' theme when he reviewed his 

_novel .some years later. f41'he iroage so figured would be 
' ·.• ~ J • • 

at best, bu_t half the: matterr the rest would be all the 

picture of the struggle involved, the adventure brought 
.. 

about, the gain recorded or. the loss inc\lrred , the pre-

cious experience somehow co~assed~"3 

The • image' or nebulo.us identity of tJiilly Theale, 

the heroine moves before the -re~er' s eyes as through the 

various refractions of a sPeCtrum. Whatever form and 
. . . 

colour are given to her are tinted ace9rding to the person's 

~enry James, Preface to the Win~s ~f the nove, p.v 

. ~enry James, The Wings· of the rk>ve (first published 
1902, Charles Scribne' s Sons) New York, The Modern Library 
edition.· All references hereafter are to this edition 
cited <!iS WD • 

3Preface, p .v 
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attitude towards her. through Whose eyes she is 
,. 

presented. All throughout the aovel she is assigned a 

passivity which logically removes her from the actual 

purview of the actions and reactions of the story. She 

is best seen as a symbolic: figure rather than the real 

life re~resentative of any society or country in parti­

C'!,ll ar. _l";Fhether it is as the ''paten tial heiress of all 

the ages" (WD, p.82) which refers literally to her 

mill ions as well as to her symbolic significance, or 

as the princess, dove, priestess or even simply as the 

American Girl, t-~illy falls to have any meaningful human 

ioteraction with any of the. other characters. In her 

isolation. whether it is forced on her or it is out of 

her own volition# there hovers an air of desperat·e seek­

ing for protection from some ~nown, unnaroed apprehen-

sion. It is in the context of this that the quotation 

from Psalms 55 can be related to her situation. 

My heart is in anguish within me, the 
terrors of death have fallen upon me •. 

Fear and trembling come upon me, and 
horror overwhelms me •. And I say, "O that 
I had·wings like a dove." 

I would fly away and be at rest; Yea, 
I would wonder af v, I would lodge in the 
wilderness. 

(Psalms ·SSs4-7(RSV) 

In a method which Mathiessen calls "deliberately 
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indirect presentation of its heroine, n4 Milly is first 

introduced through the romantic perspective of her 

Bostonian cpmpanion, Susan Shepherd Stringham. 

folrs. stringharQ was never to forget -
for the znoroent had not faded, nor the inf i-
ni tel y fine vibration it set up in any degree 
ceased - her own first sight of the striking 
apparition, then unheralded and unexplaJ.ned: 
the slim, constantly pale, delicately haggard, 
anomalously, agreeably angular young person, 
of not more than two-and-twenty in spite of 

. her marks, whose hair was somehow exceptional­
ly red even for the ·.real thing, which it 
innocently confessed to being and Whose 
clothes were remarkably black even for robes 
of mo~ing Which was the meaning they expres­
sed. It was New York ~rooming, it was New 

·. York hair; it was a New York. history, confused 
as yet but multitudinous, of the loss of 
parents, brothers, sisters, almost every human 
appendage, all on a scale and with a sweep 
that had xequired the greater stage: it was 
a New York legend of affecting, of romantic 
isolation, ancj beyond everything, it was by 
most accounts, in respect to the mass of 
money so .Piled on the girl • s back ,' a set of 
Ne:w York possibilities. She was alone, she 
was stricken, she was rich, and in particular, 
she was strange - a combination in itself of 
.a nature to engage Mrs. Stringham's .attention. 

(WD~ pp.79-80) 

The elder l.ady instinctively grasps the enigmatic 

quality of Milly from the moment she comes into contact 

with her. 

Mrs. Stringham found herself from that 
bour, in other words, in presence of an 
explanation that remained a muffled and 
intangible fonn, but that assuredly, should 
it take on sharpness, would explain everything, 
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would become .instantly the light in Which 
Y illy was to be read. 

(WD. p.88) 

Though Milly is shown as "intangible", "muffled", 

her effect on others, from the very beginning is sharp. 

Secause ·of "her isolation and her det~hroent on account 

of her extraordinary circumstances lil9e her youth, her 

wealth~ She possesses the power to • reduce" whoever 

comes into close c~ntact with her to a "consenting bewilder­

ment". The "liQht 11 therefore in Which she "is to be read" 

always pre~:sents her as a little better, much richer and 

far greater to '*escape measure" than "they" - the. people 

who are closely associated with her. 

susan Stringham thinks of herself as "a woman of 

the world" but Milly Theale is to be a ••princess ". The 

air of. mystery and enchantment Which' J.r,rs. Stringham 

introduces in her 'reading~ of' Milly is sustained all 

throughout~ The terms of reference uSed for her are 

therefore all · symbolic· and what eventually emer<Jes is an 

.. image which is II'lOre of a poetic:: vision rather than a 

human being of real flesh and blood. Though she is the 

heroine of the story she remains only on the periphery 
·- :. 

of events and emotions in the novel~ 

The scene on' the Alpine ledge Where f.!lilly is 

found to be so ••precariously perched" for a ''mere maiden" 
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can be seen as a metaphor for the role ~signed to her. 

Her entire situation in life is precarious, for she is 

a • mere maiden• sitting on the thin edge of an abyss -

the abyss of aloneness and precarious health - yet it 
. '· 

is this very situation that infuses the scene with so 

much heady romance for the "Woman of the world "• \\'·illy 

is supposed to be contemplating the "k.ingdoms of the 

earth", not w.ith. an air of .r.enunciation but with an eye 

for new connections - choose some or take them all? 

M i 11 y does not have tO say anytping, she need 

not do anything - yet her very stance, whether it be on 

·this lonely but picturesque Alpine i·edge or in a crowded 

room in a palazzo, -- her impression upon. others is vivid -

strong and indelible •. Without ever becoming aware of 

her presence, ~illy gives Susan. Stringham the iropression 

of a £uture Which the latter• s imagination can so 

dist-inctly perceive. 

For she now saw that the great thing 
she had brought away was precisely a convic­
tion that the. future was not to exist for 
her princess in the form of any sharp or 
simple release from the human predicament. 
It wouldn't. be for h.er a question of a 
f 1 ying leap and the-reby of a quick escape., 
It would be a question of taking full in 
the face the whole assault of life, to the 
general muster of which indeed her face 
might have been directly presented as she 
sat there on her rock.. (WD pp.g4-gS) 
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Her 'precarious perch • thus becomes her • rock • , 

her stance, her attitude to life. This 'mere maiden', 

thus willing to face ''the whole assault of life" is 

the 'potential heiress• of the young girl who had earlier 

set out "to affront her destiny". 

However, like her predecessor, the tragedy of 

this 'princess' lis that she is transposed into a world 

where the "assault of life" involves direct human relation-

ships, not mere romanticization of them and requ.ir e s a 

sharp insi@t into the power of lllOney in human equations, 

not the mere possession of it. Despite her increasing 

passivity on aceount of her ignorance of these factors, 

interest in her is _sustained by the promise of what 

she is potentiall 'y capable of doing. She is young. she 

is comely and hence the promis~ of love and romance. 

She is rich and there is jus.t the possibility that she 
.··.· 

may yet grow to understand money and use it to enhance 

her life. Above all, there is in Milly Theale the spon-

teneous response to life Which Densher calls her "talent 

for life" an aspect which balances the effects of her 

mysterious and u·nnamed malady, to constit_ute her 

"interesting state"~ When it transpires that fv'i'lly 

cannot translate the promise of her life into reality -

when "the mine of her treas~res" cannot be worked to 
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the full • this mysterious malady affords her the 

transition from an otherwise uneventful life into an 

impressive death: imptessive on account of the continued 

ef feet it has upon the associates she leaves behind. 

The light in Which Susan Stringham sees t-1illy is 

the theme in Which she is pictured and the state~nent of 

this in Chapter v reads like a mus11.cal rendering of the 

key note which is counterpointed throughout, by the 

variations on the note by the other characters, specially 

Merton Densher. 

The next fr,ame or light in which she is presented 

is a comparative one, the focus alternating between her 

and Kate croy. her English friend. By presenting Kate 

through Milly's adoring eyes the author not only draws 

a parallel. between the two but ·emphasizes t-'iilly' s inherent 

1 aek of self -con£ idence • 

In contrast to Milly's obscure past, Which is 

left vague and amorphous, I< ate croy' s milieu is presented 

in concrete terms. In fact, the very first few chapters 

of the navel dWell on Kate's family and social baclc-ground. 

Her adoption by her aunt Maud Lowder is shown as some­

thing Which is more appropriate as a back-ground for 

Kate's pe~sonality than the comparatively poor surroundings 
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of her childhood. The implication seems to be that 

Kate deserves more than she has. 

In terms of physical appearance too, Milly is 

instantly struck by Kate • s beauty - • the hand some girl • 

is the key phrase used to describe Kate. Milly herself 

does not have any great claims to 'beauty herself. Susan 

Stringham, remarks on this ~t of her ward, "••• .spoke 

of her friend as plain, as ugly even, in a case of 

especially dense insistence'', (WD p.89). 

In the milieu of Lancaster Gate, Maud Lowder's 

home, Milly is seen for the first Ume actively partici­

pating in human interactions. within a short time she 

becomes quite intimate,. with Kate croy. Her admiration 

for her and the slight awe with which She views this 

'handsome girl' contributes to her ingratiating air 

towards the English girl. Moreover, the "ailtural defi­

ciency" Which Susan Stringham sees in Milly as the repre­

sentative of a presumptuous society. quite determines 

Milly•s attitude to Lancaster Gate and all that it stands 

for. The super£ icial grandeur ·and ostentatious display 

of tt~rs. Lowder's wealth dazzles the young girl. so much 

so , that even when Lord ttl ark tells her that "nobody 

here does anything for nothing", (1WD p.l20) Milly fails 
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to grasp the real implication of the remark. Thrust. 

as it were into the very materialistic society of London, 

Milly herself becomes an object, a "trophy'' for susan 

str ingham to flaunt before her weal thy iorrner school­

friend Maud Lowder as though in compensation for her own 

lack-lustre life and circumstance. Thus the person Who 

was shown as an interesting. even romantic personage 

gets gradually dehumapized in this society into a prize -

a thing to be used and "made fun of." 

Milly's failure to be aware of the subtleties of 
' 

human relationships is displayed even in her association 

with Merton Densh.er whom she knew since her New York 

days. 

But Kate's omission of Densher' s name from. 

their list of con£ idences does ·awaken a troubled. 

unnamed and unnameable feeling in Milly's mind~ 

She .had lived With Kate Croy for 
several days in a state of intimacy as deep 
as it had teen sudden. and they had clearly, 
in talk • in many directions, proceeded to 
various extremeties. Yet it now carne over 
her as in a clear cold way that there was 
a possible account of their relations in 
w,hich the quanti.ty her new friend had told 
her might have figured as small. as smallest, 
beside the quan,tity she hadn • t •. 

(WD pp.l39-140) 

And Milly continues to ruminate that "thi.s abrupt 

extrusion of Mr~ Densher altered all proportions. had an 
'· 

ef feet on all values."' (ibid.) 
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The word. "extrusioni• is the pdlinter to the way 

Milly feels alx>ut the omission. In •extruding' one 

applies force, violence, and it is a deliberate act. 

Webster's definition includes one sense Which 'says that 

it is done at 'tiueat• ~d one is extruded for being 

unworth,)' of an honourable calling. All the implications 

of the word have a negative tinge and Milly clearly sees 
(f:l 

Kate's deliberate intention in this fact. Had t'lilly not 

been interested in Densher, this would not have affected 

her so much as this and she also xealiz.es that her 

attitude to Kate undergoes a visible chc;mge. She now 

looks at her friend as the • other • - the side of her 

which is illuminated with ref.erence to Merton Densher. 

But she is troubled to note that Kate .pretends as if 

there is nothing amiss in their re lationshJ.p and this 

awareness comes as a premonition of her ~ssible 

betrayals. n 

The sense of being "on the edge of a great 

darkness" on account of this 1s navural, because When 

she comes on the scene certa1n relationships and align-

menta have already been made in ·the circle into which 

she has be!en introduced\ This "'edge of d~kness," th1s 

abyss now becOJnes the challenge of 11fe~ What she doe.s 

in the face of this challenge, how she reacts to 1t 
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will determine the course of her future. Here is an 

opportunity for Milly to start the 11assault on life" 

but the young Qirl fails to give an adequate response 

to the situation. She can either dismiss the whole 

issue regarding Densber as of no importance Whatsoever 

as far as her relationship with Kate is concerned, or 

confront the latter with the facts. She cannot ignore 

the isSue because she does have enough feelings for 

Merton Densher and yet she cannot face .l<ate with her 

knowledge because she lacks the self-confidence required 

for such an act. This also shows her apparent ignorance 

of the mu~ual obligations of a relationship. She is 

neith,er mature or experienced enou<;Jh to fully grasp 

the opportunity prov~ded by the situation to oain new 

experience and assert her own ind*viduality. 

on the contrary she agonises over a possible 

meeting ·among the three of them lest there be some 

unpleasantness.. She even thinks of going away if necessary. 

The intention to tum away from a reality because it may 

be. unpleasant, signals her withdrawal and disengagement 

from .the rougher aspects of life. The allusion to her 

health and possible death in the context of this episode, 

only confirms this withdrawal from l.ife"'. 
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In contrast to Milly's refusal to get. involved, 

which susan Stringham describes as that she "never 

really cares." (WD p.13S.) Kate Croy is a person who 

is willing to go to any length to get What she wants 

and cares for. 

Milly vieW3Kate as "the product of a packed 

society" thus bringing out her own essential AmeJ;'ican­

ness, that aspect of her personality Which is emphasized 

all throughout the novel. In the face of so many 

romantic roles assigned to Milly Theale, the .one role 

which makes her more real and human is that of the 

American girl, especially emphasized by )t1erton Densher. 

She herself lays a great stock on this. She tells sir 

. Luke Strett, her physician in London " ••• I'm American. 

Not that I mean that makes me worse. However, you'll 

probably know What it tnakes roe." (WD p.l80) When 

Merton Densher talks of Jv'lilly' s "direct talent for life" 

(WD p.356) he .seems to mean a certain 8Pontaneity and 

'directness' of action which has been so characteristic 

of Milly"! In contrast when he applies the same phrase 

to J< ate it is quite in another -sense. 

• • • which was precisely a high proof of 
how Kate had steered her boat"! The situation 
exposed in Mrs"! Lowder's present expression 
lighted up by contrast that. superficial 



196 

smoothness, Which afterwards with his 
time to think of it, was to put before 
him again the art, the particular gift~ 
in the girl , now so placed and classed 
so intimately familiar for him. as her 
talent for life. (italies mine) (WD p.488) 

This difference may also be taken as an index 

to Milly's American character which, according to susan 

Stringham, suffers from a "cultural deficiency" (WD p.83) 

In c:Ontrast, Kate possesses that .culture or 'art' 

vh1ch can brazen out· an awkward rooment like the one 

in the British Museum, an event over Which Milly had 

agonised so much~ 

Just as Milly is apprehensive .in her relation-

ships with others, Kate is assertive and demonstrative 

of her feel~gs., Milly thinks of her as someone who 

could be ,;the heroine of a strong story." (WD p.l28) 

When she and Merton Densher get .engaged , it is Kate • s ... 
initiative Which brings this about. 

' 

suddenly she said to him with ext.ra­
ord1nary beauty. "I engage myself to you 

. forever." 
The beauty was in everything and he 

could have separated nothing- couldn't 
have thought of her face as distinct from · 
the Whole joy. Yet her face had a new 
light.. "And I pledge you - I call God to 
witness'. - every spark of my faith~ I give 
you every drQp of my life." (WO p.72) 

. ··~ 
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The beauty, the sincerity and the intensity 

of her emotions is something Wh~ch speak for her initial 

innocence and her Whol~ hearted acceptance of their 

love regardless of all other considerations. This is 

an important fact to remember when one comes to examine 

1 ater the colllPlexi ties of her actions and intentions. 

Taking this instance, and the earlier one when she was 

ready to give up the comparatJ,vely more luxurious life 
<· 

offered by her aunt on certain conditions if only her 

f aroily would consent to have her back~ one can see a 

personality who is capable of much spontaneous aniiila­

tion in a human relationship. 

_Mil,ly' s sojourn in the "packed society" is 

inext~icably linked with the happenings o~ Lancaster 

Gate and its immediate circle, and ~e alliance between 

Kate and Densher is to be regard~ as the backdrop 

against Which the tragedy of the American heiress is 

played 9Ut. Viewed in this perspective, The Wings of 

the Dove becomes in Jl\Ore ways than is normally acknowledged 

the history of the relationship between Kate croy and 

Merton Densher ~ Milly The ale is the spirit Which 

provides the 1110ral tone to the novel but the real 

warp and woof is woven round the plight of these i11-

f ated, and ill-advised lovers. 'nle social milieu of 
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Lancaster Ga_te is the concrete • world' Which most 

• impinge• upon Milly's life and which eventually • devour• 

her in the sense that caught in the vortex of the 
' diabolical machinations of its representatives, _she 

eventually loses her tenuous grip on life. 

For ,this society, Milly is alternately the 

'princess' of Sus,an Stringham's romantip ide,alization, 

the· • attendant fair;y' of Maud Lowder,, the 'dove' of Kate 

. c roy • s imagination, and the American _girl pf }ll.erton 

Densher' s sensibilities._ When the group at Lord Mark's 

, country house unanimously vouch for her strong resemblance 

to the Brozino portrait, she too is caught up in the 

spirit and her subjective ~ntification with the portrait 

is instinctively rela~ed to her stricken conditions When 

-she talks of the lady of the portrait as "dead, dead, 

dead." Like the personage in the picture the others too 

seem to think of f.1illy as already belonging to time and 

history, thus heightening the sense of disorientation 

and alienation surrounding her character._ 

In a society Where she is regarded in such a 

light, the process of. her betrayal is set 1n motion by 

herself when she. confides to Kate about- her malady. 

1< ate there£ ore becomes the pr 1lne ~r of actions in 

the draroa of her betrayal and even though he is an 



199 

accomplice, Merton oensber becomes the v.essel of 

consciousness upon ,whom the spiritual effect of Milly 

is felt most. 

Though assigned a second_ary rol.e to Kate• s 

assertive one, as the novel prog~;~sses, Merton Densber 

becomes more and more the moral centre • compared to 

the other illustrious members of the Lancaster Gate 

circle like Lord Mark, he is a non~entity, a poor 

penniless journalist. But from the outset a special 

quality ·in him is made <;:lear. It is Kate croy Who 

first recognises this, 

He represented what her life had never 
given her and certainly, without some such 
aid .. as his, never would give her 1 all the 
high, dim things she luaped together as of 
the mind. It was on the side of the mind 

· that DenSher was rich for her , and myste­
rious and strong7 and. 1\e had rend~d tu!r 
in especial the sovereign service of making 
that element real. (WD pp. 38-39) 

When he and Kate get engaged and ._promise to keep 

their engagement a secret, it is he Who 9autions I< ate 

against allowing her aunt tQ build false hopes on her for 

anyone else~ The implied morality is subtle but all the 

same it is the index to the moral fibre of his sensibility 

and it is on this consciousness that the total effect 

of Milly is to be reflected in. the end._· 
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Armed with the knowledge of ~1illy' s fatal 

roalady,Kate decides to laul'\ch a d.iabolical scheme When 

she is convinced that Milly really 'likes' oonsher. 

The theme of the victimization of the heroine on account 

of her wealth is a recurrent one in James• s fiction. 

But it is in this novel that the familiar theme assumes 

such sinister prop.ort.ions. In Mme. de Merves, Washington 
' 

§quare, The Portrait of a Lady and in The Golden Bowl 

the heroine • s fortune is the gre.at motivating factor for 

' acquiring' her but in The wings of the Dove, the heroine • s 

imminent death becomes the expedient to acquiring her 

wealth. 

The plot to .. 'u~.' Milly or:ig~ated on account 

of, the oppsition set up by Maud Lowder to I< ate's involve­

ment ]A'ith Densher because,, though he is. a likeable, 

person he is 'socially' not ',good' enough for, her niece. 

And so in a way this scheme is tci deceive her also. But 

the. role played by t'1aud Lowder provides the irony to the 

intrigue. Having convinced Milly that Kate does not 

care for Densher. at all, she proceeds to encourage 

oensher to pay ctiurt to t-1illy by pointing out that her 

fortune is a 'real fortune'~ Though both Mrs. Lowder 

and kate are proposiilg the same thing, their motives are 

entirely different. However the ilnportant fact remains 

that Mi.lly has been "successfully deceived~" 
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In thi's overall scheme of deceiv~g tit illy, 

Densher is the appointed agent. Though he starts out, 

however reluc~antly, as the typical male seducer of 

J arne s • s fiction, he however undergoes a substantial 

psychological change as he reali~s the extent of the 

hav·oe he causes on the young girl's life. From the 

moment he is assigned th_is role, he .is shown as trying 

to rationalize his intentions and actions. He is per­

ceptive enough to ·r,ealise Wh~t his assignmen~ entails. 

~·illy's ~'beautiful delusion" -and her ''wasted charity" 

constitutes for him "as pretty a case of conscience as 

he could have desi.red, and one at the prospect of Which 

he was already wincing... Bu.t in his situation Whatever 

consideration he might. have on Milly' s_ behalf, must be 

subservient to his loyalty to J< ate • To cl.ear M i 11 y' s 

delusion would amount not only to Kate's "exposure" but 

would be "a kind of betrayal". 

Kate' s design was something so extra­
ordinarily special to Kate that he felt 
himself shrink from the complications 
involved in judging it. Not to give away 
the woman one loved , but to back her up in 
her .mistakes - once they had gone a certain 
length - that was perhaps chief among the 
inevitabilities of the abjectim of love •. 

(WD p~ 281) 

Thus one sees a man who is totally aware of what 

he is in for but who seems incapable of the right decision 

at the right moment~ 



:on the other. hand Densher .is also aware of the 
. ., 

fact that Milly's typically American Iltali,.V::e.ee• would 

simplify matters for him. 

" ••• the impression that An1erican girls 
wh~n .• ~are c~se, they were as charming as 
Milly, were clearly the easiest people in 
the world." (WD p.277). 

And this conviction removes any • primary awkward­

ness •, he might have had in carrying out his scheme of 

"paying co.urt" to t-11lly Which he sees as ·that of tJ', illy 

being "sacrificed.'' 

Th.is word "sacrificed" once again evokes certain 

conotaUon~ of .the word 'dove' associated with t-!illy 

and alludes to ce·rtain Hebraic laws in the Old Testament. 

The cove was a • sacrificial' bird as sanctioned in 

Leviticus 12:8 and the practice was continued even upto 

the time of Jesus •. The dove was a fi:t item of sacrifice 

becquse of its innocence - 11innocent as doves" (Mathew 

10 : 16 • ) ~d Milly, the dove is a1 so being sacrificed 
. . , 

because of. her innocence, naivete as well as her great 

wealth. 
' 

The process of betrayal of this unsuspecting 

girl which has been set in motion at Lancaster Gate is 

transported to the ethereal, make-believe grandeur of 
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the .rented Venetian palace for the .last ph,ase of the 

drama. And "the pink dawn of an ,apotheosis" that tt..illy 

thin)cs of as happening while viewing t)"le Brozino 

portrait at M atcharo, finds its culmination in Venice. 

The scenario here is at once a tableau out of a fairy­

tale or at least a _.legend captured in a picture. 

surrounded by her "servants, frescoes. tapestr.ies. 

antiquities, the thorough make-believe of ·a settlement" 

the note is once again on the amorphous quality Df Milly's 

existence, She is a. "priestess of the worship"(WD p.325) 

Adding one lllODe sparkle to her many splendoured roles, 

Susan Stringham coropares.~illy's passage ·through Venice 

as that of the Empress Catherine's progress across the 

steppes of Russia. The roake~believe setUeroents, the 

dancing peasants who greeted the empress were all provided 

by her ·pr~tege called Potemkin to give a false impression 

to the empress. The implications of the analogy are 

apt references to t'lilly' s situation because the improvised 

gaiety and grandeur of her Venetian palace is yet another 

attempt to circu~ent the roi~ery of her striCken condi­

tion. 

Progressively, the tenns of reference used for 

Milly and her entourage emphasize the slightly unreal 
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air about her existence - like the comparison t.o the 

M ae.terlinc.k play and the verone.se picture. The essence 

of Milly's venetian sojourn is very aptly sUifiiiled up by 

Lord Mark. 

What a tetnpl,e ,to taste and an expre s­
sion of the pride of life, yet, with all 
that, What a jolly home'. (WD p.333) 

Here in this setting which is her deliberate 

choice·, Milly is seen stretching out to the breath-taking 

beauty of a poetic existence - the visio~ of what could 

have been. The scenario that she conjures up for herself 

is an ~tntnensely romantic rami£ !cation of her enchanted 

existence. 

That was nothing, "verily , but the 
perfection of the chc¥1D - or nothing, 
rather, but their excluded, disiriherited 
state in the presence of it. The charm 
turned on them a face that was cold in 
its l::eauty, that was e'full of a poetry 

, never to be theirs, ''that ,spoke_, with an 
· ironic smile, of a pos_s,ib.le but forbidden 
life. I£. all rolled afresh over t-1illy: 
"Oh, the impossible romance -~" The 
romance for her, yet once more, would be 
to s4t there forever, through all her 
time, as in a fortress; and the idea 
becane an image of never going down, of 
remaining aloft in the divirie, dustless 
air, where she would hear but the flash 
of the water against:. stone. The great 

.. floor on Which they rroved was at an 
altitude, and this prompted the rueful 
~ ~ncy • . "An, not to go down - never never 
·to go down'." She strangely sighed to 
her friend. (WD p._334) 
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But it i.s not all romance and poetry that ,_,illy 

sees in her situation. In an amazing'l-y lucid, practical 

analysis of. her circumstance with reference to her great 

wealth, she reveals an aspect of her personality which 

was almost 1 muffled 1 over by the impressions of her 

varied roles~ 

With that there cane to her a light: 
wou.ldn_' t_ her val.ue, for the man who should 
marry her, .be precisely in the ravage of 
her disease? She mightn • t last , but her 
money would.. "FF'r a man in wl'lom the vision 
of her money should te intense, in whom 
it shOuld be most ~ the ground for 'tmaking 
up" to her, any prospective failure on her · 

· part to be long for this world might easily 
count as a positive attraction. such a 
man , proposing to please, persuade I secure 
her, appropriate her for such a time, 
shorter or longer 1 as nature and the doctors 
should allow 1 would make the, be_st of her, 
ill , damaged, disagree able though she might, 

. be for the sake of eventual benefitss she 
being clearly a person of ·the .. sort esteemed 
likely to do the handsome thing by a stricken 
and sorrowing husband. (WD pp.335-336) 

, If this is to be taken as the most realistic 

aspect .of Milly's person9-lity, one ·can see that in all 

the other aspects she is merely taking the cue given by 

the others to .enact the various roles assigned to her •. 

Ironically it is only t-1erton Densher, the man Who is 

moving .now in very calculated steps against her, who 

is willing to concede a concrete, definable identity 

to Mi~ly, a person· capable of making such a perceptive 
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quoted above. 
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fie con,tinued to see her ,.as he had first 
seen her - that remained ineffaceably behind. 
Mrs. Lowder, susan Shepherd, his own Kate, 
might, each in proportion 1 see her as a 
pr J.nc.~ss 1 as an angel , ~ a star, but for 
himself, luckily, she hadn't as yet complica­
tions to any point. of discomfort: the prin- . 
cess, the angel, the star were muffled over, 
ever so lightly and bri9htly ,. with the little 
American girl who had been 'kind tQ biro in 
New York and to Whom, certainly - though 
without making too much of it for either of 
them - he wa·s perfectl¥ willing to be 'kind 
~n return. (WD p •. 3~4) · 

. Densher considers and accepts Milly as a real 

person, with real feelings and longings and therefore 

the impact of her life and death on h.im is painfully real 

because of What he has done to her. 

But despite her lucid sid.e, Milly has set up a 
. ~ 

make-believe milieu of her choice in the venetian palace 

and it is here that the highpoint of her drama is enacted. 

In the party given at her palazzo, the overall effect 

of her ethereal appearance, all swath~ in white is built 

up like the final crescendo of a ,symphony. Th~s party 

is M.illy' s last public appearance as the 'princess' , the 

' angel' and 'the star' • In fact, this is the 1 ast scene 
' 

in the drcuna of her apotheosis and she is accorded the 

ultimate accolade by being presented in White., The 
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syiilbolism as embodied in her white garment is best 

interpreted !n terms of the Biblical passage quoted 

below. 

. Then one of ,the elders addressed me. 
· ·- saying, ''Who are these, clothed in White 

and Whence have they come?" I said to him, 
"Sir, you know." And he said to me, 
"these are they who have come out of the 
great tribulationt they have washed their 
robes and made them White in the blood of 
Lamb. 

Therefore are they before the throne 
of God. and serve him day and night within 
his temple f and he who sits upon the throne 
will shelter them with his presence. They 
shall hunger .no DQ,re ,neither thirst any 
more: the sun shall not strike them, nor 
any scorching heat.. For the Lamb in the 
midst of the throne will be their shepherd. 
and he w.ill guide them to springs of living 
water1 and ,9.Qd will wipe ;.away every, tear 
from their eyes.~ 

(Revelations 7: 13-17 .RSV) 

Even when Milly is actually seen in company with 

other· people it is the amorphous, or spiritual quality 

of her nature which becomes more pronounced than her 

actu.al presence~. 'rhis is exactly What:' happens in this 

party t.oo. Certainly the switch over from her habitual 

garb of mourning of black to White would be significant 

in itself but here the symbolism of the white garment 

seems to be stretched to its ultimate meaning; her 

moux:ning has now l>een changed into joy, she is no longer 

the ''joyless" lady ·of the Bronzino portrait but is a 
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joyous. • princess' of another • court • • She is a • priestess 

of the worship' who has a new shepherd now. Thus in one 

symbolic stroke Milly's transition from the earthly 

existence into another is quite aptly heralded. 

For all the others surrounding her, Milly's 

apotheosis has b,een some, kind o_f escape from their various 

mundane· modes of life. But .for Merton Densher Who does 

not see Milly quite in the same liaht as the others do, 

her transformation, when he sees it, is a ltlOvement towards 

.. a moral meaning of life. Even during the party at the 

palace, Densher consistently holds on to. his own views 

regarding Milly's identity • 

.She was acquitting herself tonight as 
hostess, he could see, under some supresne 
idea, an inspiration which was half her 
nerves and half an inevitable harmony; but 
what he especial~ recognised was the -­
Character that h Cilreaax severai tlilles 
broken out Iii her ana= that She. so odd!:! 
apteared able 'by choice or b~ lilstliict ~ve 
a£ li'iity to keep down or to lsplaf·· She 
was the t\merlcan glrl as he had or ginally 
found her ~ found he~ at certain moments, 
1 t was true, in New York, ItOre than at 
certain others; she was th.e American girl 

, as, still trO,re than then, he had seen her 
on the day of her meeting him, in London 
in Kate's company. It .affected him as a 
large though queer .social resource in her -
such as a roan, fo.r instance, to his dimi­
nution, would never in the world be able 
to cpmmand; and he wouldn • t have known 
whether to see it in an extension or con­
traction of "personality.", taking it as he 
did most directly for a confounding eXten­
sion of surface. (Italics mine) (WD p.~384) 
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Densher is not denying Milly her enchantment 

and mystery, he is merely trying to m~e her rrore human 

than the others are willing to do, and give to her, her 

dues as a distinct human being. 

But it is DenSher now who voices the transforma-

tion of the dove image associated with Milly so far. The 

stricken girl whom he himself had thought of as the 

"sacrificial dove," is given the ultimate spiritual 

status. In Biblical· terms too, the image of the dove of 

the old Helraic reference is given a new meaning. 

t'1illy was indeed, a dove; this was the 
figure, though it most applied to her spirit. 
But he knew in a moment that J<ate was just 
now, for reasons hidden from him, exceptionally 
under the impression of that element of wealth 
in her Which was a power, which was a great 
power, and which was dove-like only so far as 
one remembered t,hat doves have wings and 
wondrous flights, have them as well as tender 
lints a.nd soft sounds. It even carne to 
Densher dimly that Slich wings could in a 
given ca~ - bad, in fact, in the case in 
which he was "CCncerned - spread themselves 
for protection. H adn • t they., for that matter, 
lately faken an inordinate reach, and weren't 
J<ate and ~rs. Lowder, weren't susan Shepherd 
arid he, wasn't he in particular, nestling 
under them to a-oreat increase of immediate 
ease? (WD pp.386-387) 

In comparing Milly's spirit to a dove, Densher 

unconsciously gives the greatest religious meaning to 

the concept of .. her .apotheosis.. In the New T-~stcurent 

interpretation of the 'dove' in the context of Jesus' 
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, life and minis.try, the ,spirit of Qod. is likened to a 

dove. The Gospels of t-1atthew 3:16, Luke 3~22 and John 

1 : 3 2 all record the descent of ''the spirit of God in 

bodily form, as a dove'"' .upon Jesus soon after bis baptism 

by John the Baptist. And after Jesus• ascent into heaven, 

his disciples experience the descent of his holy spirit 

on the day of the, Penteco.st· and this • spirit' according 

to the believers is the 'Presence' of Jesus among his 

congregation on earth. 

stretching the ~ggeStions of association even 

to the brink of ,the blqsphenpus, one is constrained to 

add here that it is the· • spirit • Of Milly after her death 

which Kate .. and Den.sher meari when they agree, that, they 

are covered by her 'wings, • the wings .of the dove~ ( WD p ~ 5' l 

With t-1illy' s exit from public view after he last 

recorded interv.iew with him, the focus is m6re or less 

concentrated on Densher's psyche and the moral questions 

of the novel are handled through his consciousness and 

actions •. 

Beginning from the instance when he warns Kate 

not to. allow her aunt .·to build f a1 se hopes on her for 

someone else, Densher displays a finer moral sensibility 
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than Kate, lovers and accomplices though they undoubtedly 

are. When Kate spells out that he should propose marriage 

to Milly. he tells her, "An~ what I don• t make out, is 

how, caring for me, you can like it." And again "What 

I. don,' t roake out then. is how you can ever bear it.'* 

(WD p.393). He .. also see,s the indelicacy and difficulty 

in dissimulating before Mlhlly. "'nly. ,you see, one has to 

try a little·hard to prqpose tO a dying girl."two p.395) 

But inspite of. such noral stirrings in his mind he is 

too ll\Uch in love with Kate not t.o go along with her plan. 

His love for Kate is· shown as being as much physical as 

anything else. But when he strikes a bargain with Kate 

iri order for him to stay back in Venice and carry out 

their scheme to the end, it is as much a lover • s natural 

impulse to want to possess his loved one as well as a 

surety that. having gone the Whole way, t<ate would not 

betray or desert him. · 

There •' s nothing for me possible but 
to feel that I • m not a fool. It's all I have 
to say, but you must know, 'What it means. 
With you. I can po it - I'll go. as far as you 
aemand or as you will your:self. ~ithout you 
- I • 11 be hanged '• ·And I must be sure." 

' (WD p.374) 

In this remark there is also a subtle hint as 

though meaning that on his own and out of his own volition , 

he would never have considered What they are proposing to do. 
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Despite their mutual attraction. there seems to 

be a great difference in their moral .sensibilities. The 

circumstances of Kate's early lif.e may provide extenua­

tion for her tenacity and cruelty to a certain extent but 

de.spite a shared experience, she remains unregenerate till 

the, end~ She sums up this difference when she tells 

Densher. ''I 'ro just where I was: and you must give me 

some bette.r reason than you do my dear, for your not 

being." (WD p.480) 

, Den sher had fong been pliant in the hands of the 

cold and culculating Kate and had ~n merely gliding 

along with the superior force of her scheming mind. The 

first mote of moral decisiveness is struck when he tells 

K at.e. "If .I b.ad denied, you moreover, I would have stuck 

to it." (WD p.463) In the context of his moral regene­

ration. the m.ost valid interpre.tation for this would be 

that having deceived ~illy already by dissimulating a 

false affection for her, he was not going to further 

deceive her by denying the truth about himself and Kate. 

He has been prepared to take a stand in order not to go 

further into the moral abyss which is of their deliberate 

making. 

Densher _comes back from venice bearing the full 

brunt of his last interview with Milly ~d fully 
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acknowledges the fact they have acted ahondnably. He 

has . lost faith in their cosnmon goal and in order to 

make right the wrong that has been comnitted against 

Mill-y. he proposes the announcement .of their engagement 

1romediately, thereby ~a.king public the confession .which 

he. so.miserably failed to give Milly during their last 

meeting. But Kate will not h~ve him on these conditions. 

DenSher's experience has been such that the 

change wrought by it on him is quite perceptible. Though 

indissolUbly bound by their common crime K~~e however 

fails to grasp at the sign,J,tic.ance of this change. ""Y 

dear man. What has happened to you?" She asks him1.as 

though to hint that he has lost hJ.s reason. 
' 1 

'Well. that I can bear it no longer. 
·, That' .s simply what has happened. Something 

has snapped ~ has broken in roe, and here I 
am. It's 2.! I arn that you must have me." 

out of Kate's failure to understand the change 

in Densher. a psychological and mor~l barrier is created 

between them. There is even a subtle vein of antagoniSlTl 

and suspicion between them now ev !dent, an .element so 

detrimental to any relationShip. 

'"fou see in everything, and you always 
di.d ~.. Densher returned, "something that, 
'while I'm with you at least, I always take 
from you as the truth itself~" (WD p.503) 
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Inspite of the growing alienation between them 

Densher still attempts to build a future for themselves 

out of the chaos of their common crime by trying to 

make Kate understand the intensity of his experience with 

Milly. As a last. gest~re of expiation for .a shared 

guilt, he brings to Kate t-1illy' s letter unopened. In his 

own way he is tryin~ to invest the simple ritual of 

breaking ~pen the seal of the letter ~ith, a symbolism 

~hich he says is 11a symbol of my attitude." But Kate 

·siroply .throw.~ th~ letter into the f~ in, the ,grate with 

the callous remark, "You • 1 have· it all, from New York.,.. 

(WD p.S09) 

, This process of alienation is completed When 

Densher tells Kate that she has to reject the legacy if 

she Still wants to marry him.. But she leaves him with 

the sad rejoinder - ''We shall never be again as we were' ... 

(Wt> p.522) articulating the sense of universal loss on 

which note the novel ends. 

·.·AS Densher • s consciousness comes to recoonise 

' 
his guilt. his 100tives and act,ions reflect more and more 

the moral beauty and power that Milly The ale repre.sents. 

It is as though in the· indirect light of his consciousness 

she is finally actualised as •t.he poetic vision of moral 
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truth and beauty. The symbolic imagery and language 

th~t always described her short life is also used to 

announce her final withdrawal from life. 
..... ~. 

. "She has turned her faee to the wall" announces 

·susan Stringham in a sOmewhat melodramatic scene to 

Densher in his lodgings about Milly's l_ast illness. The 

Biblical allusion here is to II Kings 20t2-3. King 

Hezekiah, When told of his inminent death by the prophet 

Amo.z~, turns his face to the w.all to pray, to weep and 

to supplic,ate God to grant him life. In. a similarly 

symbolic way t-1rs. ,Stringhcun is te.lling how lDUCh Milly 

wants to live, ho.w·she is "clinging to it". But When 

Densher rec~unts this to Kate _later, his ~terpretation 

is~ that Milly had given up her will to live. on learning 

£rom Lord Mark about their engagement, thus bringing in 

a slight manipulation to the.allusion~ 

, The complex conglomeration of- ideas and images 

that is Milly Theale remains a poetic- ~ision of the 

ul ti.lnate in rroral truth and beauty. The strange mixtaare 

of 'Byzantine' mysticism and Biblical· allego~ Which went 

into creating this vision perhaps was the only material 

which James could employ in order to give coherence to 

a life-t.iroe' s obsession with the perfection of his craft 
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as well ~s ·articulating his ethics about human relation-­

ships. Christo£ Wegelin ax:gues that, though Milly 

Theale is the heroine. 5 

She is for more ·than the last fifth 
of the Whole novel preserit only as a 
reflected image so that even certain 
highly cli.Jnatic scenes like Densher' .s 
leave-taking of her. are not enacted. The 
reason for this indirection is simply 
that in the moral scheme of the novel 
Milly finally has to undergo a kind of 
trans£ iguration. both the. pain .and the ·. 
sublimity of Which are beyond dramatic 
representation. (pp.111-112) 

Wegelin however emphasizes that The Wings of the 

Dove should not be read as an "allegory" or a "Biblical 

subject." According to him .it is a drama not of unatnbi­

guous conflict. between heaven and hell,. but- between two 

kinds of hwnan ethics. ,; ( p .112) 

The ~Jings of the Dove can however be seen as the 

crystalization pf James• s idea of the. "certain sort of. 

young American"' as the "'heir of all the ages." The 

artist!~ pursuit of an .ideal which had its genesis in the 

portraiture of Daisy Miller in the nouvelle of. the same 

5christof Wegelin. The Image of Europe in Hen!)' 
James. Ch. v. 
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name finds its acme in this novel. In the two 

parallel media employed 1n 'nle winos, the real blends 

into the beauty of the allegorical th~s .giving a strangely 

beatif 1c quality to the final vision of this "potential 

heiress of all the a~es." 

On the thematic level too, 'Mle Wings of the·. Dove 

introduces important changes in the pc¢tern of seduction 

ana betrayal of the heroine in the fiction Of James 

discussed so far. Here the heroine dies physically 

inviolate but it is her sensibility Which. has been ravished • 

. In an intridate ·reversal of rpl,es, the. 'acto.r• (ttlerton 

Densher) and not the passive • sufferer' (Mi·lly Theale) 

\-.::co undergoes the most significant changes in his con­

sciou&Jless and makes the rooral decisions in the end. If 

he is to be considered . a rep~sentative ,pf the old world 

civilization rather than !flust. one of '·the tough £nolish 

gang' , his regen.eration into .. xecognising the moral beauty 

of Milly, the ultimate. 'Americ.an Girl' .. would poin.t to a 

gradual synthesis of the two worl.d views. cast in the 

role of ttae typical male seducer of J~es' s fiction, 

th~s important change in his psyche makes hiin altogether 

a unique char.acter. Comparing oenshe:r to Gilbert Osmond 

of The Portrait of a Lady, Philip Rahv says, t1Mert.on 

Densher (The Wings of the Dove) and Prince Altleriogo 
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(The Golden Bowl) are men of wrace and intelligence 

whose wicked behaviour is primarily determined by the 

situation in which they find theroselves."6 

. Kate Croy too has been conceived in the type as 

represented by Mme Merle in The Portrait of a LadX but 

whereas Mme Merle was truly only a satellite of the 

heroine, Kate Croy' s character is sketched much roore 

prominently and not without· sympathy either. True to 

the syxnbolic promise of the title, the heroine is 

amorphOusly conceived .. and presented by .reversing the 

method he earlier used in_ The P9rtrait of a Lady. He 

presses hardest not on Ule consciousness of the heroine 

but on those of her .,satellites." Yet the overall impres­

sion of her character is real and relates to the moral 

drama Which according to Mathiessen. is James's "most 

1thorough-going." He moxeover sums up J'anes' s achievement 

in The Wings of the Dove in the following passage, a view 

one . would 1.1ke to. endorse • . 

In a more restricted but very relevant 
sense one may also look for the essent.ial 
design, not through the successive stages of 
an artist' s whole development, but in his 
masterpiece, in that single work Where his 
·characteristic emotional vibration seems 
d~epest and Where we may have the sense. 
therefore, that we have come to the very soul. 7 

6-philtp Rahv·, The Heiress of All The Ages., from 
Literature and the SiXth .sense (Boston, HouQhton, 1969, 
PP• 104-125) I p.l19.· \ 

7Math.1essen., .The MaJor Phase, p.74~ 
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The most intriguing part of .James's technique 

in this novel is that the last scene between Milly and 

Densher remains shrouded in mystery - only its impact 

_on oensher is the index to the nature of the confronta­

tion. Whether she accused or he .. co~essed is left 

entirely to the iJnaQination,. o~ the reader. But ultima­

tely # the • presence' of the 'absent • }!lilly is to surround · 

his sensibilities for the rest of his life. That is why 

Kate wants. him to reassure her that he is not in love 

w.ith her melllory. She intuitively r.e8ponds to this 

state of Densher'.s mind When she tells him "We shall 

never be again as we were'." 

The t~agedy of it all in this. novel is in the 

pathetic end to Mil~y' s desire t.o- "live - Oh s0 to live" 

as well as in .the destruction Of Densher' s conscience. 

In the context of the Jamesian moral code, the latter 

would seem to be·of greater consideration and therefore, 

while tlle lingering sadness is for the people whom t>".illy 

"leaves behind, Milly's tragedy is informed with a 

definite spiritual beauty and poetic grandeur. 

Undoubtedly • the character ,of }~lilly Theale. was 

fashioned on the model of his cousin !Jli~ Temple Who 

a1 so died of tuberculosis at the age of 24 ~. James' s 

affection for this sensitive, vivacious girl was much 
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roore th~ that of a mere cousin and there is a reason 

to believe that Minny too reciprocated that feelino. 

Her death therefore was felt as a great personal loss 

and, he was to record that this event roarked "the end of 

their youth" both for hilnself and his brother William. 

But Wha_tever_ be the genesis of the. ide.a for his 

her,oine. the beauty of James's achieveroent in The Wings 

of the bove lies in the fact that he translated an 

intensely personal experience into an artistic reality. 

With corisUlliiilate skill he controls the narrative. not 

allowing the allegorical. element to suffuse the -real 

and yet making the allegories give coherence to the real. 

The overall effect of the novel is that it has both the 

amorphous beauty and realism of an impressionistic 

pai.nting. 



~--~--. ----~--
CHAPTER-V 
---------------~ 



THE FINAL VISION : ' A Study of 

THE GOLDEN BOWL ( 1904) 

The Golden Bowl is by far James• s most direct 

presentation of char~ters, their emotions. their actions 

and feelings. In this novel there is nothing of the 

tentativeness with which he had delineated his earlier 

heroines. At long last, he seems to have gra,;ped the 

· essence of his ideal heroine and the qualities with Which 

. he had, endowed his other heroines are even.tially coalesced 

in The Golden Bowl and given new interpreations. The 

heroin.e is no l_onger the. naive, in.nocent ingenue like 

Daisy Miller, Euphemia Cleve or catherine .Sloper. Nor 

is She a highly imaginative and roman~c gi~l lihe 

Isabel Archer or the almQ.st ethereal one like Milly Theale. 

In this last great novel of James's we have a ·heroine 

who is very real, very life-like and also prone to all 

the aches and pains and predicaments of all vulnerable 

human beings., 

To be. sure, Maggie vexver does embody certain 

stock Jamesian characteristics~ She is extrerrely rich, 

she is young and she is also susceptible to the old world 
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charm of Europe and European men. She is also 

insensitive and self-centred as only the very rich 

can be. When she first meets Prince Amerigo and marries 

him, she considers him more as an • aquisition' rather 

than a hwnan being with whom she has contracted a relation-

ship for life. Until the tilne when she begins to recog­

nise the inherent danger in taking him for granted, she 

sees her husband rather through her father's eyes than 

her own consciousness. 

The Prince too is aware that Maggie sees in him 

only .the romance of his origins and ignores the quintes­

sence of his being • 

• • • There are two parts of me' - Yes, 
he had been moved to go on. 'One is made up 
of the history, the doings, the marriages, 
the crimes, the follies; the boundless 
betises of other people - especially of their 
Irif amous waste of money thpt midht have come 
to me. Those things are written - literally 
in rows of volumes, in libraries: are as 
public as they're abominable. Everybody can 
get at them, and you've, both of you, wonder­
fully, loolced them in the face. But there's 
another part, very much smaller doubtless, 
which,· such as it is, represents my single 
self, the unknown, unimportant - unimportant 
save to you - personal quantity. About this 
you've founa out nothing.•l 

laenry James, The Golden Bowl, (first published 
by Charles Scribner & co. 1904) Harmondswort.h, Ytiddlesex, 
England, Penguin Books Ltd. (p.33) All subsequent refe­
rences are to this edition cited as GB. -· 
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What the Prince is s\Jggesting here is that 

1 t is import ant for Maggie to try and find out more 

about this "unknown personal quantity" about himself. 

But Maggie sees only the romance of his lineage and 

disroisses this unknown quantity. She asks him, 'where, 

therefore without your archives. annals. infamies. 

would you have'beeil?" (BG p.33) In the light of such 

an estimation. the Prince becomes only a valuable 

• acquisition• for the Vetvers. She even refers to him 

as a 'marceau de mus~.' Maggie is thus seen as merely 

taking the Prince at his face value only. 

· on the other hand. the Prince has very clear 

and realistic ideas about his own worth and What he 

stands to gain from his alliance with the Vetver millions. 

He sees himself representing an obsolete set of values 

good in its proper time and place. but not so good 

compar:ed to the contemporary · 8et ting. 

It was as if he had been some old 
embossed coin. of a purity of gold no longer 
used. stamped with glorious arms: medieval. 
wonderful , of which the 'worth' in mere 
modern changes. sovereigns and half-crowns. 
would be great enough • but as to Which. since 
there were finer ways of using it. such 
taking to pieces was super£ lous "-. That was 
the image for the security in which it was 
open to him to rest: he was to constitute a 

ossession. et was to esc belrig reaucea 
to s co!f!Ponent parts. ta GB p.43) 
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The Prince displays a consistent concern for 

material things and the acquisition of ll'Oney. Though 

be can boast of an impressive lineage, his grievance 

against his ancestors is that through their profligate 

living they squandered the family fortWle which other'"'!' 

wise would have been his now. .His answer to t-1aggie' s 

question quoted earlier reveals this concern. • I might 

have been in ,a somewhat better, pecuniary situation. • 

(GB pp.33-34) 

~oney is What he does not have and therefore 

the acquisition of it and all its attendant glories 

seems ··to be his motive for doing everything in life. 

What was this so important step he 
had just taken but the desire for some new 
history that should, so far as possible, 
contradict, and even if need be flatly 
dishonour, the old? If what had come to 
hiln wouldn • t do, he must make something 
different~ He perfectly recognised -
always in ·his humility - that the material 
for the making had to be "'r~ verver's 
millions. (GB p~38) 

As a rationale for self-aggrandisement, the 

Prince seems to have evolved -a very personal philosophy 

of life~ During a brief discussion with charlotte 

before his marriage when she turns up unexpectedly in 

London , he states this to her.~· 



'f-ly dear friend, • he returned. 
' it • s always a question of doing the· best 
for one's self one can - without injury 
to others.• (GB p.67) 
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His sense of CIChievement in marrying Maggie 

Verver is therefore quite in terms of his mercenary 

visions rather than the personal relationship. He 

considers poverty the s:rost extreme state of futility 

of being. "having seen it, having tried it, having taken 

its measure.'' And therefore it is a condition to be 

avoided at all costs, even if, it meant sacrificing a 

person he happens to love because she too is a pauper 

like himself. In the light of all this, perhaps one 

can begin. to understand Amerigo's exultation over his 

imminent marriage to Maggie and her millions. 

Well, he was of them now, of the rich 
peoples; he was on their side - if it wasn't 
rather the pleasanter way of putting it that 
they were on his. (GB p.39) 

The image of the Prince on the eve of his marriage 

is that of a smug businesslllan Who kas completed a deal 

to his immense oratif !cation. 

He felt therefore. just at present as 
if his papers were in order, as if his 
accounts so balanced as they had never done 
in his life before and he might close the 
port£ olio with a snap • ( GB p. 40) 
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Pr~ce Amerigo personifies the new morality, 

the new raisons d'etre of a people who zealise· that 

their quaint histories and obsolete traditions cannot 

sui:Vive .sin the new set-up represented by the Ververs 

where money is the great manipulator and trend~setter 

for human existence. And yet these people know that 

in their own way-they have some definite value to offer 

to the nouveaux rich. Alnerigo knows that "he was to 

constitute a possession for the Vel':Vers." 

Fanny Assingharo, the character Who almost till 

the end, plays the role of the omnniscient authorial 

delegate, ·manipulating the lives around her and glossing 

over Whatever she thinks is evil or ilnlnoral, also does 

so in order to bene£ it from the magnaroinity of the 

ververs. Both she and the Prince seem to stand for a 

coropletel y new world-v:lew and personal interpretation 

of. morality. Fanny Assingbam sp.ys, "But stupidity pushed 

to a certain point is, you know, immorality. Just so - . 

what is, morality but high intelligence?" 

And When one employs this 'high intelligence• 

to safe-guard one's interest as she is doing She is only 

echoing the Prince's own philosophy of self-preservation 

too._ 
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In the context of sucb a world view, the 

golden bowl, on Which the title of the novel is based, 

is the most appropriate symbol. And the manner in 

which it is introduced ingenuously ecompasses the Whole 

moral dilemma of the novel. 

Charlotte Stant, an old friend of t-1aggie' s, 

and the. Prince have been lovers but both being poor 

could not marry. But on the eve of Amerigo's marriage 

to Maggie, she turns up in London and seeks an oppor­

tunity to spend some time alone with him. And this 

occassion is when the golden bowl is discovered in a 

B loombury antique shop • by them. 

At one level , the golden bowl can be considered 

as the metaphor for the Prince • s ·personality. Just as 

the bowl has a hidden flaw Which has been cleverly 

gilded over by an expert crafta-man, the Prince too. 

has a hidden flaw in his personality - his avarice, 

which he cleverly. disguises as. his •touch stone of 

taste' in doing things. Once Adam vexver tells Ainerigo 

that he is "a pure and perfect crystal. n The Prince• s 

rejoinder -to this remark is revelatory and has cosaert 

allusions to the golden bowl WhJ.ch he had rejected as 

a wedding present from Charlotte because it had a flaw~ 



'Oh, if I'm a crystal I'm delighted 
that I cun a perfect one , for I believe 
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that they sometimes have cr~s and flaws -
in Which case they• re to be bad very cheap'.' 
He had stopped short of the emphasis it 
would have given his joke to add that there 
had been certainly no having him cheap: and 
it was doul::>tless a rnatk of the good taste 
practically -reigning ,between them that 
Mr. verver had not on his side either, taken 
up the opportunity. -· (GB p.l21) 

The • opportunity• that Adam verver does not. take 

up is the occasion to explain that it was 'Amerigo's 

character as a representative precious object • along with 

the other items of collection and acquisition nso engaged 

all the faculties of 'his mind, that the instinct, the 

particular sharpened appetite of the collector, had 

fairly served as a basis for his acceptance of the 

Prince's suit." (GB p.l21) 

This then is the value scale on which the 

ververs operate and the human equation has to be manipu­

lated and fif.ted .into the scheme of things .worked out by 

them on this scale. 'Amerigo has been brought into the 

family on this basis and When a wife for Adam verver has 

to 'be found, a variant of this same value-scale is in 

action. Maggie feels that by marrying Alllerigo, somehow 

the symmetry of her 1 if e with her father has been upset. 

It is as though the acqui s1 tion of the precious Prince 
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has disarranged the display of their lives and 

therefore on~ more item has to be acquired to restore 

the balance. The facility with .. which they ·have been 

able to acquire precious objects is due to their wealth, 

and because of this, their Gensibility has been so 

deadened as to make them insensitive to people and 

their human needs. 

This is the curious attitude of the ververs 

which is now wedded to the Prince's policy of self­

preservation. 

It is interesting to note that both Maggie and 

Adam verver look upon her marriage as some kind of 

violence done to their ambiguous relationShip~ And 

both agree ·that Adam's marriage would redress this. 

Their surmise on this subject constitute the irony in 

the whole situation because in ·the end, instead of 

providing the much needed element to restore the balance 

in their lives, it is because of this marriage that 

Maggie's relationship with her husband is jeopardized. 

The ververs• is a very .calculated move. devoid 

of all human considerations.. Ad~ verver views his 

contemplated proposal to Charlotte with the same detach­

ment and eye to symmetry and the right placement as he 



230 

would in the ordering of objects in a show case. As 

if to sphasize this point, the ,author juxtaposes 

Adam's acquisition of the exquisite Damascene tiles 

and the • acquisition• as it were of Charlotte as his 

wife. 

Thus, Charlotte stant is brought into the rich, 

ernotionally eP'Ipty, lazy, art-£ illed lives of the 

Ververs... This 'unknown• quantity in the person of 

Charlotte introduced into the circle already comprised 

of the ververs' affluence and Prince Amerigo's impressive, 

though impoverished heritage proves to be the catalyst. 

Charlotte, however accepts Adcun Verver' s propo-

sal s with a candour and humility which stands out in 

stark contrast to his own. .Hers is an attempt tq fill 

a real, human need in her life - his is merely to fill 

a social void as created by t-1 aggie' s. marriage. 

Charlotte tells Adam, 

'I won't pretend I don't think it 
would be good for rne to marry. Good for 
roe, I mean,• she pursued, 'because I'm 
so awfully unattached. ·I should like to 
be a little less adrift. I should like to 
have a horoe. I should like to have an 
existence. .I should like to have a 100tive 
£or one thing more than another - a rrotive 
outside of myself • In £act, • she said, so 

\ 



sincerely that it almost Showed pain, 
yet so lucidly that it almost showed 
humour, • in f act, you know, I want to 
be married. It's- well, it's the 
conai tion. I ( G~ p .17 s) 
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Charlotte has the additional burden of her past 

relationship with the Prince because of Which her marriage 

to Adam Verver certainly puts her in a peculiar position 

in the whole set-up. Fanny Assingham, is party to this 

knowledge but who has very diplomatically kept quiet on 

this score. It.is to her that Charlotte articulates her 

view of.her own position. 

• Indeed, love, you simply couldn • t 
even if you thought it necessary - that' s 
all I mean. Nobody could, for it belongs 
to my situation that I •m, by no merit 
of my own , just fixed - fixed as £ ast as 
a pin stuck, up to its head, in a cushion •. 
I • ro placed - I can • t ilnagine anyone more 
placed. There I am~ • . (:GB p.1."'§9) 

Charlotte is therefore the alien object, the 

outside.r who is brought in for a specific reason.. In 

thus placing her, James here makes the roost decisive 

change in the pattem followed so far. It was the 

heroine who was earlier seen as the outsider, the alien, 

seeking for acceptance and recognition but now it is the 
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anti-heroine who is placed in this situation. The 

heroine belongs in the world of the novel • in fact 

it is her world. the established' world of her father's 

affluence and her husband's limited aestheticism. 

Into this 'world' charlotte _is brouQht because of her 

• usefulness'' to the ververs. 

• Placed' as they were in the intimate little 

circle of Eaton Square. PorUand Place and Cadogan 

Place, and given the daughter's and father's predilection 

for each other's company exclusively to themselves, it 

is only inevitable that Charlotte and the Prince Should 

have mo~:e and more occasions to be together. Fanny 

,Assingharo, who is at ones a manipulator. a rroderator 

and also a self-appointed ITOral quardian, construes 

this situation as Charlotte's wilful negligence of her 

husband, and chides her, •tyou ought to be absolutely 

happy, you live with such good people." (GB p. 20.0) 

Fanny Assingham's .agitation over the situation and her 

apprehension about Where it may lead Charlotte and the 

Prince is not purely a self-less concern for the rrorals 

of close friends. She is terri£ ied· leSt the old lovers 

renew their liaison and thereby jeopardize her relation­

ship with the ververs,. She and her husband are leading 

an existence as some mniable append ages to the ververs' 
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benevolence and it was throudh her influence that the 

Prince could marry Maggie. Whereas the Prince• s 

marriage to Maggie only seemed to secure further her 

standing with the ververs, Charlotte's subsequent 

marriage with Adam ve:r:ver threatens to upset the 

delicate balance. And Fanny Assingham is frantic with 

apprehension for herself, "By every dictate of lllOral 

delicacy she must leave biro alone," (GB p.217) thus 

iroply~ng that the situation is solely of Charlotte's 

deliberate making. 

However, in all fairness to the old lovers, 

it must be conceded that the extra-ordinary situation 

in Which the Prince and Charlotte find themselves would 

even by itself generate a new relationShip were it so 

that these two were strangers prior to their marriage 

into the saroe family. Charlotte, during one of such 

moments together te 11 s the Prince, 

'I sn • t the immemse, the really quite 
matchless beauty of our position that we 
have to "do" nothing in life at all? -
not.h6ng except the usual , necessary, every­
day thing Which consists in one's not being 
more of a fool than one can help., That • s 
all - but that • s as true for one time as 
for another., 'nlere has been plenty of 
"doing", and there will doubtless be plenty 
still; but it's all theirs, every linch of 
1£.: it's all. a matter of What they've done 
to us.' And she showed how the question 
hadtilerefore been only of their taking 



everything as everything came, and all 
as quietly as midht be. Nothing 
stranger surely had ev·er happened to a 
conscientious, a well-meaning a per­
fectly passive pair: no more extra­
ordinary decree had ever been launched 
against such victims than this of 
forcing them against their will into a 
relation of mutual close contact that 
they had done everything to avoid. 

(GB p.221) 
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It is indeed true that this pair of lovers had, 

by mutual consent agreed to go their separate wa~s 

because bath were poor and Charlotte realized that it 

was important for the Prince to have IIlOney in order to 

maintain his old way of life. Unlike Jcunes' s other 

lovers such as osmond and Mme Merle and Kate croy and 

1-\erton Densher, these two had not plotted in any way to 

acquire wealth through any covert manipulation. But 

ironically they both happen to be married into the sante 

f aroily and not only that, are given every opportunity to 

renew their forrner relationship with each other. Then 

situation is best explained in the author's own words. 

What had happened , in short , was that 
Charlotte and he had, by a single tum of 
the wriSt of fate - ' let up' to indeed , no 
doubt, by steps and stages that conscious 
computation had missed - been placed £ace to 
face in a freedom that par-took, extra­
ordinarily, of ideal perfection, since the 
magic web had spun itself without their 
toil, almost without their t:ouch. (GB p.227) 
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But they are nevertheless caught in the web 

· of this placement and this is p~cisely the_ backround 

against which the rooral' questions of the novel are to 

be asked and the answers given. 

In the beginning of. this essay. it was remarked 

that both Maooie and her father display an insensitivity 

as only the very rich can develop. They have been 

cushioned and protected by their wealth against the hard · 

facts of life. of w'hat material destitution can do to 

man's spirit and inherent nobility. Insulated, as it 

were. in the co~ort of their .~alth as well as in each 

other's company as they have been since the death of 

Maggie • s mother ,, these two fail to notice What is 

happening to their respective partners. In all their 

dealings, the impression gaine<? is that they take them 

much too much for granted. This is so, because they 

literally 'acquired' their partners to fulfil certain 

needs in their lives• And once having fulfilled these 

needs. they fall back to their old rhythln of life. grossly 

neglecting the human needs of these two persons who are 

such integral parts of their lives~ 

The condition in which these two lovers re­

establish their relationship inspite of th_emselve~ is 
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presented through Charlotte• s intelligence and con-

. sc1ousness., On a wet afternoon, after she has literally 

roamed all over town in an effort to do something to 

relieve her boredom - Maggie and the little Principino 

were spending the day with her father - she stops at 

Portland Place to find the Prince alone. 

There it all is - extra-ordinary 
beyond words. It makes such a relation for 
us as, I verily believe, was never before 
in the world thrust upon two well-meaning 
cre.~tures. Haven't we therefore to take 
things as· :we find them? ( GB p. 230) 

Narrating to the Prince, how at three different 

instances that day she caine back home to find still , 

father and daughter engrossed in their little world -

oblivions to everybody and everything else, Charlotte 

asks the rhetorical question, in her bewilderment. 

• ••• what do they really suppose• , 
She asked, • becomes of one? - not so much 
sentimentally or morally, so to call it, 
and since that doesn • t matter; put even 
just physically, materially, as a mere 
WaJldering womans as a decent harmless wife, 
after all; as the best stepmother, after 
all, that really ever was1 or at the least 
simply as a maitresse de maison not quite 
without a conscience; They must even in 
their odd way, • she declared, • have some 
idea.• (GB p.?.3~ ,, .... 
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The Prince's attitude towards the same 

situation is one of caution and· care for not antagoni-

sing the ververs which is in fact in keeping with his 

policy of survival. But Charlotte's animation seems· 

aimed at building up a justification., should it so 

happen that they pick up the threads of their old 

relationship. 

When two people such as these, given the history 

of their past relationship, their'highly 1r0tivated 

m.arriages to people who now afford· them so 11'1\lch together­

ness turn to each other for c'omfort and companionship 

to obviate their common cond~t~on, it is only to be 

expected that the inevitable should happen. From a 

casually reassuring and harmless gesture like a hand­

clasp, the emotional and physical coming together of 

these two lovers is described in an astonishingly graphic 

but beautiful piece of narration rarely found in the 

fiction of James •. 

'It' s sacred,' she breathed back to 
him~ They vowed it, gave it out and took 
it in, drawn, by their intensity, more 
closely together~ Then of a sudden, through 
this tightened circle, as at the issue of a 
narrow strait into the sea beyond, every­
thing broke up, broke down, gave way, mel ted 
and mingled.. Their lips souQhtt. their lips., 
their pressure their response and their 

·response their pressure: with a violence 
that had sighed itself the next moment to 
the longest and deepest of stillnesses they 
passionately sealed their pledge•. (G3 p.,237) 
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The Prince 1 s phi.losophy has all along been 

that • one shoUld do the best for one's self one .can 

without injury to anyone• and this seems to be operative 

here too.. He tells Charlotte that "evexything' s right 

and everything will stay ·so. • He goes on to explain 

what he 111eans by this. He says, 'We're happy, and they're 

happy. What more does the position admit o£7' (GB p.257) 

Charlotte too, though a victim of the situation, 

is qu.i"te lucid about ···the entire .situation. There is 

even a certain serise. of smugness When she assures the 

Prince that they are• safe.• No matter what the extenua­

ting circumstances and notwithstanding the implied 

sympathy for the lovers in the description of their 

physical reunion, there is enough evidence to suggest 

that they are quilty of not only what they actually 

commit but also of the motive with which they take 

advantage of their situation. It is against such a 

background of complex and intriguing p,ersonal relation­

ships that the consciousness of the heroine is aroused. 

Maggie's a~akening is as though from a 

psycholo,gical stupor.. It is Fanny Assingharo Who sums 

up the situation so neatly •. 



• ••• And the only thing that even 
can be the rnatter with Maggie is that, 
"§V" "that" I mean her beginning to doubt. 
To doubt, for the first time, 'Mrs 
Assingham wound up, 'of her wonderful 
little judgement of her wonderful little 
world.' (GB p.283) 
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What happens at f-'; atcham during the fateful Eastern 

weekend. creates enough shock waves on her complacency 

and self-sufficiency_~ for _her to take a fresh look at 

her own life. The essential truth about Maggie's 

marriage is once again presented through Fazu:ty Assinghain' s 

intelligence. 

• It isn't a question of recovery. 
It won't be .a question of any vulgar 
struggle. To "get him back " she must 
have lost him. and to have lost him she 
must have bad him.' With Wl'lich Fanny 
shook her head. 'What I take_ .her to be 
waking up to is the truth that all the 
while, she really hasn't had him. Never. • 

(GB p.28S) 

The. bluntness and crudity with which this pro­

nouncement is made however does not alter the essential 

truth of the statement. As a material possession, as a 

social omamerit, the Prince has been had by the ververs 

but t-1aggie has not been able to establish the human • 

personal contact with him so far. It is to this truth 

that she wakes up. But the sad fact remains that her 
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awakening is not to something good and noble that she 

had missed but to a new and frightening concept - the 

concept of evil. 

As singham puts it. 

''Evil with a capital E" as Mrs. 

And the image of this concept is 

like "a great flower grown in a night."· ( GB p. 327). 

Indeed a frightening spectacle - a giant specimen to 

confront one in a place where there wa~ nothing but 

empty space only a short while ago. On awakening as 

it were, Maggie sights the spect~le of the relationship 

between Charlotte and her husband as the horrible abnor­

mality of a giant flower grown over-night. 

As Fanny Assingham asserts, this danger, this 

disagreeableness in the situation is What will even­

tually goad· Maggie "to decide to live .u ( GB p. 287) 

This would mean the transition of her merely existing 

beautifully as she herself admits, with "the complica­

tions of life kept down, the bores sifted out, the 

large ease of the home preserved •. _ •••••. " (GS p.314) 

to a more active and v iQC?rous participation in life. 

_She now sees her life in the light of this new awareness 

and it makes her uneasy to ·realiZJB that she is "moving 

for the first time in her life as in the darkening 

. shadow of a false position.," ( GB p.303) 
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The "f ~se position •t is however, not because 

there is any ambiguity involved i.n the aspects of her 

relationship with the others but because of the doubts 

in her mind nqw about the moral rig'htnes~ of the 

attitude, the stance she has taken about her marriage 

so far. She remembers tzhat her friend Fanny Assingham 

had said about them, about herself and her father -

that they were not "living at all , as not knowing what 

to do or What midht be done for them." ( am p. 314) 

In her re-awakened consciousness, Maggie sees the Whole 

aspect of thE!ir two marriages with the lucidity of a 

keen and objective analyst. And the image thus created 

is not only ari apt analogy but also a beoutiful poetic 

pre sent ation of the Whole human predicament involved • 

· She had a long pause before the fire, 
during which she might have been fixing 
with intensity her projected vision, haVe 
been conscious even of its taking an absurd, 
fantastic shape. She might have been 
watching the family coach pass and not.litlg0 
that, somehow, Amerigo and Charlotte we~ 
pulling it while she and her father were 
not so much as pushing. They were seated 
inside together, dandling the Principino 
and holding him up to the windows, to see 
and he seen, like an infant positively 
royal; so that the exertion was all with 
the others.. Maggie found in this-Image a 
repeated challenger again and yet again 
she pauses before the fire1 after Which 
each time, in the manner of one for whom a 
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strong light had suddenly broken, she 
gave herself to livelier movetrient. She 
had seen herself at last, in ·the picture 
she was studying, suddenly jump from the 
coach; Whereupon, frankly, with the wonder 
of the sight, her eyes opened wider and 
her heart stood stfil, for a moment. She 
looked at l:he person so acting as if this 
person were somebody else , waiting with 
intensity to see what would f_ollow. The 
person had tcken a decision - Which was 
evidently because an impulse long gathering 
had at last felt a sharpened pressure. 

(C9B p.315) 

Before attaininQ such an awareness of her 

situation, Maggie has been living in an innocence Which 

is not conscious of .anything else except the iroir.ediate 

well being of the self • The situation as she sees it 

now intrudes into "the very. centre of the garden of her 
'· 

life" thus shattering her innocence. When this almost 

virginal Maggie awakens to reality, it is to th~ very 

concrete. physical reality of her husband and the prospect 

of losing him. The unspoken. confessional dialogue 

reveals Maggie's deep seated passion for her husband and 

she talks of Amerigo as "the reason .... of her life.. And 

her decision for action is aimed towards total possession. 

The interesting point about Maggie's awakening 

into life is that she is not striving after some impossible 

ideals or fantastic dreams but is attempting towards 
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building a more meaningful relationship between 

·· herself and her husband. The vital connection that 

she has failed to make with her husband as between 

man and woman J.s going to be forged with this new 

awareness., 

However, :z:epossessing her husband to herself 

is made more complicated because the person from whom 

he has to be repossessed is her own step-mother~ Thus 

the chain of reactions triggered off by Maggie's 

alerted sensibilities unravel the mysteries, the moves 

and counter moves of personal politics such as only 

James, "the recorder of fine consciousnesses" can 

reveal. If Maggie's mind has .become more agitated 

after the Matcham episode between charlotte and her 

husband, the other two principals of the drama too are 

convinced that a certain change has taken place in 

Maggie's entire outlook on life, inspite of Maggie's 

conscious control over her emotions and her behaviour 

with them.. Taking the cue, as it were, from her own 

change, these two "treat" her in such a way as to 

follow "a plan that was the exact counterpart of her 

own." 

They had a view of her situation, and 
of the possible forms her own consciousness 
of it might take - a view determined by the 
change of attitude they had had, even so 
subtly, to recognize in her on their return 
from Matcham., (GB p.328) 
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In such an intriguing situation of psycholo­

gical sword-play, Amerig> and Charlotte seem to have 

the advantageous position. Apart from her wish to 

reassert her relation with her husband, Maggie is 

determined to ensure that her father is protected from 

any hurt. But in order to do.· so she has to be very 

careful of the steps that she takes. She realizes 

, that the more she tries to take the lead in the ordering 

of their lives, the greater is her father's vulnerability 

which is a great restraining factor. It is indeed a 

delicate task that she has undertaken because she is 

at tempting to bring about a drastic;: change in the tenor 

of their lives without letting her father see the reason 

wby. 

From this juncture onwards, the tension in the 

novel is built up on the theme of Who will emerge the 

victor 1n this subtle game of personal politics.. This 

is no mean game of vulgar accusations and crude denials 

but one executed with a taut £ ineness and civility as 

only these highly placed sophisticates of James' fiction 

are capable of. Maggie is a comparative novice here, 

the other two are accomplished cosmopolites Who are 

against her with their shared past. Each party is 

intensely aware of the other's motives and moves and 

in this Maggie can match them with her keen analytical 
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perception. She recognises that "her husband and his 

colleague are directly interested in preventing her 

freedom of movement." She also rec.ognizes that it is 

she Who holds the vital power to sustain the equili­

brium of their life that they all seero to be striving 

to preserve in their separate, antithetical ways. 

Policy or no policy, it was they 
themselves who were arranged. She must 
be kept in position so as not to dis-
arrange the~n. (GB p.330) 

And Maggie in the same passage recognises how 

that "Amerigo and Charlotte were arranged together but 

she - to confine the matter only to herseif - was 

arranged apart • " 

This recognition of her aloneness delineates 

Maggie's position in the human equation in The Golden 

Bowl. ~lhat she does in the face of this sense of 

alienation, of abjection, will determine the extent of 

her direct participation in life. 

The policy of the other two is based on a 

complex philosophy of self-interest as well as their 

desire of not "wounding" Maggie.__ She becomes for them 

"a subject of intimate study" simply because they are 

alarmed lest she adopt a course of direct and public 
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confrontation and expose them. They smother her 

with their care and attention so much that Maggie is 

described as ensconced in "the solid chamber of her 

he~plessness, as in a bath of benevolence artfully 

prepared for her." Emphasizing f!laggie' s entrapped 

self in ~e guile of the'se two artful cosmopolites. 

the author uses the beautiful metaphor of the trapped 

bird Whose expressions of "desired flight .. are being 

suppressed with bribes of "extra allowance of lumps of 

sugar and a more gilded caoe. n 

But Maggie's keen perception of other wave-

lengths o~ rating around her affords her a very stimu­

lating insight into the heart of the matter. She 

therefore ilmlediately assumes a role for Which she 

suddenly develops a terrific animation. As though in 

a flash of recognition, Maggie perceives the possibi­

lities of her cawn position. The occasion was a dinner 

hosted by the couple at Eaton square f'or the same party 

which gathered at Matcham during that memorable Easter 

week- end. Maggie thinas that this group was bound in 

"an inscrutable comradeship a against herself. 
\ 

What occured was simply that she 
became aware, at a stroke, of the quantity 
of further nourishment required by her own, 
and of the amount of it she might somehow 
extract. from these people: whereby she rose. 



of a sudden, to the desire to possess 
and use them, even to the extent of 
braving, of fairly defying, of directly 
exploiting, of possibly quite enjoying. 
under cover of an evil duplicity, the 
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felt element of curiosity.y with which they 
regarded her. ( GB p.333) 

t'!aggie sets _up Lady castledean, as the epitome 

of the opposition that she has now to deal with. She 

has an instinctive antipathy towards t.h.is personage 

inspite of the latter' s beauty, wealth, lineage and 

social accomplishment. In such a company ·as this, Maggie, 

·for the first time is aware of being the odd one out, 

the curious little • American girl' of such recent origins 

who has been accepted ·in t.h.is exclusive cin::le by virtue 

of her· marriage to a member of their group, and her 

millions of course. This is certainly a defensive 

attitude because she Suffers from a sense of diminution 

of her personality in the context of this broader stage 

of human interaction.. The real source of her complex 
'· 

is of course her anguish over her relationship with her 

husband but this is a completely new perspective in Which 

she has to deal with it. Here the personal element of 

the problem is n:ore or ·less subsumed by the wider impli­

cation of the social context •. 

comparing herself to a • dressed doll' Maggie 

brings out her sense of inadequacy in the sophisticated 
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circle in Which she has been· aecepted as Amerigo's 

wife. She imagines herself explaining her psychological 

stand to the assemblage and Maggie is only too well 

aware that she is merely trying ''to fill out as a matter 

of course her appointed, her expected , her imposed 

character.," The role of a princess is Maggie's social 

mask and that she herself views her role quite lightly 

is evident by her analogy of the circus girl. Th1 s is 

a curious reversal of the role played by Milly Theale, 

the make-believe princess of The Wings of the Dove. At 

a similarly glittering party at the latter's venetian 

palazzo, through the use of metaphor and apt analogies, 

the pitiably stricken cond~tion of the heroine is 

sublimated and elevated to a certain poetic grandeur 

whereas in The Golden Bowl, the social role of Maggie, 

the real princess is reduced to a comical spectacle as 

conjured up by the sight of the circus girl performing 

on a prancing animal rather scantily dressed. In the 

previous novel the atteropt was to deify a very vulnerable 

and pitiable neroine, but here the at tempt is to bring 

home the comicality behind bwnan endeavour at playing 

prince and princesses., gods and goddesses., However, 

this, is, not to be viewed as a perverse desire to reduce 
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• human personality. but rather as a genuine attempt 

at redeemillg man• s essential humanity out of the 

mire of his many pe·rsona that he adopts for different 

motives. 

on account of the nature of her dilemma. 

Maggie's anxiety and grief is terribly inward and her 

concern for her father seems to be more than her grief 

for herself. She regards her husband as the • adversary• 

anod engages in a highly tensed psychological duel With 

him Where she has to assume various poses and different 

masks in order not to betray her hand. Therefore she 

learns to be a "mistress of shades" so that she can 

out-manoeuvre .her husband - the "adversary who was a 

master of shades" t9Q •. (p.397) toiaggie' s motives for 

this struggle are complex as her relationship with her 

father' bas rather. been ambiguous all through out. As 

it has always been wi~h her. even here she regards his 

happiness. his well being as paramount... It would 

therefore seem that While her most intimate "fermenta­

tions" are on behalf of herself. the social aspect of 

her struggle is for her f a~er • s sake so that there is 

not the slightest imputation. pn his personal life from 

any quarter Whatsoever~ 
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Though not an unbiased party# the choric 

importance of Fanny Assingham is quite specific and 

therem re it is not surprising that Maggie should drop 

all pretences with her regarding the real state of her 

mind. 'What awfulness# in heaven's name# is there 

between them? What do you believe# what do you ~?"' 

Maggie asks her in anguish. And a little later# when 

she herself comes across irrefutable evidence about the 

clandestine relationship between Amerigo and Charlotte# 

it is to this lady that Maggie turns to for some comfort 

in her hour of distress. 

The remarkable fact about Maggie' s handling of 

• the situation is that her reaction to the truth about 

her husband and Charlotte is not implosive. She reaches 

out to the outside world -for affirmation and if need 

be confrontation. She does not merely rue over her 
,, 

victiroization - if ever she thinks of her state as such -

but approaches her problem with a level-headed realism. 

Though she succumbs to her orief momentarily in Fanny's 

presence, she is quite confident that she will surmount 

her problem.. She tells Fanny Assingbaro, "I doubtless 

shan't be furihappy_7 a great while. ( GB p •. 382) 

This confidence is the proof that she has already 
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decided to tackle her problem and tty to solve it. 

For her there is no turning away froro reality, no mere 

intro~ction but rather headlong action not only to 

assert her own personality but to reorganise her•., life 

in the way she thinks best. 

The denouement in The Golden Bowl, a bit 

melodramatic perhaps, is however a real scene, an actual , 

physical experience. It is neither imaginary nor a 

reported event. In a symbolic gesture, the actual golden 

bowl is displayed and destroyed in this scene. The 

ironic coincidence is that once it was pronounced unfit 

as a wedding gift because Amerigo had perceivE!d the . 

hidden flaw but t-1ag~ie has innocenUy brought it home 

as a birthday gift for her father. The destruction of 

the bowl at once signifies the exposure of its hidden 

fl~w - and also Amerigo's past.. At the same time it 

also means the shattering of t-':aggie' s illusions about 

her life. She had sincerely "believed" in its soundness 

and worth but as she tells Amerigo later, "she didn • t 

know at all then, what she was taking with it." (p.432) 

The confrontation scene between the Prince and 

Maggie is devoid of all melodrama, all hysterical accusa­

tions~ It is rather subdued because all apprehensions 
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and agitations have been expended during the period 

of Maggie's uncertainty but at this hour of reckoning. 

all is calrrness and all is civility. In fact their 

exchanges on the subject is so objective and even at 

times so rhetorical that it m~es one think that it 

relates not to themselves so intimately and vitally but 

to some other people. However there is .a difference in 

the composure of these two persons as they stand there 

viewing and discussions the broken bowl. For Alnerigo, 

it is more or less a question of how best to tackle a 

tricky situation. 

Amerigo was_ at any rate .. having the 
sensation of a particular ugliness to avoid, 
a particular difficulty to count with, that 
practically found him as unprepared as if 
he had·been, like his wife, an abjectly 
simple person. ( GB p. 430) 

But· an "abjectly simple person" he is not and 

he musters all his personal charm to tide over the 

awkwardness of the moment~ ''Yolj • ve never been nore 

sacred to me than you were at that hour - unless perhaps 

·you've become so at this one~" (GB p~435) As far as 

his intentions and attitude towards his marriage is 

concerned, there is indee.d some truth in what he says 

but this is a right statement said at the wrong time., 

However, the speech does touch Maggie in the way it is 
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intended to, because she has always been passionately 

attracted to hiln. 

But she is brutally frank in her manner as she 

relates to him about the circumstances Which led to the 

discovery and purchase of the golden bowl and later on, 

the revelations of the little Italian Which precipitated 

the present crisis. The 'case• against her husband is 

what she outlines here • 

• ••• Why • the whole case - the case of 
your having for so long successfully deceived 
me. The idea of your finding something for 
me - charroing as that would have been - was 
What had least to do with your taking a 
morning together at the ll'Oment. What had 
really to do with it,' said Maggie, •was 
that you had to: you couldn' t-. from the moment 
you were again face to face. And the reason 
of that was that there had been so much 
between you before - before I came between 
you at all.' (GB p.435) 

At this point Maggie has ''ceased not to know" 

and armed with this knowledge, she moves a step further 

on the psychological plane. As even Amerigo can grasp, 

this constitutes a great change 1n their relationship. 

It is as though, on the chessboard of their 'placings' 

in these two marriages, t-taggie' s movement away from 

ignorance and unawareness alters the Whole scheme of 

thetr entwined lives., Inspite of the hurt caused by her 
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knowledge. Maggie is in full control of the situation 

and is fully aware of her new found power. 

Depth upon depth of her situation • 
as she met his face, surged and sank within 
her; but with the effect somehow, once more. 
that they rather lifted her than let her 
drop. She had her feet somewhere. through 
it all - it was her coropanion, absolutely, 
who was at sea. (pp. 437-438.) 

Maggie's self-assuredness coroes from the fact 

that she does not suffer from any sense of inferiority. 

She has always been rich and has had the self-con£ idence 

which this condition can afford one. She has, at no 

time in her life·felt deprived of human affection as 

she has had a warm and satisfying relationship with her 

father, though she had lost her mother early in life. 

But most ilnportant of all. Maggie has not been unduly 

impressed or enchanted:by the charm of the old world 

civilization. The fact that me should single out Lady 

castledean as a representative of the aristocratic 

English society and hold her up for castigation rather 

than admiration speak amply. for her attitude towards 

the old breed and all that they stood for •. 

To be sure Maggie is enchanged by Atnerigo' s 

impressive past, the romance of his genealogy and the 
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fact that he belongs to the old world civilization. 

But her overall response to him is sexual and physical. 

She is aware of him as a real person, rather than a 

person!£ !cation of some impossible ideals. Amerigo's 

impress upon Maggie is the total antithesis of the one 

that Osmond had on Isabel. This heroine's response to 

Osmond was all intellectual, all cerebral. But for 

Maggie, the first four years of her life with her 

· husband, have been years of fulfilment as a wife and 

as .. a mother, Endowed with all the material comforts of 

life, the devotion of a loving father and the content-

rr1ent in a satisfying man-woman relationship, Maggie had 

temporarily been lulled into a psychological lethargy, 

the kind of stupor which a surfeit of any kind can 

induce. This constituted her insensitivity to people 

and events around her •. 

But the moment Maggie '"Ceases not to know" about 

her husband and Charlotte, she becomes fully alert and 

aware of reality. A similar juncture had been reached 
" " 

by Isabel Archer too, but Where as her story ends more 

or less at her "possession" of the truth about her 

husband and his motive for marrying her, t'l.aggie' s story 

gathers momentum from this point onwards.. As Isabel 
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.recedes into passive suffering and goes back to Rome, 

Maggie springs into action, as though to take athe 

assault of life full in the face." She has so far been 

playing a secondary role in per own life because other 

forces and other people seem to have manipulated her. 

Maggie's move is her attempt at breaking out of this 

psychological heltlnling..in and re-organising her life. The 

sudden S~~~itcb of emphasis upon ~aggie is described 

through this apt analogy •. 

• • • • and she felt not unlike some young 
woman of the theatre Who. engaged for a minor 
part 1n the play and having mastered her 
cues with anxious effort, should find herself 
suddenly promoted to leading lady and expected 
to appear in every act of the five. ( GB p .439) 

In order to perform as it were, in this new found 

capacity, she is seen assutning a variety of roles to 

meet the exigencies of the various situations that she 

bas to cope with. And As Maggie's image as a performer, 

an actress is emphasized, there is an air of unreality 

about the Whole situation. 

" ••• they might have been figures 
rehearsing sorne play of Which she herself 
was the autnor 1 they might even, for the 
happy appearance they continued to pre sent • 
have been such figures as would, by the 
strong note of Character in each, fill any 
author with the certitude of success, 
especially of their histrionic~. ( GB p .458) 
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Maggie is now the key figure, the rr.ain 

character in the overall drama and her relationship 
. / 

with all the others have changed drastically with her 

attairunent of the state of conviction. Without really 

upsetting the apparent social situation, she has to 

work o~t a "new system" of relations. (GB p.462) 

. Charlotte too is aware of the "new basis n of 

Maggie's relationship with all the others who are closely 

associated with her, in especi~ with herself. She is 

apprehensive about this "new system" of Maggie' s public 

behaviour and is desperate to find out how much ~aggie 

knows about herself and the Prince. In keeping with the 
. 

old adage of offence being the best ~fence, Charlotte 

extracts an avowal from Maggie that. there is nothing 

aroiss between them and· that she (Charlotte) is not guilty 

of any roi.sdemeanour against her step-daughter •. Not 

be~g content with a private denial from tt.aggie, 

charlotte manipulates a highly melodramatic scene where 

they are seen kissing each other by all the others present 

on the occassion. 

.. 
Though Maggie is seemingly acquiescent to 

Charlotte's manipulation, she is fully aw-are that it is 

Charlotte Who is really in a spot., The restriction 
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il(lposed on her actions and rrovements by the unl(lentioned 

but vividly felt tension is such that she is repeatedly 

referred to as a caged animal. 

Charlotte hung behind, with ·emphasized 
attention; she stopped when her husband 
stopped, but at the distance of a case or 
two, or of whatever other succession of 
obJects; and the likeness of their connexion 
would not have' been wrongly figured if he ~ 
had been thOught of as holding J.n one of 
his pocketed hands the end of a long silken 
halter looPed round her beautiful neck. 

' ( GB p.493) 

Though Adam verver too is aware of the new 

situation, it is mostly through Maggie's sensibility 

that the "crisis" of their little circle is presented 

and Charlotte • s "aspect of !sol at ion"' is emphasized. 

The somewhat sadistic animal imagery associated 

with Charlotte is redeemed and relieved by a note of 

compassion felt by both Maggie and her father. The 

partic·ulai instance which illustrates this compassion 

is where Charlotte is seen enlightenJ.ng sightseers on 

so roe fine points of an artefact - a duty she seems to 

'be doing to a rehearsed perfection. ~iaggie sees in 

uselessness so that Charlotte• s very voice sounds to 
~ . 

her "like the shriek of ~ soul in pain. " This moment 

of symp~thy is shared by Adam verver too~ and on 1 ater 
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reflection Maggie realizes an odd truth about the 

nature of things. 

TheJ:e was, honestly, an awful roixture 
in things, and it was not closed to her 
after-sense of such passages - we have 
already indeed, in other ca~s, seen it 
open - that the deepest depth of all, in 
a perceived penalty, was that you couldn't 
be sure some of your compunctions and 
contortions wouldn • t show for ridiculous. 

( GB p.497) 

In delineating the character of Charlotte with 

the aid of such a reaction even from the wronged heroine, 

Jaroes once again displays his sympathy for the 'other' 

woroan of his fiction. TheJ:e is no down-right conderona­

tion, no narrow-minded vindication for the heroine alone. 

It is as though he enjoins the reader to listen to the 

other side of the story too - the version af the 

inevitable wrong-doer. 

This is exactly what he seems to be doing when 

Charlotte tells t-iaggie of ~ decision to take Adam 

verver back to the states. The version that she is 

giving .is both right and wrong at the same time. She is 

right when she says that !'1aggie bas always been her 

d iff .icul t y , so she 1 s aiming for the "de£ ini te break"' 

from her. 
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'You and he together - since it' s 
·always with you that I've had to see him. 
But it's a difficulty that I'm facing, if 
you wish to know: that I've al~:eady faced: 
that I. propose to myself to surmount. 'rhe 
struggle with it - none too pleasant -
hasn't. been for rne, as you may imagine, in 
itself charming: I've felt in .it at times, 
if I must tell you all , too great and too 
strange, an ugliness. · Yet I believe it may 
succeed .• ( GB p.513) 

. It is indeed true that the togetherness between 

father and daughter has had its adverse effect on the 

other two partners. And now Charlotte is proposing to 

take her husband exclusively to herself, "to possess him" 

as she puts it. 

But she is wrong is making. out that the decision 

to go back to the states is hers because it is not. What 

she is trying to do here is give a face-saving reason 

for their eventual departure from England. In quite a 

dramatic reversal of roles, the 1 caged 1 Charlotte seems 

bent on the offensive and makes the direct accusation 

that Maggie has acted against her but has failed. tliaggie 

concedes the point While al.l the time aware of Charlotte' s 

predicament and is quite determined to help charlotte 

retrieve What little dignity she can out of the debacle 

of her life~ 11She was ready to lie again if her companion 

would but give her the opening. 'lben she should know 

she had done all." (GB p.5l3) She allows Charlotte to 
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walk away with her admission "I've £ailed" and is thus 

convinced that "she had done all." 

What Maggie has done is that she has employed 

all her wits and guiles in order to separate the Prince 

from Charlotte and thus save her marriage as well as 

her £ather's. In order to ·'do so she is prepared even 

to sacrifice ·ber close association with her father. She 

has already made this choice very clear to her father 

while they were spending some time together in a park. 

'Ah~ it's just he who's my selfish­
ness. I'm selfish, so to speak, for him, 
I mean, • she continu~, • that he-rs-my 
motive - in everything. ( GB p .476) • 

And she continues to expl aJ.n her • motive. • 

'My idea is this, that When you only 
love a little you're naturally not jealous 
or are only jealous also a little, so that 
it doesn • t matter. But when you love in a 
deeper and intenser way, then you are, in 
the sarre proportion, jealous; your jelousy 
has intensity and, no doubt ferocity. When, 
however, you love in the most abysmal and 
unutterable way of all -why then you're 
beyond everything, and nothing can pull you 
down.' (GB p.476) 

This conviction of Maggie's can be seen as 

accomplishing two things in the novel. On the intimate, 

personal level, Maggie is making a clean break from her 
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undue attachment to her father and is opening for the 

more fulfilling one wi.th her husband. This is a very 

normal human reaction and is proof of her psychological 

growth. Secondly,, .. ~aggi.e' s stand adds the human touch 

to a situati.on Where aestheti.ci.sm seemed to be the 

• touchstone • of everything i.n li.fe. All along, human 

relati.onshi.ps Were contractE:!d With a view tO supply the 

right balances, the right forms to an ordered life. 

The human element was relegated to the background only 

or considered not at all'! It was precisely on the basis 

of such a calculation that Charlotte was 'had' as a 

wife for Adam verver~ Even towards the end of the novel 

this aspect is touched upon during the last tea that 

these two couples share before the Ververs leave for 

America. 

The two noble persons seated, in 
conversation, at·tea, fell thus into the 
splendid effect and the general harmony 1 
Mrs. verver and the Pri.nce fairly 'placed' 

·themselves, however unwittingly, as 'high 
expressions of the kind of human furniture 
requi.xed, ae,stheticallt, by such a scene. 
The fusi.on of their tr: umph of selection, 
was complete and admirable 1 though to a 
lingeri.ng view, a vi.ew more penetrating 
than the ocassion really demanded, they 
also might have figured as concrete attesta­
tion of a rate power of purchase (italics mi.ne) 

( GB p.,541) 
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But eventually the novel does move away from 

such a static view of life because in the end Charlotte 

is shown as transcending the "fixedness" with which 

idea she was brought into the affluent circle of the 

ververs. During their last meeting M agQie perceives the 

change and sees at once that charlotte had indeed 

established a rapport with her husband and therefore 

whatever she was doing, it was their joint effort at 

last. 

It was the strangest, once lllOre, of 
all impressions: but what she most felt, 
for the half-hour, was that Mr. and ,.,.rs. 
Verver were making the occassion easy. 
They were somehow conjoined in it, con­
joined for a present effect· as Maggie had 
absolutely never yet seen ·them: and there 
occurred, before long, a moment in Which 
Amerigo's look met her own in recognitions 
that he couldn't suppress. (GB p.S39) 

And once again Charlotte is shown in the lioht 

of Maggie's compassionate understanding. Charlotte's 

presence, her beautiful compesure, the possibility of 

her 'mission' in America,' all these are construed by 

Maggie as positive features in a situation Which, on the 

most intimate level she knows to be a oreat loss for 

charlotte~ She had earlier sensed this anguish and she 

tells her husband, "I see it's alwaxs terrible for 

women." ( GB p.S34) 
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So when Maggie says "that they were parting 

in the light of Charlotte • s value.. it is to be under­

stood that 1n her estimation it is Charlotte• s new 

value which is leaving its ma%X on their lives. The 

initial value for Which she was procured for Adam ve:z:ver 

is no longer valid. If 1n the earlier instance her value 

was to provide an outward syrometry to their elegant 

life-style~ her value now is esteemed on the human level. 

Once a genuine threat to Maggie • s marriage~ she never-

theless provided her with the necessary awareness to 

regard her husband as a dear human being and not merely 

as a hi~ly decorat~ve acquisition only. Moreover by 

Charlotte• a assertion of her exclusive right over Adam 

verver ~ she affords Maggie to attain full stature as a 

mature woman by being 'weaned • as it were from her 

father's influence. In Charlotte's retreat from London 

there is nothing of the ignominy of Mme Merle • s eventual 
.. · 

oblivion nor the moral iJDpoverisbment of Kate croy. 

However negative and amoral~ ~harlotte Stant definitely 

revives and revitalizes other more positive values 

·through contrast with her own • 

As for Maggie~ the character portrayal is kept 

under deliberate control and she is far nore sub:lued 
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than all of James• s other heroines. There is nothing 

of the high drama of Milly Theale' s apotheosis 1n life 

nor the sustained psychOlogical suspense of Isabel 

Archer's situation. Instead, Maggie is presented as a 

person who can relate to people and events around her. 

She is also vulnerable in the real, physical way, not 

merely on the intellectual level like I sahel Archer, 

for instance. It is precisely on this aspect that she 

becomes immensely aware of her husband after she realizes 

that his affect;.ions are placed elsewhere. She relates 

to biro best .in this very important aspect between a man 

and a woman. While it is true that mere physical 

compatibility is not the only factor upon Which a healthy 

relationship can be built, it is also true that without. 

this element mere cerebrat-ion does not suffice between 

a man and a woman if the relationship is to have any 

lasting meaning for them. 

As the story develops towards such a humanizing 

view of human existence rather than the beautiful but 

impractical poetic vision of Isabel Archer and Milly 

Theale, the symbolic significance of the golden bowl too 

undergoes a change in order to adequately express this 

new meaning. This essay stated in the beginning that 

._. :• ., 
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the golden boWl is the symbol of Prince Amerigo's 

personality as indeed it is in a sense. But as it lay 

smashed before Maggie and Amerigo, it assumes other 

symbo~ic values as well. For Maggie it embodie-s the 

hidden flaws in her apparently flawless marriage to 

Amerigo and at that. DlOIIlent it personifies in her confused 

consciousness all that is evil and soxdid in human 

relationship. The fact that Maggie makes the purchase 

where Charlotte and Amerigo failed to do so is much 

more than a mere coincidence. In a sort of perverse 

poetic justice, the pun:hase of the Q'Q.lden bowl means 

for Maggie the acquisition of the damning evidence 

against Amerigo and Charlotte. .. The almost ceremonial 

breaking of the bowl. by Fanny. Assingharo signifies the 

exposure of the hidden flaw or· evil in the philosophy 

of Prince Amerigo a."ld his kind. He has always held 

that one should always do the best for one's self-

without injury to others. But in his interpretation of 

this it meant without jeopardizing one' s interests. 

This h~s constituted the vital flaw in his philosophy 

and ~e exposuxe of this flaw seems to be the moral 

thesis of the novel.. Therefore his adultery with 

Charlotte can be seen as only a ~rollary to this question. 

In the context of the complex attitude of Adam and Maggie 

verver towca,rds their respective partners, one inclines 
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to agree with J .A. Ward's analysis of the nature of 

evil in The Golden Bowl. 

It is a gross over simplification to 
assume that the only evil is the adulter­
ous tie between Prince Amerigo and Charlotte 
Stant. In The Golden Bowl James takes 
American innocence less at face value than 
in any previous wodt; he dispassionately 
analyses the serious IIIOral shortcomings of 
the ververs. He neither judges them nor 
implies that they are better or worse than 
the Europeans, but he dramatizes their role 
in the creation of the f 1 aw in the oolden 
bowl. The adultery is the object if !cation 
of the evil, the prime dramatic act of evil; 
but behind the actual, adultery is a complex 
of motives and attitudes which leads 
inexorably to the relatively simple matter 
of unfaithfulness and comprises the essen­
tial evil.2 

However, the most difficult aspect of a rroral reading 

of the novel is the impossibility of a direct comparison 

between the two philosophies as represented by Amerigo 

and charlotte, and Adam and Jliaggie. 

In the end we see that even Maggie is, in a way 

trying t.0 do the ·best for herself but with a great 

difference., Her aim is to re-establish her relationship 

with her husband without inflicting pain on anyone con-

cerned. One may argue that her great care for her father 

also hampers any direct action against Charlotte and 

2 . 
'J,.A. ward, The Iroagination of Disaster, pp .• l39-140. 
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this is indeed irrefutable. However it would be more 

appropriate to say that she is not roerely seeking 

poetic justice nor is she bent on r,easserting her moral 

rights alone but is seen .as genuinely trying to re-adjust 

a world gone slightly awry, the responsibility for 

which, she realizes,. is partly hers too. 

By coming to terms with the 'base, ignoble world", 

M aaaie seems to become roore hwnan than the previous 

heroines of Henry James. As such, she l~s the poetic 

grandeur of a heroine like Milly Theale, or the psycholo­

gical dimension of I sahel Archer. l n the face of the 

· deception she has suffered, she does not display the 

stoic resignation of Catherine Sloper nor the unbenclino 
/ 

puritani-sm of Euphemia Cleve. she is no lon~r an 

ingenue like ·Daisy Miller. Indeed James• s heroine has 

travelled a long way from Schenectady, has tamed a gallant 

from Rome and is now ready to settle down and assert her 

rightful place in the high society of London. At long 

last, in Maggie Verver, James• s heroine has come home 
- ·-

to roost among her own kind. If as Phillip Rahv3 suggests 

that James's ''passionate pilorims, such as the heiress, 

are driven, despite all vacillations and retractions, by 

)phillip Rahv, The Heiress of All The Ages, 
pp .12 2-123. 
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their need to master the world,"' then ~aggie seems to 

have achieved her goal • 

Despite many serious reservations about the 

novel as a whole, M athiessen however concedes that in 

Maggie, J asnes has created a heroine Who sustains the 

absorbing drama. 

Its dynclltlics are provided entirely by 
!'I aggie • who combines tJt illy The ale • s capacity 
for devotion with I< ate croy • s strength of 
will. James's values of the heart. in 
contrast to those af the roere intellic;:ence, 
are realized in her to the full. She thus 
provides us \iith material for understanding 

4 his conce.ption both of ·love and of religion. 

The premise of this essay is that in Maggie 

verver, there is a coalescence, a synthesis of the 

qualities of roany-of Jaroes'.s· earlier heroines. And the 

ultimate understanding of thi,s synthesis would seem to 

reside on the moral plane . Christo£ Wegelin had very aptly 

summed up this understanding. 

. The subject of the novel is the gradual 
coalescence of tllaggie' s and. the Prince's 
moral consciousness. And their silence about 

, their attitude towards t-'lr. verver is part of 
what finally constitutes their comroon moral 

. code .s 

·"The Major Phase, p •. 96. 

5ctU:-istof wec;;;elin, The Iroage of Europe in Hen;x 
James, .,p.l29 •. 
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Maggie's final acceptance of the Prince When 

viewed from this point, can be seen as bringing about 

a v !tal change in his philosophy - that one can do the 

best for oneself with a little compassion and forbearance 

for the less fortunate ones of the world like charlotte 

Stant. This fusion .is best described in Stephen Spender's 

analysis of the novel. · 

For just as. the subject of 'fhe Golden 
Bowl reaches far beyond the international 
situation, so the closing scene represents 
more than a social fusion. It is in fact 
a sy_nt>olic interfusion of two virtues -
of the discipline of t-'iaggie' s Spiritual 
energy by Amer ioo • s fQrro., the quickening 
penetration of his form by her spirit -
possible only to the high intelligence on 
which their love is based .6 

" . 

This "high intelli~nce" is moreover informed with 

a humility which recognises and accepts the inherent 

;Limitations of one• s humanity. Therefore Maggie Verver 

is seen as the p!Ost humane of James• s h~roines and her 

personality brings in a riew warmth into the cool, sophisti­

cated atmosphere of the high society of James• s fiction • 

. 6stephen spender, The Destructive Element, p ~9 .. 2"' 

.'1. 



CONCLUSION 



In a study of this sort. "here the 111ain focus 

bas been on the feminine characters or heroines, the 

first logical question to be asked would be in relation 

to the author's attitude to his WOillen. What specific 

v ievs does he wish to convey through their portrayals? 

Is he intrigued and fascinated by them ~because of their 

sex? Because they belong to a certain category of women 

or because they are natives of a specific country? or 

is it because the reading public preferred novels about 

heroines rather than heroes and does it lllean the decline 

of heroes in fiction in general? or further still, does 

any sociological upheaval of that period of history 

warrant a greater emphasis on women characters? And 

rnost ilnportant of all. is it true that in the fiction 

of this author, the heroines far eclipse his heroes? 

The only definite answer to these and other 

allied questions that can be found easily is to the last 

one, Which would be a big Yes~. It is indeed true that 

in James the most engaging characters are his women -

both his heroines and the anti-heroines. As to the other 

questions, the answers or some approximations to them will 
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have to be gleamed from the individual novels in pro­

portion to the particular elllph<iSis given by James on 

his individual heroines. 

Over and above the questions cited which are 

mostly personal and sociological, one can still add 

another - the IDOst relevant to this study what has been 

the artistic quest of the author in his investigation 

into the consciousness of his heroines? As a workable 

answer to this, one would not be far wrong in saying 

that his probe has been for a trOre complete understanding 

of reality. This is a concept Which lends itself to 

various interpretations and significations. But confin­

ing oneself to this particular Jamesian !Ulieu and the 

nature of his probe one would like to assert that reality, 

for the artist, is nothing but the essentJal truth of 

being. The search or quest for reality then can be 

under.stood as the search for one• s essential self. 

Taken from this view point then, James• s heroines 

are seen as striving after this reality or finding their 

true selves in a world dominated by superior forces and 

more experienced beings of an older civ 11 ization, condi­

tioned by situations and their own limited psyches. The 

maturing of this self from a relative subsetv ience to 
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established forms, through the hazards of experience · 

to a final state of moral independence is the pattern 

which can be traced in the development of J arnes • s 

heroines.- This search for self takes many forms - roany 

devices are employed to conduct this probe and it is 

in the investigation of these forms and devices that 

the answers to the various personal and sociological 

questions asked earlier can be found. 

If one were to generalize on J~es's quotation 

of George Eliot on women in his preface to The Portrait 

of a Lady, . the statement could be taken as James • s own 

a.t titude towards women. That he considered "these frail 

vessels" to possess a finer sensibility, better equipped 

to handle the moral questions of life is amply illustrated 

by the fact that in his fiction he does make them the 

repositories of all that is true, noble and beautiful 

in the human roind. 

The feroinine properties of introspection, medita­

tion .and inwardness were indeed fit vehicles for James's 

artistic quest. However, he does not lay any undue stress 

on the heroine's femininity as a sex apart and therefore 

none of his heroines are depicted either as an absolute 
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mother-£ igure or lover. It is as though he rnalces theJD 

transcend the question of their primeval and original 

role and invests them with an awareness of themselves 

as not merely being the female of the species but as 

thinking, feeling individuals. In the context of this 

observation one can draw a distinction between Henry 

James and D .H. Lawrence 1n their treatDtent of their 

W()men characters. Though Lawrence also has created 

memorable heroines in his fiction. his emphasis in the 

portrayal of most of them is primarily on their instinc­

tive life 'Whereas James's pre-occupation is '41th the 

inner life or consciousness of his heroines. This has 

drawn much adverse criticism, that James• s women aJ:e 

sexless, ethere a1. • 

However valid these observations tnay be vis-a­

vis another viewpoint like Lawrence• s, their relevance in 

this study is only tangential~ The emphasis being on 

the inward life of the heroines we have to see how they 

actualise their insights in a world which is of necessity 

so antithetical to their sensibilities. 

Initially the world in Which the heroines have 
'• 

to contend for the assertion of their selves is depicted 

as essentially European in nature~ Except for catherine 

Sloper of washington Square all the other heroines find 
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themselves against. ·•the bribes and lures, the beguile-

rnents and prizes" of Europe and its fast vanishing 

civilization. Like t-ime Merle of The Portr.ait of a Lady, 

the Europeanized people are after attaining these "prizes" 

as ends in themselves only. 

It is to such a Europe and to such an attitude to 

life that James's heroine embarks on her voyage of discovery 

The diametric opposition between Alllerican naivete and 

Europe_an c;::allousness to human sensl.J?ility is best exempli­

fied by Daisy Miller• s history. Her innocence. spontaneity 

and her super£ icial understanding of society is no match 

for the established forms of Europe. In her attempt to 

establish the validity of herself, Daisy is literally 

strangulated by the snor:e experienced UCUlture" of Europe. 

Though clearly the prototype of all his American heroiness, 

she remains only a sketch, one which the author tried to 

defend in later years by calling her "pure poetry." 

However the main impact of Daisy Miller in the evolution 

of the Jamesian heroine is that James puts a greater 

premium on the coroll!!)' to the A.ltlerican - European tension 

that is, he emphasizes the truth that innocence and 

personal integrity cannot be ~uated with mere correct· 

social behaviour. Translated in~o his artistic canon, 
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this served James to expand his vision beyond the 

international tension and seek for deeper insiQ'hts into 

hwnan consciousness than could be provided by the mere 

opposition between diffet:ent cultures. Daisy dies young, 

inviolate and innocent in every sense of the word as 

till the last she is not fully aware of her own limita­

tions nor does she come into contact with the evil that 

is. possible in this world. Her at tempt was at· a grasping 

at new sensations, new relationships in the way she saw 

best but her best turned out to be pitiably inadequate 

to cope with the alien cultu~::e to Which she has been 

exposed. In the final analysis Daisy remains more or 

less static in the oppositiQn of cultures. 

But Euphemia Cleve of l-1me de t"'iauves (despite the 

chronological transposition) does beco~r.e directly involved 

in the civilized life of the Europeans. Whereas Daisy's 

encounter with E:urope was met:ely social and hence super-

£ icial, Euphemia does become a part of this world When 

she marries a French nobleman with "a long pedigree" who 

ltlarries her because of her wealth. In Euphemia's story, 

Jaroes introduces the mercenary motive of the Europeans 

and Europeanized Americans like Gilbert o sroond, Who marry 

or attempt to marry the heroines because of their wealth. 

In the account of the personal relationship between 



277 

Euphemia and her huSband the opposition between cultures 

is made more personalized as the innocent .American girl 

is made use of because of her undisguised fascination 

with the old world culture and the naive belie§ that any-

one • with a long pedigree • must be a • fine gentleman. • 

But When her romantic sensibilities come face to face with 

the decadence of the de Mauves' way of life, Euphemia · 

withdraws into the rigidity of her puritanic forebears. 

In her rejection of her contrite husband, one sees not 

only the author's exposure of the baseness· of the European 

man but also a certain lack of human sympathy in the 

American gj.rl whose naive conoaption of life is that it 

has to be either all black or all white. This is not d 

to say that there is any condonation of the baron • s in£ ide­

lity but only to point out that Euphemia allows personal 

justification supremacy over human accommodation. Though 

one may ascribe her attitude to an as-pect of her American 

orig'l.n, the direction is towards a broader conception of 

human relationship and the moral quest·ions involved. 

Euphemia Cleve, according to D.s. Main! "is not James's 

ideal of the American woman"1 because she represents an 

extremely unpleasant side of· the American psyche. The 

. 
lo .s. Maini, The Indirect vision, pp .96-97. 
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theme of the young, innocent American girl being v ict.L­

mized by the European rnen she marries, first explored 

here remains for James the stock circumstance for portray­

ing his heroines. 

In washington Squaz:e , the heroine is depicted 

in an all American milieu but the moral question is an 

expansion of the one introduced in !-1me de !-1auves. catherine 

Sloper is victimized because of her wealth but the actual 

theme of the story is woven round not so much the 

mercenary motive but the question of violating the 

sanctity and privacy of the individual self. The manipu­

lation and domination of another self by whatever means 

then becomes the nature of the evil in this very compact 

narrative. In the heroine• s experience therefore she has 

to contend with not me:rely What is corrmitted but What is 

intended against her as well. In the range of heroines 

chosen for study in this work Catherine Sloper does stand 

apart because of her all-American background and a certain 

incompleteness of her experience • But the thematic 

importance of this story is undeniable when one realizes 

that it is in this story that Jaues articulates his 

belief in the sanctity of the individual mind and boW 

this belief affords hiln the exploration into the inner 

1 ife of the protagonists. More and more, as he proceeds 
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to probe the depths of the individual psyche, he seems 

to value the 1110ral victory of catherine Sloper rather 

than that of Euphemia C'leve for instance, Whose victory 

is fraught with the death of her busband. catherine has 

evidently suffered a great personal hurt but she emerges 

from the experience with her personal dignity intact and 

inviolate and therefore· her triumph is to be :reckoned in 

terms of the inner life of consciousness. 

It was however in The Portrait of a Lady, that 

James deliberately puts the entire emphasis upon the 

heroine's consc.iousness. On the social level her story 

is not much diffe~:ent from Mme de t-'iauves' s but apart from 
~ 

the mercenary design with which OSIDOnd marries Isabel, 

his crime against ~r is shown as his attempt to subjugate 

her will to his own and make her mind a "mere appendage 

to his." The enWlCiation and exploration of such a 

delicate moral balance in personal relationship is possibly 

only through a subjective analysis and this is done 

through the heroine's consciousness., As he was to assert 

in his preface to this novel; Isabel's consciousness is 

the subject of the novel. By doing so he also succeeds 

in creating one of his lllOSt memorable heroines. What he 

accomplishes in The Portrait of. a Lad,X ~ained more or 

less his operative leitmotif till the end of his artistic 
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career. This novel is an important land mark in 

Jaanes' s car49er because it was a success with the reading 

public and marked a distinct. phase in his creative life. 

But 1;0re important than this. it was here in this novel 

that he articulates one of the most basic needs of modem 

man - the need to assert oneself away from and indepen­

dent of any social or cultural association only. 

The validity of the self can be established not 

in contrast to others but in a clear ~inded perception 

of one's ~lation to oneself. If the former were so. 

J asnes' s international theme would have remainee his 

artistic goal but as he progressed to bis last great 

novels, one sees that this theme per se was inadequate 

for his artistic exploration. Though he does not discard 

the theme# he uses it more as a metaphorical backdrop 

against Which the heroine can discover herself • The 

mode which Ja.m:ls employes in The Portrait first to 

probe the consciousness of the heroine establishes the 

pattern which was to be adopted by later novelists like 

virginia Woolf and James Joyce. to explore the tormented 

and tortured psyches of twentieth-century man .. 

The statement of James's artistic faith Which is 

so clearly defined in The Portrait of a Lad)'~ howeve .. r is 
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not fully explored as the heroine Isabel Archer's 

career ends on an equivocation, as many reader~ tend 

to see it. But When one vlews this novel not as an 

entity in itself but rather an important siQnpost in 

the development of the Jamesian heroine, such equivoca­

tion as indeed there is becomes merely a stage in the 

process of. attaining psychological maturity by the 

heroine. 

· As one progresses to the novels of James's 

great maturity; the exploration of the heroine's inner 

self beComes more exhaustive and the heroine's impact 

in her milieu becomes more dominant and af f imative • 

This impact is felt most in the noral life of the 

characters who share the heroine's history. 

As far as the delineation of the heroine is 

concerned , Milly The ale of The 'Wings of the Dove 

emerges as the most poetic vision of James's heroine. 

She embodies in her personality, the many facets of a 

psyche placed in. a vulnerable situation and who, like 

all the other heroines, is seeking for a reality out­

side of this situation. Because of her stricken con­

dition and her extra-ordinary aloneness in the world. 

~illy remains outside the ken of human palpability; 
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at no given time is the association of an identity 

' 
with her self complete. She is at once a dove 1 a 

princess 1 a star. an angel • a priestess and of course 

the American girl too. Yet none of these singly 

sufficed to encompass her total personality. And 

therefore She retains an absolute poetic grandeur till 

the end. But this is not to say that perforce she is 

less real for the reader's understanding. Milly Theale 
' 

possesses the qualitles of James's American heroines -

her naivete 1 her spontaneity 1 her lack of pretensions 
,. 

and _her generosity. A quarter of a century after Daisy 

Miller. Milly emerges a more. rounded version of the 

young girl from Schenectady._ Just as oaisy dies because 

of her failure to grasp the ~~ropean psyche. ~~tilly too 

dies because she cannot bear the pain of discovering the 

tr~ nature of this psyche 1 the deception she suffers 

at the hands of "the tough English gang." In these two 

heroines one sees the extreme vulnerability of American 

innocence and especially in the case of Milly. James 

seems to stress that such a personality is viable only 

in the realm of poetry. It is interesting to note that 

the earlier version of such an AJnerican girl. Daisy. 

was defended by James as "pure poetry" and the later 

exposition of this character Milly too remains truly 
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poetic till the end of her career. 

The polarity between the conception of a heroine 

like Milly Theale and her European experience however 

does not find pertnanence in James's portraiture of his 

last heroine, Maggie verver of The Golden Bowl. Though 

~ aggie too is an American, she is different from the 

other heroines in many ways. She embodies the spirit 

of the established noveau rich of America Who by now tend 

to view Europe not so much with the tintsd vision of the 

admirer but with the sharpened senses of acquisitiveness. 

Ir1 such a sensibility the old-world glamour of Europe 

is a punchasable commodity to lend historical authenticity 

to American opulence. !'or all the other heroines, 

their wealth was more of a liability than anything else 

but by the time Maggie appears on the scene the heroine' s 

wealth has become a certain attitude to life. Therefore 

the fact that Prince Amerigo is motivated by the Verver 

millions to marry Maggie becomes mote of ·a happy coin­

cidence than any serious plotting and planning on his 

part. 

The most important difference about Maggie is 

that unlike the previous heroines, she is no longer a 

star struck outsider, because she actual! y belongs in 
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the world in Which she is depicted. She need not seek 

for acceptance as Daisy does, as Euphemia and I sahel 

pay for it with their personal freedom and as Milly 

dies so pitiably in th:e attempt to belonq there. 

Though Maggie too suffers disillusionment and 

the pain of being deceived,. she is not a 'victim' in the 

sense that the p~vious heroines are. For the first time 

the Jamesian heroine is made to bear directly part of 

the onus of the overall evll that threatens to upset the 

beautifully arranged life of the characters. 

This crucial twist in the delineation of the 

heroine perhaps 111akes the synthesis between the two 

dif.ferent backgrounds possible. In the admission of 

her responsibility for the situation is an accommodation 

for human failure. Again one must not overlook the fact 

of ~aggie's practical attitude to life which would insist 

that life must go on and that life can never be totally 

good or totally bad. In ttzaggie' s case, there is no stri­

ving after a magic succour for life• s ills but it is 

as thou<;tl she makes her terms with the 'base ignoble 

world • When she accepts her. responsibility for part of 

its sordidness. In .Maggie Verver then James presents a 
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heroine who is vulnerable because she .is human and not 

because she is merely naive and idealistic. Because of 

her realistic attitude to life she assimilates some of 

the practical, pragmatic world-view of Europe but this 

assimilation is not the consequence of condoning moral 

lapses but the attempt to make people, including herself, 

. accept the moral re~nsibility of their actions. 

That James chose to con£ ine his characters to the 

. leisured and monied classes of America ahd Europe alone 

is often cited as depriving his fiction of a great amount 

of "felt-life". But in as much as his probe ultimately 

led to a more complete understanding of the . inner self , 

perhaps the psyches of these privileged people did prove 

more suited to the nature of his exp'loration than, say, 

that of a factory worker or a farmer. After all. Janes 

himself belonged to this class and hence could observe 

the subtle undercurrents of personal and social J.nteraction 

at close quarters and infer whatever significance he 

would out of his observations. 

The heroines chases for study in this work all 

happen to be American girls~ The question of coincidence 

about this fact appl ~es to this work but When one ponders 
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over the considerations which led to the choice of these 

particular girls, one realizes that the very nature of 

the choice is determined by the author• s pattern of 

developing the career of that • certain yo\Dlg American 

girl ••••••• • For these girls the European experience is 

necessary for the expansion of their intellectual, social 

and rooral horizons, as well as discovering their identi­

ties. There is a certain consistency in the pursuance 

of an artistic conviction in the development of James• s 

American heroine from the awkward, precocious ingenue 

to the accomplished cosmopolite tlf The Golden Bowl •. 

The deep psychological probe into the heroine's 

consciousness has much to do with Jawes' s own Alllerican 

origin, his sojourns in Europe and h·is eventual settle­

ment in E·ngland. His constant awareness of America as 

an emerging culture as compared to Europe puts his 

heroines in a defensive situation, intellectually cringing 

in the presence of a seemingly superior culture with all 

its established forms. Their encounter with this civili­

zation is always fraught with disillusiorunent and personal 

tragedy but yet like Isabel Archer, they seem unable to 

reject these forms altogether. If this inability is 

viewed as some kind of lingering admiration for the old 
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culture then it would -rnean that they retain soroe vestiges 

of their Ainerican origin till the end. 

However, judging by the evidence in his novels, 

one could say thct. James• s disenchantsnent with America 

increased with the passage of time. Maggie Verver, though 

an American, is as Europeanized as any of them. The 

process of this disenchant.ment seems to have started in 

The Portrait of a Ladz and became more or less complete 

in The Golden Bowl • America is shown more and more as a 

land of exile and intellectual banishment. For example, 

when Mrs. Touchett hears that Mme Merle had gone away to 

America, she remarks that "she must have done something 

dreadful." Again in The Golden Bowl the punisbment that 

Charlotte is taking is not so. much in being separated from 

Amerigo but being taken away to the mythical American eity 

and the verver Museum and never to come back to civiliza­

tion. 

The inherent vulnerability in the American psyche 

is its spontaneitl - which indicates a certain shallowness, 

in the sense that it is a premature reaching out for 

experience without the basis of any analysis of any sort, 

personal or social. such a gesture is iniroical to the 

inner-self as the encounter is bound to be damaging to 
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personal dignity and identity. on the other l'land there 
( 

is indeed much to be deplored 1n the European insistence 

upon appearances alone without any moral relevance as 

James consistently points out in his fiction. But by 

usi,ng the weakness of one as a co\D'lterfoil to that of 

the other, James seems to have arrived at a very private 

code of survival of the moral self in perfect peace with 

itself. Therefore the compromise that the Jamesian 

heroine makes with the "base, ignoble world" is not by 

being overwhelmed by it, but, to quote Isabel Archer, 

'to extract from it some recognition of one's superiority.• 

This superiority can be viewed as the heroine's 

heightened consciousness which stands fo.r the Jamesian 

moral code. To a certain extent perhaps James can be 

regarded as a moralist. Bat contrary to Phillip Rahv' s 

assertion that James is a • traditional rnoraJ,.ist' J aznes 

is a moralist who will judge on the ·merit of the proto-

gonist • s own conviction rathe.r than any outside con side-

ration. This conviction rests of James's own philosophy 

of morality whereby he holds that every individual soul 

is a free agent and that hone shall manipulate, ~oerce 

or violate its sanctity by. any means whatsoever. According 

to this code therefore we see that in t"lashington Square 
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the charge of immoral 1 ty is directed lllOre towards 

or. Sloper than Morris Townsend though on a 8\lperf icial 

readino of the novel one would think that tte latter is 

the. sole guilty person. catherine herself. in later 

years thinks that while her erstwhile lover merely 

'trifled with her affection' it was. her father who 

• broke its spring~ • thereby making it clear that her 

f ather• s is the greater moral lapse. Again in Isabel• s 

history too the recognition of her betrayal takes place 

long before she actually learns of Osmond's past involve­

nlent with I". me. tAerle and theltr joint rnaneouver to gain 

control of her wealth • Moreover. osmond c annat be 

accused of being unfaithful to her as Amerigo has been 

to J.l'aggie. yet with reference to the ~rarresian moral code 

Osmond is much guiltier of the two. tf.erton Densher too 

has not cornmitted a tangible crime against t-:illy but in 

his attempt to manipulate her affection for him he is 

just as guilty as though he had. It would therefore be 

correct to say that·a close analysis of such moral con­

siderations provide the psychological atmosphere in Which 

the development of the Jamesian heroine is best observed. 

If a chart of the evolution of the 1 Jamesian 

heroine can be drawn. one sees that the apex is achieved 
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in the portrayal of the heroine in The Wings of the 

Dove. The qualities in the personality of the heroine. 

the mOral perspectives and even the social tensions 

are unambiguously stated. Milly. the American heiress 

is a victim of European avarice and the evil that 

accompanies it. In the portrayal of t'1illy Theale. Jarnes 

creates a truly tragic heroine. In this novel. Europe 

is depicted at its cruellest. in curbing the free expan­

sion of American innocence and the spontaneity and 

enthusiasm for life. 

However in the next novel • The Golden Bowl, 

there is a tapering off of the poetic tension which 

sustains Milly'.s drama till the end and the polarity of 

the international vision is abandoned for a more praQ­

matic compromise. ~aggie Verver is therefore the most 

un...,;;.A 1n3rican of Jan:es' s heroines and is therefore more 

in command of her situation from the· start. There is 

even a hint of cynicism in the portrayal of this heroine. 

Unlike t·1illy's. Maggie's'history is hardly a tragedy 

in the real sense. Therefore her heroic proportions 

are so toned down that at times· she seems like an under­

study temporarily filling in for the leading lady. 

But this in no way should be construed as 
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diminishing i' aggie' s importance because her history 

ultimately constitutes the mirror of J~1es's world­

view. Life. the old master seems to be saying. cannot 

be all poetry or all prose. Euphemia Cleve d iscove:r:ed 

too late that all the prose was not in America and r-'illy 

The ale is distressed to realise that if you want to have 

poetry in Europe, you have to create it yourself by 

making believe. But the James ian heroine discovers that 

somewhere between these two • there has to be a viable 

scheme to make life livable for oneself as well as for 

others. Euphemia caused her husband • s death and Milly 

herself is destroyed in the search for poetry. But in . 

~ aggie • s scheme of things there seems to be something 

worth living for, for everyone concerned. This ILi:si made 

possible because the heroine ~roves that one must 

transcend the pursuit of mere self~aggrandiseroent and 

accept human limitations as part of one• s reality. She 

is not striving after ready-made anodynes for life's 

ills and it is because of this level-headed approach to 

life that it seems possible for Maggie to build life 

anew with her Prince'! ~ough her decision at one level 

appears only a social adjustment one must not lose sidht 

of the fact that she has been able to arrive at this 

· · decision only on account of her acceptance of her moral 
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responsibility for the situation between Charlotte and 

her husband. Maggie, more than any other heroine of James 

"learns how to adjust European attitudes to the needs 

of her personality."2 

Maggie. therefore person!£ ies the new world-

view which states that material and social privileges 

need not necessarily be incompatible with moral conscious­

ness and that the chasrn between the conditions of life 

and art can be bridged with a bit of accomnodation for -
human limitations. 

"All" seems to have been given to the Jamesian 

heroine. 

2Phillip Rahv, The Heiress of all the Ages, p.lo4. 
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