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A B S T R A C T

James's lifelong p r e o c c u p a t i o n  with different 

forms of aesthetic experience was a powerful shaping 

force in his fiction, c o n d i t i o n i n g  technique as well 

as subject matter. His intense feeling for art makes 

the idea of aesthetic value a pervasive element in 

his novels. This idea remains m a t e r i a l l y  un c h a n g e d  

t h r o u g h o u t  his career, though its field of ap p l i c a t i o n 

is s t e a d i l y  e xtended as it finds different modes of 

e x p r e s s i o n  in successive novels. 1 am concerned to 

trace the d e v e l o p m e n t  of this idea and the wa y  it is 

embodied in his fict i o n  by s e l e cting one novel for 

deta i l e d  e x a m i n a t i o n  from the beginning, the middle 

and the end of his career.

The study of R o d e r i c k  Hu d s o n  and The Tragic Muse 

is d e s i g n e d  to elicit James's basic convictions about 

art and the artist, and to show ways in w h i c h  these ideas 

have i n f l u e n c e d  the form of the novels. In the earlier 

novel this involves de t a i l e d  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of the vie w  

R o w l a n d  M allet takes of R o d e r i c k  Hudson, both as he



relates to him s e l f  and to others. The first of the 

two chapters on The Tragic Muse examines James's 

change of stance in r e l a t i o n  to his subject; his p r e 

s e n t a t i o n  of the dilemma in w h i c h  art places the 

artist, a d ilemma w h ich is seen to test most s t r e n 

u o u s l y  the moral quali ties of his three protagonists.

The second deals with the w a y  James's ultimate concern 

w i t h  the m e a n i n g  of art, w i t h  the implications of 

a rtistic commitment, is m e d i a t e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  in the 

novel thr o u g h  Gabriel Nash; it looks too at the marks 

w h i c h  imp e r f e c t  a s s i m i l a t i o n  of these ideas has left 

on the novel.

Though The A m b a s s a d o r s  is not e x p l i c i t l y  a novel about 

art, it exemplifies James's concern w i t h  the aesthetic 

a dventure and offers a chance to examine c losely his p r e 

s e n t a t i o n  of the response to aesth etic experience, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  as a factor in the devel o p m e n t  of moral vision.
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A B B R E V I A T I O N S

The fo l l o w i n g  a b b r e v i a t i o n s  are used in the text

A N The Art of the Novel. Critical Prefaces by
H e n r y  J a m e s , with introdu c t i o n  by R i chard P 
B lackmur (1962).

L u b b o c k  The Letters of H e n r y  J a m e s , ed. Percy Lubbock, 
2 volumes (1920).

N The Notebooks of H e n r y  J a m e s , ed. P.O. M a t t h i e s s e n
and Kenneth B. M u r d o c k  (Galaxy Books, New York, 1961)
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It is no exa g g e r a t i o n  to say that art was James's 

ruling passion. From his earliest years it d o m i nated his 

e x p erience and c o m p elled his c o n s c i o u s n e s s . In a letter 

of 24th February, 1913 to Ernest Collings, D.H. Lawrence 

observed: "One has to be so terri b l y  religious, to be an

artist."^ James might have h e s i t a t e d  to see himself in 

this p a r t i c u l a r  light, but all the same the practice of his 

craft was for him a quas i - r e l i g i o u s  cal ling to w h i c h  he was 

e n t i r e l y  consecrated. Some of his entries in The Notebooks 

brings this out u n m i s t a k a b l y  in spite of their e m b a r r a s 

si n g l y  fulsome tone: "Oh art, art, what difficulties are

like thine; but, at the same time, what consolations and

encouragements, also, are like thine? With o u t  thee, for me,
2the w o r l d  w o u l d  be, indeed, a h owling desert."

In the two c o m p l e t e d  vol umes of his a u t o b i o g r a p h y  

James has left us an account of the d e v e lopment of his 

aesthetic sensibility; he records there his eager response 

to the experience off ered by books, pictures, the theatre, 

and then by the rich and exciting spectacle of Europe. His 

f eeling for the visual arts, in particular, was strong and

 ̂ The Let ters of D.H* L a w r e n c e , ed. Aldous Hu x l e y  
(1934), p. 109.

^ N, p. 68. See also pp. Ill, 157, and 348.



vital. For a time in 1860 while W i lliam was w o r k i n g  

in N e wport under the tutel age of Wil l i a m  Morris Hunt 

James h i m s e l f  dabbled in painting, but f inding that he had 

no c o n s picuous aptitude he direc t e d  his creative impulse 

into writing. His wor k  later on as an art critic for 

The New Yor k  T r i b u n e , The Atlantic M o n t h l y , and The N a t i o n , 

among other news p a p e r s  and periodicals, e n abled him to 

d e v e l o p  his taste and formulate for himself an individual 

aesthetic. What he learnt from the study of painting and 

s culpture he t r a n s p o r t e d  into his w o r k  as a novelist and 

as a l i t e r a r y  critic. A keen concern wit h  questions of 

form and t echnique v e r y  soon became evident: he drew on his 

practical experience of, and insight into, the actual p r o 

cesses of p a i n t i n g  both to present hi<^ own view of life in 

f i ction and to evaluate that offered by others. His k n o w 

ledge of the plastic arts was later supp l e m e n t e d  by his 

interest in and bitter though profitable experience of 

w r i t i n g  for the theatre.

k His p r e o c c u p a t i o n  wit h  aesthetic experience of all kinds

d e t e r m i n e d  early on his angle on life and hence the nature  

of his fiction. James was himself aware of this intrinsic 

c o n d i t i o n i n g  process. In the Preface to Lad y  Barberina he
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ma i n tains :

••• one never re a l l y  chooses one's general 
range of v i s i o n  —  the expe rience from which  
ideas and themes and suggestions spring: this
proves ever what it has had to be, this is one 
w i t h  the very turn one's life has taken; so 
that w h a t e v e r  it 'gives', wh a t e v e r  it makes 
us feel and think of, we regard very much as
i m posed and inevitable. The subject thus
p res s e d  upon the artist is the n e c e s s i t y  of  ̂
his case and the fruit of his consciousness.

Inevitably, then, given his p a r t icular sensib i l i t y  and interest, 

art was the source of m a n y  of his themes. He was intent on 

e x p l oring the nature of art as a w a y  of life, the plight of 

the artist in what is, more often than not, an unappreciative, 

even an obtuse, world. In a less ostensible wa y  too art —  

in the broa d e s t  sense —  formed an im portant aspect of his 

subject, ac t i n g  as it so often does wi th catalytic effect on

the consciousness, the outlook of his people. It is a presence

in some of his novels and tales as pervasive as Egdon Heath 

in The R e t u r n  of the N a t i v e , supplying in mu ch the same w a y  

an i m p o r t a n t  d i m e n s i o n  of the drama. Last but not least it 

furnishes him w i t h  a concrete, a v i v i d l y  expressive language 

of value, capable of fine distinctions, w h ich serves t h r o u g h 

out his f iction as a means of moral and aesthetic d i s c r i m i n a 

tion.

It w o uld be a mistake to think that Jam es's concern wit h  

art in the novels is in an y w a y  n a r r o w l y  p r o fessional or

 ̂ p. 201.



esoteric. To some extent of course his ex p l o r a t i o n  of 

the artist's situation was p rompted by a personal even 

egotistic need, common to most of us, to survey his own 

problems in perspective, but u l t i m a t e l y  the artist su pplied 

hi m w i t h  a p a r a d i g m  of the universal h u man condition, man in 

his c o n f r o n t a t i o n  wit h  amorphous experience. He saw in the 

artist's creative response to life only an intense, a 

specialised, form of our constant attempt to make sense of, 

to compose, our experience. What he wrote of the artist in 

the Preface to Lad y  Barberina was for him an article of 

belief, h a ving relevance not only for the artist but for 

a nyone who v i e w e d  life in some sense as a quest or an a d v e n 

ture: "The thing of profit is to have your experience —

to rec o g n i s e  and u n d e r s t a n d  it and for this almost any will 

do; there being surely no absolute ideal about it beyond 

g etting from it all it has to g i v e ."^ The search for s i g — ^  

n i f i c a n t  form in life, form which satisfies the longing for 

beauty, engages m a n y  of James's characters, c e r t ainly not 

only those who are in the usual practical sense artists#

They are in this respect like Gabriel Nash, artists who wor k 

in life. There is no doubt that the art of life always

 ̂ p. 201.
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f a s c i n a t e d  James, but the m e aning it acq uires in the context —p

of his w o r k  proh ibits us from seeing him as an adh erent of

A e s t h e t i c i s m • This view of James, put f o rward from time to

time dur ing the last fifty years, seems now to have been

f i n a l l y  discarded, so it w o uld be superfluous to offer a

r e f u t a t i o n  here. A letter he wrote to Charles Eliot Norton

in 1899, though light in tone, supplies a clue to what James

m e a n t  by the art of life: "It takes one whole life —  for

some persons, at least, dont je suis —  to learn how to live

at all; w h i c h  is a bsurd if there is not to be another in which
1to a p p l y  the les son." For him it was, fundamentally, a moral 

enterprise.

W o v e n  as they are into the v e r y  fabric of his fiction, 

James's aesthetic convictions offer a mode of a pproach to the 

novels w h i c h  can tell us much about the picture of life he 

presents and the o rganising principles behind it. Certainly 

to deal with a novelist's w o r k  a r b i t r a r i l y  in terms of one 

p a r t i c u l a r  thematic inter est calls for some sort of j u s t i f i c a — 

-tion. I propose to look at the aesthetic ideas implicit as 

well as explicit in James's fiction and to examine the way 

these ideas inform and give shape to the novels in which they

 ̂ D a t e d  24th November, 1899, in Lubbock, I, 345.
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find expression. Twice in his career he set out to deal 

d i r e c t l y  w i t h  art in a fu l l - l e n g t h  novel, in R oderick 

H u d s o n  in 1875 and in The Tragic Muse in 1890. As it 

happens, both novels mar k  a significant stage in James's 

d e v e l o p m e n t  as a novelist. R oderick Hudson is, after all, 

his first notable novel and The Tragic Muse a substantial 

w o r k  of middle life, the last before his unsuccessful 

a t t e m p t  to make his mark as a playwright brought about 

i m p o r t a n t  changes in his style and technique. I want to —  

give d e t a i l e d  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  to James's t reatment of art 

and the artist in these two novels and to elicit the values' 

he is c o n c e r n e d  to e s t a blish and see them in the context of 

his w o r k  as a novelist. Since issues no lews significant 

and values as imperative occur where James's subject is not 

the artist I shall also need to look at one of his other 

novels. A mong those he wrote in the last period of his life, 

in wha t  has come to be called "the major phase". The 

A m b a s s a d o r s  epitomises most br i l l i a n t l y  the fresh turn t a k e n ^  

by J ames's c o ncern w i t h  aesthetic value after he had ceased 

to use the artist as protagonist. Here we see most clearly 

his att e m p t  to evaluate d r a m a t i c a l l y  the relevance of art, 

its processes and values, to the actual business of living.
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the part it plays in man's mo v e m e n t  towards a ripe and 

i n t e g r a t e d  v i s i o n  of life.

The novelist's concern w i t h  moral vi s i o n  n e c e s s a r i l y  

determines to some extent the ki nd of chara cter he appoints 

as the chief agent in his dramas. This is as true of George 

Eliot, to give one other instance —  we need think only of 

A d a m  Bede, Ma g g i e  Tulliver and Gwendoline Harleth as it 

is of James. A capac i t y  in the protagonist to see, to u n d e r 

stand and to assimilate is a b s o l u t e l y  essential to his purpose 

It is i m p ossible to exaggerate the value James placed on 

"seeing"; for hi m it was no less than a v i n d i c a t i o n  of life.

He writes in Notes of a Son and Brother with a life-time's 

c o n v i c t i o n  behind him: "... on the day ... w h e n  one should

cease to live in large measure by one's eyes (with the i m a g i n 

ation of course all the while w a i t i n g  on this) one would have
1

taken the longest step towards not living at all." In

the earlier volume of his a u t o b i o g r a p h y  as he charts the

gr owth of the facu l t y  in h imself as a small boy he describes

this complex process of a p p r e h e n s i o n  as "so man y  explorations

of the house of life, so m a n y  circlings and hoverings round
2the image of the world." When, as so often in James, the

 ̂ Notes of a Son and Brother (1914), p. 349.
^ A Small Boy and Others (1913), p. 366.
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central character serves as sole register of consciousness

in the novel his a bility to see is of incalculable importance;

not only mu st he have the p o t e n t i a l i t y  for moral growth, he

must also be int e n s e l y  and se n s i t i v e l y  alive to the nuances

of his own expe rience and to some at least of its implications.

In a sense his consciousness is the novel. Only by endowing

his characters wit h  such v i s i o n  and intelligence could James

secure the effect he was after: "... the figures in any

picture, the agents in any drama are i n t eresting only in

p r o p o r t i o n  as they feel their respective situations ....

Their being f i n e l y  aware ...makes a b s o l u t e l y  the intensity
1of their a d v e n t u r e . . . . "  The power they have to "feel their 

r e s p e c t i v e  s i t uations," to feel and view them constr u c t i v e l y 

as part of a larger p a t t e r n  of experience, is an aspect of 

"seeing" in the full J a m e s i a n  sense and is what makes them 

also, in his words, "richly responsible". In the fusion of 

fine awareness wit h  rich r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  aesthetic and moral 

v i s i o n  e v e n t u a l l y  become indistinguishable. But for all 

their sentience and insight, James's people are liable to 

bewilderment, error, disillusion; n e c e s s a r i l y  if our belief 

in and s y m p a t h y  for them is not to be alienated. For this 

r e a s o n  their d i scriminations can never be f inally authoritative

 ̂ p. 62.
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In the way he commun icates their values James contrives 

to adumbrate his own.

The Ja m e s i a n  "perceiver" is more often than not an 

idealist, intent on shaping his life, his experience, in 

c o n f o r m i t y  with his highest idea. The resistance he meets, 

the d i s i l l u s i o n  he suffers, is part of the process of vision. 

L o o k i n g  back, James saw that his own education had taken this 

course. Contacts, impressions, all experience in fact, had 

been for the James children their "soluble stuff", material 

for conversion. Of the final pro duct he remarks in A Small 

Boy and O t h e r s ; "... wit h  only ourselves to thank should we 

r emain unaware, by the time our per ceptions were decently 

developed, of the substance f inally p r o j ected and most 

desirable. That substance might be just cons u m m a t e l y  Virtue, 

as a social grace and value . . . . There w o uld seem to be 

som e t h i n g  es s e n t i a l l y  Platonic in James's vie w  of life, for 

his people, p a r t i c u l a r l y  those who are not p r o f e s s i o n a l l y  

artists, come close to Plato's definition of those "whose 

creative desire is of the soul, and who conceive spiritually, 

not physically, the p rogeny which it is the nature of the soul 

to conceive and bring forth. If you ask what that progeny is.

Page 226.
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it is wis d o m  and virtue in general."^ In this creative

enterprise art has a vital role. As early as Watch and Ward

James had envisaged it: he says of Nora in that novel that

her nature "fed by the sources of aesthetic delight, had
2ri sen c almly to its allotted level." It is this process we 

see at wor k  in ever more subtle and complex form in so many  

of James's later protagonists from Rowland M a llet to Lambert 

Strether.

 ̂ Plato, S y m p o s i u m , trans. W. Hamilton (Penguin Books, 1951) 
p. 90.

^ Watch and Ward (Boston, 1878), p. 127,
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CHAPTER ONE

The artist as an ideal in Rode r i c k  Hudson



1

In a letter of 1887 to Robert Louis Stevenson,

James refers aff e c t i o n a t e l y  to Roderick Huds on as the 

w o r k  in w h i c h  his "diminutive muse first tried to 

elongate her little legs." W ritten when he was thirty-  

one years old, Rod erick Hudson shows James realising 

his powers as a novel ist for the first time. It is in 

m a n y  ways an artistic manif esto expressing convictions 

he was to hold throughout his life about art and the 

natu re of the artist. Though it is c o n s p i c u o u s l y  a novel 

about art, James gives no a ttention at all to this aspect 

of it in the Preface he wrote for the New York edition 

in 1907. For a discussion of art as a theme we have to 

go to the Prefaces to The Tragic Muse and The Lesson of 

the M a s t e r . A l t h o u g h  Ro d e r i c k  Hudson, the young sculptor 

from New England, provides the title of the novel, he is

not in an y real sense its hero. Precisely because James

is c o n c e r n e d  wit h  the question of aesthetic value he adopts 

an indirect, a r e f l ected vie w  of his subject. A c c o r d 

i n gly our vi e w  of R o d e r i c k  Hudson and his plight is 

m e d i a t e d  to us by his patron, Rowland Mallet. And it is 

he who is the hero of the book. James considers this 

mode of t reatment in the Preface: " My subject

 ̂ Lubbock, I, p. 133.



... had d e f i n e d  itself - and this in spite of the title of

the b o o k  — as not directly, in the least, my young sculptor's

a dventure. This it had been but indirectly, being all the

w h ile in essence and in final effect another man's, his

f rien d ' s  and patron's, vie w  and experience of hi m .... From

this centre the subject has been treated, from this centre
1the i n t e r e s t  has spread ...." For the first time in a 

novel James surrenders to one character alone his author's 

p r i v i l e g e  of ordering and p r o j e c t i n g  events. By this means 

he can p r e s e n t  d r a m a t i c a l l y  that vie w  of life as an "aesthetic 

a d v e n t u r e "  w h i c h  perva des so much of his w o r k  and which was 

to be e x p r e s s e d  most ri c h l y  in The A m b a s s a d o r s . Rowla nd's 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  then, provides the centre of interest t h r o u g h 

out the novel, and the drama "is the ver y  drama of that
2c o n s c i o u s n e s s . "  This role demands of course a character of

h e i g h t e n e d  s e n s i b i l i t y  capable not only of r e c o rding but

also of e v a l u a t i n g  the m y r i a d  impressions, "the faintest

hints of 1 ife/' that make up experience. Rowla nd's own sense

of his a d v e n t u r e  mat ters supremely. James brings this out

s t r o n g l y  in the Prefaces "as what ha p p e n e d  to him was above

all to feel c e r t a i n  things h a p p e n i n g  to others ... so the

b e a u t y  of the c o n s t r u c t i o n a l  game was to preserve in every-
3

thing its especial value for h i m ."

 ̂ M .  P-15.
^ P - 1 6 .

^ AN,  p . 1 6 .



As central intelli g e n c e  he has to register a range of subtly 

Y f e r e n t i a t e d  values, but he rarely acts as ab solute arbiter. 

His d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s  are not offered as ultimate sanctions. 

B e y o n d  th o u g h  not always effaced, the narrator presides and 

it is his jud g e m e n t  w h ich is fin a l l y  brought to bear. James 

was c o n v i n c e d  that his business as an artist was wit h  the 

"r e f l e c t e d  field of life" and he saw his r e n d e r i n g  of 

p e o p l e ' s  e x p erience as "essentially / h i ^ 7  a p p r e c i a t i o n  of it."

While R o w l a n d  M a llet projects the complex of values in 

the novel, it is R o d e r i c k  H udson who is their chief focus#

As an artist, he i n e v i t a b l y  elicits a va r i e d  response to 

art r a n g i n g  from u n c o n c e a l e d  a n t a g o n i s m  to s o m e thing like 

re v e rence. James has end owed R o d e r i c k  wit h  that glamour  

w h i c h  so often d i s t i n guishes the artist. He has the i r r e s i s 

tible f a s c i n a t i o n  for others that art itself had for James.

In fact he r e p r esents for at least three people in the novel 

the e m b o d i m e n t  of their ideal. His p e r s o n a l i t y  has the kind 

of p i c t u r e s q u e  appeal w h i c h  clings to J e f f e r y  Aspern, who by 

d ying y o u n g  also becomes something of a legend. R o d e r i c k  too 

b elongs to the Roman tic tr a d i t i o n  of artists. He is above 

all things an idealist, passionate in defence of his artistic 

ideas, eager to confute the sceptical, proof aga inst doubt.

 ̂ AN, p . 65.



N o t h i n g  short of perfect b eauty will content him: to this 

end he directs all his artistic energies. He tells R o wland 

one day: "'I have only one w a y  of expressing my dee pest 

f eelings - it's this!' And he swung his tool .... 'And 

even this half the time plays me falsel'"^ His keen 

s e n s i t i v i t y  to all kinds of beauty reminds Rowl a n d  of the 

a rtists of the Italian Renaissance and makes a strong bond 

of s y m p a t h y  b e t w e e n  them. Prom the b e g i nning James is 

c o n c e r n e d  to stress the quality of Roderick's idealism. It 

comes out b r i l l i a n t l y  in his ialk, for he is a rticulate to 

the p o int of volu bility. At Rowland's dinner p a rty he p r o 

claims his aesthetic ideas in grandiose terms: "I mean

n e ver to make anyth i n g  ugly. The Greeks never made anyt h i n g 

ugly, and I'm a Hellenist; I'm not a H e b r aisti" He goes on 

to declare:

"I care only for p erfect beauty. There it is, 
if yo u  want to k n o w  i t 2 That's as good a 
p r o f e s s i o n  of faith as another. In future, 
so far as my things are not p o s i t i v e l y  beautiful, 
y o u  m a y  set them down as failures. For me, it's 
eit her that or nothing. It's against the taste 
of the day, I know; we have really lost the 
f a c u l t y  to u n d e r s t a n d  b e a u t y  in the large, ideal 
w a y  .... I mean to do things that will be 
simple and vast and infi nite." (iii, 106-107)

His genius as a sculptor is never in question. Rowland, whose

u n e r r i n g  taste is v o u c h e d  for by James, d e t e c t s  it at once,

 ̂ R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  (Boston, 1876), v i , 201. S u b s e q u e n t  
r e f e r e n c e s  to this edition will appear in the text.
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and his j u d g e m e n t  is endorsed u n a n i m o u s l y  by the artist 

f r a t e r n i t y  in Rome led by Gloriani. His early works 

c o m p l e t e l y  v i n d i c a t e  his aesthetic creed. His young 

W a t e r d r i n k e r , w h i c h  projects Roderick's own youthful avidity, 

is s u c c e e d e d  by the Ada m  and the Eve, works w h i c h  express 

both his New W o r l d  freshness and his o bsession with ideal 

beauty.

R o d e r i c k ' s  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  is implicit from the b e g i n 

ning, as James is concerned to show. His w h o l e h e a r t e d  

p u r s u i t  of b e a u t y  and p e r f e c t i o n  nourishes his genius 

c e r t a i n l y  but it also destroys it. He and R owland have been 

in Ro me only a m o n t h  whe n  they meet Chris tina Light. For 

R o d e r i c k  she is at once "beauty itself ... a revelation"

( 1 1 1 . 88)^ he feels he has had "a glimpse of ideal beauty"

(1 11.89). She proves for him a true "belle dame sans 

merci"; and his e n t h rallment survives even his bitter 

d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t  at her marriage to Prince Casamassima. Rowl a n d 

also is aware of her power to bewitch. Her be a u t y  has for 

him "a r o b u s t n e s s  and tone" (iv,139) d i s t i n c t i v e l y  European  

and it seems likely that this is also the secret of her 

a t t r a c t i o n  for Roderick, who as an artist has what James 

calls "the hi s t o r i c  consciou sness. He had a relish for 

social subt l e t i e s  and m y s t e r i e s "  (iii,82). Roderick, like 

H y a c i n t h  R o b i n s o n  later on, has been destined to fall in
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e m b o d i e d  for them both in Chris tina Light. His relation

w i t h  C h r i s t i n a  dissipates his powers d i s a s t r o u s l y  even

t h o u g h  she does kindle the creative spark in him again

for a short time. In his Preface James is h i g h l y  critical

of the " d e t e r m i n a n t  f unction attributed to Christina Light,

the c h a r a c t e r  of w e l l - n i g h  sole agent of his catastrophe
2that this u n f o r t u n a t e  young w o m a n  has forced upon her."

But i m p l a u s i b i l i t y  apart, she does symbolise ef f e c t i v e l y 

the d o u b l e - e d g e d  power beauty has to seduce and to inspire.

R o d e r i c k  h i m s e l f  is h a u n t e d  from the start by the 

p r o s p e c t  of f i z z l i n g  out, as he puts it. He proclaims to 

Glo r i a n i :  "If I break down ... I shall stay down. If the

M u s e  d e serts me, she shall at least have her i n f idelity on 

her c o n s c i e n c e "  (iii,114). His pursuit of perf e c t i o n  makes 

c o m p r o m i s e  unthinkable. Genius is for him an afflatus, 

a r b i t r a r i l y  b e s t o w e d  and as c a p r i c i o u s l y  withdrawn. C o n 

s e q u e n t l y  he rejects c o n t e m p t u o u s l y  Rowland's notion that he 

s h o u l d  d i s r e g a r d  his mood and get on wi th his w o r k  whether he 

feels like it or not. He finds the idea all the more ou t 

r age o u s  in that it is Gloriani's method and he despises 

G l o r i a n i ' s  work. He protests to Rowland: "Production with 

me m u s t  be either pleasure or nothing .... I must either

p. 72.

^AN, p. 13.
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stray in the saddle or not go at all. I w o n ’t do second-rate 

work; I can't if I would. I have no cleverness apart from 

i n s p i r a t i o n "  (vi, 210).

James c a r e f u l l y  charts the stages of Roderick*s decline 

in terms of the sculpture he produces. The figure he models 

after his sum mer in Baden symbolises in subject and technique 

his n e w  s o p h i s tication; a l r e a d y  the transcendental style 

seems a thing of the past. But the bust of Christina Light 

e x e m p l i f i e s  once more his aesthetic ideas. James says of it: 

"The r e s e m b l a n c e  was deep and vivid; there was extreme 

f i d e l i t y  of deta il and yet a noble simplicity. One could say 

of the h e a d  that, wit h o u t  idealisation, it was a r e p r e s e n t a 

tion of ideal beauty" (v, 165). He reaches the point of no 

r e t u r n  w h e n  he aband ons the figure of Intellectual R e f inement 

c o m m i s s i o n e d  by Mr. Leavenworth. Rowland's warning, d r a m a 

t i c a l l y  e n h a n c e d  by the anticip a t i v e  image he uses, is enough 

to indic a t e  that the refusal is crucial: "You are standing

on the edge of a gulf. If you suffer anything that has passed 

to i n t e r r u p t  your w o r k  on that figure, you take your plunge 

.... y o u  will do the w i s e s t  thing you ever did if you make 

that e ffort of will n e c e s s a r y  for finishing it" (viii, 277). 

The stat ue he is engaged on at the same time is a significant
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It r e p r e s e n t s  a lazzarone "lounging in the sun; an image 

of serene, irresponsible, sensuous life" (viii, 271).

R o d e r i c k  r e a d i l y  admits that the real lazzarone is a "vile 

fel l o w ^  but the i dealism in him dies hard, and the figure 

has b e e n  "subtly idealised". He seeS the ideal lazzarone 

n o w  as "a p r e c u r s o r  of the millennium". His last work, the 

bust of his mother, is d e s c ribed by James as "an exquisite 

e xample of a ruling sense of beauty" (x, 330). It testifies 

w i t h  tragic i r o n y  to the brill iance of Roderick's talent 

w h e n  he has h i m s e l f  lost all faith in his power to create.

R o d e r i c k ' s  meteoric course beginning in a small New 

E n g l a n d  town and ending in a remote gorge of the Swiss Alps 

makes the sub s t a n c e  of Rowland's aesthetic adventure. In 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  bet w e e n  the two men James gives us what 

a mounts to a s u s t a i n e d  diale ctic w hich projects d r a matically 

some of his ideas about art and life. As Rowland's view of 

R o d e r i c k  is t e m p e r e d  by experience James's own convictions 

emerge, w i t h o u t  dogmatism, part of the organic structure of 

the novel.

R o w l a n d ' s  p atronage of R o d e r i c k  is a product of the 

i d e a l i s m  w h i c h  colours his whole vie w  of life. His adventure 

is in fact an att e m p t  of a kind "to lead the ideal life",
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as James points out. For R o w l a n d  the ideal life is the 

life of art: "it seemed to him that the glow of happiness

must be f o und either in action, of some i m m e n s e l y  solid

kind, on behalf of an idea, or in p r o d u c i n g  a m a s t e r p i e c e  

in one of the arts. Oftenest, perhaps, he w i s h e d  he were

a v i g o r o u s  y o u n g  man of genius, w i t h o u t  a penny. As it

was, he could on ly buy pictures, and not paint them"

(i, 15). But the life of an artist is closed to him, as

he r e c ognises, for tho ugh he has a h i g h l y  d e v e l o p e d  aesthetic  

sensibility, he lacks, and knows he lacks, the a b i l i t y  to 

create. He explains his d e f i c i e n c y  one day to Cecilia:

"Do y o u  k n o w  I sometimes think that I'm a man of genius, 

half f i n i s h e d ?  The genius has been left out, the facu l t y  

of e x p r e s s i o n  is wanting; but the need for e x p r ession  

remains, and I spend my days gro p i n g  for the latch of a 

c losed door" (i, 7).

But he is mo re than "finely aware"; he is also "richly 

responsible".^ His c a p a c i t y  for d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  is as mu ch 

moral as ae s t h e t i c  and this complicates his case. Though 

he seems well e q u i p p e d  for the life of a dilettante, or 

aesthete, like Gabriel Nash, his obtru sive moral sense makes 

this impossible. R o w l a n d  him s e l f  senses that he is c o m p l e t e l y

 ̂ p. 62.
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l a c k i n g  in the "prime requisite of a graceful flaneur - 

the simple, s e n s u o u s ^ c o n f i d e n t  r elish of pleasure" (i, 14-15). 

James calls him "an a w k w a r d  mix t u r e  of strong moral 

imp ulse and restless aesthetic curiosity", "forever looking 

in v a i n  for the uses of the things that please and the charm 

of the things that sustain". His moral s c r u p u l o s i t y  has its 

origin in his P u r i t a n  background. As a New Englander, R owland  

is t a i n t e d  by "Maule's curse".^ His father, we are told, was 

"a chip of the primal Pur i t a n  block" (i, 9)« He had brought 

R o w l a n d  up to think more of the duties of life than its 

p l e a s u r e s  and to have a fastidious sense of the difference 

bet w e e n  r i ght and wrong. His s p o n s o r s h i p  of R o d e r i c k  is at 

first a n y w a y  a source of d i s t i n c t i v e l y  moral satisfaction.

It fulfils, even though vicariously, his ar d e n t  desire for 

a mission: his life will thus acq uire a " reflected u s e f u l n e s s "  

(ii, 45). There is no rea s o n  to doubt his good faith, his 

s i n c e r i t y  or even the a l t r u i s m  w h i c h  prompts his offer of 

patronage, but we mu st r e c ognise that it is d e s i g n e d  at the 

same time to m i n i s t e r  to p r o f o u n d  needs of his own.

In N a u l e ' s  Curse (Norfolk, Conn., 1938) Yvor Winters 
deals w i t h  the eff ect of what he calls "Mania's curse" on a New 
E n g l a n d  w r i t e r  like Hawthorne. It signifies the uneasiness of 
conscience, the s e l f - i m p o s e d  m o rtification, to w h i c h  those 
bro u g h t  up in the P u r i t a n  ethos were s p e c i a l l y  prone. Though 
the C a l v i n i s t  ideas w h i c h  h e l p e d  to make it had r e a l l y  lost 
re l i g i o u s  force by the n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  and become s e c u l a r 
ised the y  were still perv asive. This aus tere m o r a l i t y  with 
its em phasis on the ef f i c a c y  of hard w o r k  and abst i n e n c e  still
had a po w e r f u l  hol d  on m a n y  minds and gave rise to the kind 
of d i c h o t o m y  we see in R o w l and's nature.



The ideal life he has in mind, then, has to appease 

his c o n s c i e n c e  while s a t i s f y i n g  his craving for aesthetic 

experience. Before m e e t i n g  R o d e r i c k  he had played with the 

n o t i o n  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  an art m u s e u m  in an A m e r i c a n  city 

w h i c h  he w o u l d  fur n i s h  with D u t c h  and Italian paintings 

p i c k e d  up on his E u r o p e a n  journeys. In c o n c e i v i n g  such a 

scheme R o w l a n d  shows h i m s e l f  to be an a rchetype for Adam 

V e r v e r  who is p o s s e s s e d  by muc h  the same ambition. For him 

too it s a t i sfies a d e e p l y  felt need. Romantic as well as 

idealistic, R o w l a n d  is a t t r a c t e d  less by the op p o r t u n i t y 

off e r e d  for an act of p h i l a n t h r o p y  than by the fascinating 

p r o s p e c t  in w h i c h  he sees h i m s e l f  "in some m o u l d y  old saloon 

of a F l o r e n t i n e  palace, t urning to w a r d  the deep embrasure 

of the w i n d o w  some s c a r c e l y - f a d e d  Gh i r l a n d a i o  or Botticelli, 

w h ile a ho s t  in r e d u c e d  c i r c u m stances p o i n t e d  out the lovely 

d r a w i n g  of a hand" (i, 6). The n o v e l e t t i s h  cadences and

tone, t o g e t h e r  w i t h  the phrase "a host in r e d u c e d  c i r cumstances"  

su ggests the spurious q u a l i t y  of Rowland's elaborate vision. 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y  he rejects the proj e c t  an y w a y  as fai ling to 

s a t i s f y  his standards of usefulness.

In his r e l a t i o n  wit h  Roderick, R o w l a n d  finds the 

aes t h e t i c  s a t i s f a c t i o n  he has been looking for. He experiences
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v i c a r i o u s l y  the rewards and frustrations of the artistic 

life. But such p a r t i c i p a t i o n  does not preclude for him 

wh a t  James later d efined more p r e c i s e l y  as "the glow of 

an a l m o s t  creative ardour" of a different kind, an ardour 

d e r i v e d  from his enjoyment of R o d e r i c k  as a spectacle of 

d e v e l o p i n g  genius. He is aware from the start that R o d e r i c k  

has a p p r o p r i a t e d  his sympathies and even m o m e n t a r i l y  resents 

it. Two years later as he keeps vigil in the mountains over 

his f r i e n d ' s  bod y  he grasps "how exclusively, for two years, 

R o d e r i c k  had f i l l e d  his life" (xiii, 481). He finds the 

e x p e r i e n c e  exquisite; for their first three months in Europe 

he lives R o d e r i c k ' s  interior life as well as his own, 

d e l i g h t i n g  in his quick a p p r e h e n s i o n  as well as his personal 

charm. He remarks his look "as of a ner vous n i n e t e e n t h -  

c e n t u r y  A p o l l o "  (viii, 269), and we find him asking him self 

on one occasion: "Was it not a part of the eternal fitness

of things that Rode rick, while r h a p s o d i z i n g  about Miss Light, 

s hould have it at his c ommand to look at you w i t h  eyes of 

the mo s t  g u i l eless and u n c l o u d e d  blue, and to shake off your 

m u s t y  i m p u t a t i o n s  by a toss of his p i c t u r e s q u e  brown locks?" 

(v, 171) He is led to r e flect that y o uth and genius c ombined

made the m o s t  beautiful sight in the w o r l d  and he permits

 ̂ In R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  (1907) I, 48. In the first edition 
(Boston, 1876) James had been much less specific: he had 
m e r e l y  writ t e n :  "the glow of his n e w - b o r n  sympathy" (ii, 45).
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h i m s e l f  to enjoy Roderick's "serene efflorescence as he w o u l d  

have done a beautiful summer sunrise" (iii, 86). His response 

is, as on other subsequent occasions, d i s t i n c t l y  aesthetic.

His c a p a c i t y  for conv e r t i n g  impr essions to aesth etic 

capital is perhaps most v i v i d l y  shown on the evening of his 

d i nner p a r t y  as he pauses at his d r a w i n g - r o o m  door and looks 

at his friends standing toget her round the lamp. He views 

the g r oup there as if it had be en carv ed from a block of 

C a r r a r a  marble, a s s i m i l a t i n g  it as a w o r k  of art. His moral 

sense c o m p l e m e n t s  the aesthetic so that the figures s i m u l 

t a n e o u s l y  take on allegorical force:

Roderick, b earing the lamp and glowing in its 
ra d i a n t  circle, seemed the beautiful image of 
a genius w h i c h  co m b i n e d  sin c e r i t y  with power.
Gloriani, w i t h  his head on one side, pul l i n g  his 
long m o u s t a c h e  and looking k e e n l y  from h a l f 
cl o s e d  eyes at the lighted marble, r e p r e s e n t e d  
art w i t h  a w o r l d l y  motive, skill u n l e a v e n e d  by 
faith, the mere base m a x i m u m  of cleverness.
Poor little Singleton, on the other side, with  
his hands behind him, his head thrown back, and 
his eyes f o l l o w i n g  d e v o u t l y  the course of 
R o d e r i c k ' s  elucidation, might pass for an e m b o d i 
men t  of a s p i r i n g  candor, wit h  feeble wings to 
rise on. (iii,112-113)

He finds in R o d e r i c k ' s  "beautiful image" an implicit gu arantee

of the r e a l i t y  and power of his genius. But the terse comment

w h i c h  follows: "In all this, Roderick's was c e r t a i n l y  the

be au role" throws doubt on the v a l i d i t y  of his vision.

' /  .
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R o w l a n d ' s  habit of imposing moral significance on 

a e s t h e t i c  impre s s i o n s  can be seen again at the end of this 

chapter. He and R o d e r i c k  separate for the summer in a 

small m o u n t a i n  village and from the coach R o w l a n d  sees this 

picture: "A great snow-mountain, behind Roderick, was

b e g i n n i n g  to tu rn pink in the sunset. The y o ung man w a v e d  

his hat, still l o oking grave." It prompts the r e a s s u r i n g  

r e f l e c t i o n  that "this was a salubrious b eginning of 

i n d e p e n d e n c e .  He was among forests and glaciers, leaning  

on the pure bosom of nature" (iii, 117). R owland's W o r d s w o r t h i a n  

fa ith in Nature as the nurse and soul of all man's moral being 

mi g h t  perhaps pass un challenged, but the sentimental cliché  

w h i c h  expresses it questions not only the faith but also the 

total e x p e r i e n c e  of which it is a part. There is in the picture 

a st r o n g  element of the ludicrous w h i c h  stems not from the 

t r a d i t i o n a l  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  of nature as the elemental mother 

but from the j u x t a p o s i t i o n  of "forests and glaciers", aloof and 

inhos p i t a b l e ,  wit h  "the pure bosom of nature" as a source of 

chaste c o m f o r t  for Roderick. Rowland's s e r e n i t y  seems facile 

in this context.

But he is not content m e r e l y  to i n t e rpret off the peg 

experience, he sets about m a n u f a c t u r i n g  an idyll for himself.

It is s u g g e s t e d  by the earlier ab ortive a t tempt of R o d erick's  

in the C o l i s e u m  to clamber after an i n a ccessible flower. In
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c o n s c i o u s  e m u l a t i o n  Row l a n d  is ke en to test Mar y's nerve 

as R o d e r i c k  had Christina's. He achieves what he set out 

for, both the flower and the sense of having M a r y  care for 

three min u t e s  "what became of him" (xii, 427). As an 

episode w o r t h y  of the code of courtly love it illustrates 

a p t l y  R o w l a n d ' s  romantic aspirations. He is indeed aware 

h i m s e l f  of the over-tones of chivalry; he registers that 

"Mary G a r l a n d ' s  eyes did not perhaps d isplay that ardent 

a d m i r a t i o n  w h i c h  was formerly conferred by the queen of 

b e a u t y  at a tourna m e n t "  (xii, 428). But to do him justice, 

this a s s o c i a t i o n  provides him pr i m a r i l y  wi th the means of 

gentle self-d e r i s i o n .  His apparent success is m a t c h e d  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  w i t h  the f r u s t r a t i o n  of Roderick's much more 

f o o l h a r d y  attempt; it is though, finally, an ironic comment  

on R o w l a n d ' s  idealism. Ce r t a i n l y  he succeeds in p lucking  

the "flower of the ideal", but it represents only the sha dow 

of an illusion. The three minutes of Mary's solicitude he 

had e a r n e d  by this feat make the sum total of his lot#

R o w l a n d ' s  idealism shows itself most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  

in his c o n c e p t i o n  of the artist. He ha d an u n q u e s t i o n e d  faith 

in t h e "es s e n t i a l  s a l u b r i t y  of genius" (ii, 47). It is h a r d l y  

s u r p r i s i n g  then to find him quite u n t r o u b l e d  at R oderick's 

e x p r e s s e d  i n t e n t i o n  to live a full free life in Rome. He is
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c o n v i n c e d  that the coarseness, the vulgarity, involved in 

any k i n d  of d i s s i p a t i o n  will be an effective de terrent for 

R oderick. In Rowland's vi ew the artist's instinctive 

f e e l i n g  for b e a u t y  safeguards him a u t o m a t i c a l l y  from the 

follies and vices of o rdinary men. An y w a y  he believes 

i m p l i c i t l y  in the power the artist has to convert to his 

c r e a t i v e  p u r p o s e s  the impressions, sensations and passi ons 

w h i c h  c o n s t a n t l y  assail him. Accordingly, he takes great 

p l e a s u r e  in R o d erick's impatience "to make something of 

all his i m p r e s s i o n s "  (iii, 85). James's own belief in the

a r t i s t ' s  power to convert had been instilled in childhood. 

He r e c o r d s  in A  Small Boy and Others that "we were to 

c o n v e r t  and c onvert ^... and simply everything that sho uld 

h a p p e n  to us, every contact, every i m p r e s s i o n  and every 

e x p e r i e n c e  we shou ld know, were to form our soluble stuff." 

R o w l a n d ' s  d e l u s i o n  lies of course not in the belief itself,

w h i c h  was an article of faith for James, but in his p r e c i p 

itate a p p l i c a t i o n  of it to Roderick. In the revisions he

made for the Ne w  York edi tion James takes pains to point to 

the n a t u r e  of Rowland's mis take here by inc l u d i n g  a q u a l i 

f i c a t i o n  in what had once been plain statement. He tells us

 ̂ 1913, p. 226.
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that: " Rowland took high satisfaction in this positive law,

as he saw i t , of his compan ion's spirit, the in stinct of

i n v e s t i n g  every gain of sense or soul in the enterprise of
1p l a n n e d  p r o d u c t i o n . "

R o w l a n d ' s  view of art and the artist is h i g h l i g h t e d  

by the v e r y  d ifferent attitude prevailing in Northampton, 

an a t t i t u d e  w h i c h  must be seen as a characteristic product 

of the P u r i t a n  ethos which is its context. James was 

c o n c e r n e d  to provide for Rode r i c k  a milieu antipathetic to 

art and in his Preface he criticises shar p l y  his efforts to 

this end. He saw his "fable" as r equiring "some more or less 

v i v i d  a n t i t h e s i s  to a state of civili s a t i o n  pro v i d i n g  for 

*art*",^ w h i c h  he had failed to supply. He finds that his 

e v o c a t i o n  of N o r t h a m p t o n  lacks intensity. However this may  

be, R o d e r i c k ' s  offer to transplant him to Eur ope springs 

i n d e e d  from an a s s u m p t i o n  that the A m e r i c a n  scene is inimical 

to the artist, likely to stunt and even to a t r o p h y  his creative 

powers. This is an idea found elsewhere in Jam es's work. 

Theobald, the t r a g i c a l l y  barren idealist of The Mado n n a  of 

the Future, so obsessed with perf e c t i o n  that his powers are 

t o t a l l y  inhibited, expresses his o v e rwhelming sense of d e p r i v a 

tion:

 ̂ R o d e r i c k  H u dson (1907), I, v, 93, m y  italics.

^ M .  P- 8-
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"We are the disinh e r i t e d  of Art! ... We are 
c o n d e m n e d  to be superficial! ... The soil of 
A m e r i c a n  p e r c e p t i o n  is a poor little barren, 
a r t i f i c i a l  deposit .... We lack the deeper 
sense .... How should we have them? Our 
crude and garish climate, our silent past, our 
d e a f e n i n g  present, the constant pressure about 
us of u n l o v e l y  circumstance, are as void of all 
that nourishes and prompts and inspires the 
a r t i s t  as my sad heart is void of bitterness 
in sa y i n g  s o !"1

James had experienced for himself what, on the other 

hand, the "sublime synthesis" of Europe could mean for the 

y o u n g  artist. Roderick's thirst for "knowledge, pleasure, 

e x p e r i e n c e "  is slaked by Rome, the right habitat, as James 

sugg e s t s  in one of his avuncular interpositions, for "those 

spirits w i t h  w h i c h  we just now claimed f e l l owship for 

R o d e r i c k  —  the spirits with a deep rel ish for the artificial 

ele m e n t  in life and the infinite superpositions of h istory" 

(iii, 84). Like Rowland, R oderick soon comes to realise that 

"Rome made him feel and u n d e rstand more things than he could 

exp ress: he was sure that life must have there, for all one's 

senses, an incompa r a b l e  fineness; that more i n t eresting 

things m u s t  h a p p e n  to one than anywhere else" (iii, 85).

Only in Rome does he find "what he had been looking for from 

the first —  the complete antip odes of N o r t h a m p t o n "  (iii, 84).

 ̂ The M a d o n n a  of the Future and other Tales (1879), I, 8.
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His r e j e c t i o n  of Amer i c a  as a viable mili eu for the artist 

is total, but Rowl a n d  on two occasions is led i n s tinctively 

to q u e s t i o n  the a s s u m p t i o n  involved although in practice he 

acts on it r e a d i l y  enough. Such ambivalence is c h a r a c t e r 

istic of him and springs here, as so often, from his aesthetic 

sense. A f f e c t e d  by the beauty of the vie w  round Mount Holyoke, 

he finds h i m s e l f  r e g r etting the impatient desire of him self 

and others to get out of America. Later, just before the two 

of them leave for Europe, as he looks along "the arch of 

s i l v e r e d  sha d o w  and out into the lucid air of the A m e r i c a n

n i g h t  ... he felt like declaring that here was b e auty too ---

b e a u t y  s u f f i c i e n t  for an artist not to starve upon i t " ( i i , 62-63). 

It is a g a i n  b e a u t y  with a moral tinge; it speaks of "kindness, 

comfort, safety, the w arning voice of duty, the per fect hush 

of t e m p t a t i o n "  (ii, 62).

The h o s t i l i t y  to art in North a m p t o n  is but one aspect of 

a deep m i s t r u s t  of beauty and sensuous experience of any kind 

w h i c h  is f i r m l y  rooted in the Puritan mind. James was to 

define this attit u d e  in "The Art of Fiction (1884)• "'Art*, in 

our P r o t e s t a n t  communities, where so m a n y  things have got so 

s t r a n g e l y  t w i s t e d  about, is supposed in certain circles to 

have some v a g u e l y  injurious effect upon those who make it an
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i m p o r t a n t  consideration, who let it weigh in the balance.

It is a s s u m e d  to be opposed in some mysterious manner to 

morality, to amusement, to i n s t r u c t i o n . W e  see this 

f e e l i n g  at w o r k  in Mrs. Hudson. The splendour of the m o o n 

lit T u s c a n  scene awakens in her only apprehension; she 

finds s o m e t h i n g  "shameless and defiant" in the "accumulated 

l o v e l i n e s s  of the night" (xi, 415). It is obvious that 

R o d e r i c k  has i mbibed the notion, without however making it 

his own. His first sight of Christina Light provokes the 

com ment: "If b e a u t y  is immoral, as people think at

N o r t h a m p t o n  ... she is the incarnation of evil" (iii, 88).

E v e n  a p o t e n t i a l  defector like Strether is bedevilled by
2an "odious in b r e d  suspicion" of beauty not easily dismissed. 

Such m i s t r u s t  is n o u r ished by the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  P uritan  

c o n v i c t i o n  that enjoyment is sinful and abstinence therefore  

a p o s i t i v e  good. E n r i c h e d  by new experience, M a r y  Garland 

can tell Rowla nd, p rompted by the beauty of the evening that 

Mrs. H u d s o n  had found somehow so flagrant, that bac% in New 

E n g l a n d  "things don't speak to us of enjoy ment as they do 

here ..." (xi, 416). Even Mr. Leavenworth, a hopeful p a tron 

of the arts who comes not from New Eng l a n d  but the Middle West, 

prides h i m s e l f  on his exemplary virtue in h a ving "travelled 

t h r o u g h  Eu r o p e  on cold w a ter" (viii, 272). He pr oclaims to

 ̂ P ar t ial Portraits (1888), p. 381.
^ T h e A m b a s s a d o r s  (1903)^ p. 143.



R o d e r i c k  w i t h  a m a g niloquence which James makes ridiculous: 

"The m o s t  v a r i e d  and attractive lists of wines are offered 

me, but I b r ush them aside. No cork has ever been drawn 

at m y  c o m m a n d ! "  Mr, Le a v e n w o r t h  epitomises a kind of 

P h i l i s t i n i s m  d ifferent from the New England variety. He 

a p p o i n t s  h i m s e l f  a patron of "indigenous talent" and, as 

James later makes explicit, claims to believe that "the 

office of art is second only to that of religion."^ But 

sc u l p t u r e  for Mr. L e a venworth is only another form of

m e r c h a n d i s e .  He acquires a statue as he later acquires a

wife, "with the sole vie w  of picking up furniture for his 

* home * " ( x , 333).

N o r t h a m p t o n  permits no such compromise with art or wi th 

the c o m p l e x  of values for which Europe is the symbol. Mrs. 

H u d s o n ' s  a t t i t u d e  is viv i d l y  sketched for Rowland by her son 

and ev en w h e n  we allow for Roderick's te ndency to exaggerate, 

here h u m o r o u s l y ,  it still betrays a t h o r o u g h — going bigotry. 

"Rome is an evil word, in my mother's vocabulary, to be said

in a w hisper, as y o u'd say 'd a m n a t i o n ' . N o r t h a m p t o n  is in

the centre of the earth, and Rome far away in outlying 

dusk, into w h i c h  it can do no Christian any good to penetrate" 

(i, 40) . Her distr u s t  of Rome and all it means is, if

 ̂ R o d e r i c k  H udson (1907); I, x, 193.
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anything, onl y  deepei^d by what she later sees of the city.

The b e l l i g e r e n t  pride of Mr. Striker's claim that he "didn't 

go off to the Old World to learn / h ± £ /  business" (ii, 58) 

stems p a r t l y  from the same ingrained suspicion of a strange 

and s o p h i s t i c a t e d  civilisation. His uneasiness finds vent 

first in c o m p l a c e n t  p u g n acity and finally in caricature.

He def i n e s  the ant ique as "an image of a pagan deity, with 

c o n s i d e r a b l e  dirt sticking to it, and no arms, no nose, and 

no c l o t h i n g "  (ii, 54). Sculpture for him is a form of 

s c a r c e l y  d i s s i m u l a t e d  idleness. Mrs.. Hudson's vi ew of art 

is even mor e  extreme: according to Cecilia she has "a holy 

h o r r o r  of a p r o f e s s i o n  which consists exclusively, as she 

supposes, in m a k i n g  figures of people wit hout their clothes 

on. Sculpture, to her mind, is an insidious form of 

i m m o r a l i t y "  (i, 27).

The comic exaggeration with which the New Eng land 

at t i t u d e  to art is invariably prese nted places it u n m i s t a k a b l y  

But this is not to say that all the views expressed in 

N o r t h a m p t o n  m a y  be dismissed accordingly as bigoted and absurd  

As always w i t h  James, each judgement is to be assessed s e p a r 

at e l y  on its merits and not lumped with others from the same 

source for c o l l ective approval or rejection. Cecilia and



M a r y  w i t n e s s  to d i s t i n c t l y  positive values in the P uritan 

code. Each, for instance, in her own way, challenges Rowl a n d  

on his lack of occupation. As a cousin, C ecilia need not 

mince words: "Is not a man like you doing harm w h e n  he is

not doing p o s i t i v e  good?" (i, 3). And M a r y  asks: "Wouldn't

it be better ... to w o r k  to get r e c o n c i l e d  to America, than 

to go to Eu r o p e  to get r e c o n c i l e d  to idleness?" (ii, 68).

A n  o c c u p a t i o n  decli n e d  has not for them the charm it has for 

S t r e t h e r  w h e n  c o n f r o n t e d  wit h  Little Bilham's dilettante wa y  

of life.^ The s c e p t i c i s m  w h i c h  greets R o w l and's scheme for 

R o d e r i c k  is b a sed on good sense as mu c h  as on prejudice. Mr. 

St r i k e r ' s  comm e n t  on R o d erick's prospects has a h o m e l y  wi s d o m  

w o r t h y  of R o b e r t  Frost: "The crop we gather depends upon the

seed we sow. He m a y  be the biggest genius of the age: his 

p otatoes w o n ' t  come up w i t h o u t  his h o eing them" (ii, 58). 

C e c i l i a  has similar misgivings. She prophesies to R owland  

that " t r a n s p l a n t e d  to Rome," R o d e r i c k  will "put forth a 

d enser leafage", and adds: "I hope wit h  all ray heart that the

fruit will be p r o p o r t i o n a t e  to the foliage" (ii, 46). Her 

use of h o r t i c u l t u r a l  language links her forebodings wit h  

Mr. S t r i ker's and in this w a y  reinforces the effect. Later  

w h e n  she hears of R o d e rick's success in Rome she is more

 ̂ The A m b a s s a d o r s  (1903)^ p. 94.
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expli cit: "I b e l i e v e d  he w o u l d  do fine things, but I was

sure he w o u l d  i n t e rsperse them wit h  a good m a n y  follies, 

and that his beautiful statues w ould spring up out of the 

m i d s t  of a s t r a g g l i n g  p l a n t a t i o n  of wil d  o a t s " (iv, 119).

U n like B a r n a b y  Striker's, Cecilia's m i s g i v i n g  is not born 

of a c o n t e m p t  for art —  her a d m i r a t i o n  of Roderick's 

sta t u e t t e  and her u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of the artistic t e m p e r a 

men t  are p r oof of that. She, like Mary, has something of 

R o w l a n d ' s  open- m i n d e d n e s s ,  but not his devout confidence 

in the moral i n v i o l a b i l i t y  of the artist. Cecilia in fact 

d i s t i n g u i s h e s  s h a r p l y  b e t w e e n  the artist's moral being and his 

talent. In her v i e w  N o r t h a m p t o n  has the right to ask Rowland 

to g u a r a n t e e  not on ly R o d e r i c k ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t  as an artist but 

also his "moral, his senti m e n t a l  secur ity" (ii, 46).

Doubts of this kind reveal Rowland's image of the art ist 

even at this stage for t h e  apotheosis that it is. Not for 

one m o m e n t  are we a l l o w e d  to share in the delusive hopes 

R o w l a n d  has for Roderick; pre m o n i t i o n s  of disaster abound from 

the beginning. The acc o u n t  of Roderick's early success has 

a r emote and lofty irony w h i c h  foreshadows failure: "Certainly,

am o n g  the y o u n g  men of genius who, for so m a n y  ages, have
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gone up to Rome to test their powers, none ever made a 

fairer b e g i n n i n g  than R o d e r i c k  .... He was p a s s i o n a t e l y  

interested, he was fee ling his powers; now that they ha d 

t h o r o u g h l y  k i n d l e d  in the glowing aest hetic a t m o sphere of 

Rome, the a r dent young fellow should be p a r d o n e d  for 

b e l i e v i n g  that he never was to see the end of them" (iii, 94). 

Eve n  M a d a m e  G r a ndoni's m i s chievous sketch of Herr Schafgans, 

"the v o t a r y  of spir itual art", though only a p a r o d y  of 

R o d e r i c k ' s  situation, sounds an ominous note (iii, 110). 

Because R o d e r i c k ' s  collapse is thus e l a b o r a t e l y  a n t i c i p a t e d  

we can take the measure of Rowland's delu s i o n  from the outset 

and trace e v ery m o d u l a t i o n  in his move towards enlighte nment. 

This process, gradual but none the less radical for that, is 

e s s e n t i a l l y  a progr e s s i v e  disillusionment. The v i s i o n  Rowl a n d  

attains to is, like Strether's, a v i s i o n  of things as they 

r e a l l y  are.

Like some of James's other protagonists, R o w l a n d  is 

q u i c k  to recognise, to assimilate and a c k nowledge his errors 

of judgement. He is honest enough to confess his mistake in 

a letter to C ecilia and finds relief in doing so. After the 

fiasco of R o d e r i c k ' s  first summer in Europe he registers d i s 

appo i n t m e n t ;  his faith in the innate virtue of the artist gets
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its first rebuff. Wh at this means for him is bro ught out 

more p r e c i s e l y  in the re v i s i o n  James made in the New York 

e d i t i o n  where "Yes, d i s t i n c t l y  he was d i s a p p o i n t e d "  (iv, 125) 

becomes "Yes, d i s t i n c t l y  he had lost an illusion, an illusion 

that he had l o v e d . A  few weeks later we find him w o n d e r i n g  

g l o o m i l y  w h e t h e r  for artists like R o d e r i c k  there m i ght not 

be spe cial d i s p e n s a t i o n  from the moral code, and we realise 

that a l r e a d y  he is on the wa y  to aban d o n i n g  his belief in 

the moral s a l u b r i t y  of genius, and is loo king for other 

s a n c tions for his confidence in Roderick. A d istinct a m b i 

v a l e n c e  now emerges in his idea of genius: it is still 

"priceless, inspired, divine", but also "at its hours, 

capricious, sinister, cruel" (vi, 200). Eve n  after he has 

b e g u n  to w o n d e r  whe t h e r  perhaps R o d e r i c k  lacks a conscience 

he clings to wha t  is left of his faith. His peace of mind 

is for the time being undisturbed, though James makes a 

p o int of s t r e s s i n g  how precarious it is (vi, 204). It is 

R o d e r i c k ' s  affa ir wi t h  Christina Light and flight to Naples 

w h i c h  pro m p t s  Rowland's crucial r e c o g n i t i o n  that genius, 

far from g u a r a n t e e i n g  a sound moral constitution, is itself 

u t t e r l y  d e p e n d e n t  on the v i t a l i t y  of the artist's moral sense.

R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n /. I, vii, 137.
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He first offers this view t e n t a t i v e l y  in his letter to 

Cecilia: "I think it is e s t ablished that, in the long

run, e g o t i s m  makes a failure in conduct: is it also true 

that it makes a failure in the arts?" (viii, 268)

This fal t e r i n g  mo v e m e n t  of Rowland's towards a more 

r e a l i s t i c  v i e w  of R o d e r i c k  brings with it a new insight 

into the n ature of the artist as he tries to make sense of 

R o d e r i c k ' s  condition. In his attempt to come to terms with 

the truth R o w l a n d  is f a v o u r a b l y  contrasted w i t h  Sam Sin g l e t o n  

who, desp i t e  the excess of authorial approval l avished on him, 

is not at all w i l l i n g  to substitute the real for the ideal. 

R o d e r i c k  has r e p r e s e n t e d  for him a romantic ideal to w hich  

he has r e s p o n d e d  as w h o l e - h e a r t e d l y  as Row l a n d  but with 

d e c i d e d l y  less discrimination. He tells R o w l a n d  one day;

"I can't judge him rationally. He fascinates me; he's the 

sort of m a n  one makes one's hero of" ( x i , 379). Earlier he 

had declared: "I don't envy H u dson anything he posse sses ... 

because to take anyth i n g  awa y  would spoil his beautiful 

c o m p l e t e n e s s .  'Complete', that's what he is; while we little 

c l e v e r n e s s e s  are like h a l f —r i pened plums, only good eating 

on the side that has had a glimpse of the sun" (v, 1 7 2 — 173).

He turns out to be e x t r emely anxious to preserve his illusion
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of Roderick, h a s t i l y  p r e venting Rowland from revealing what 

is w r o n g  w i t h  his pro tégé and explaining; "I want to kno w  

no evil of him, and I think I should ha r d l y  believe it. In 

my m e m o r i e s  of this Roman artist-life, he will be the central  

figure. He will stand there in radiant relief, as beautiful 

and u n s p o t t e d  as one of his own statues!" (xi, 379) There 

is a t e l l i n g  i r o n y  in Singleton's conception of Roderick's 

" c o m p l eteness", s harpened by the fact that R o w l a n d  too is 

t e m p o r a r i l y  a victim, of the same illusion. The idea of 

c o m p l e t e n e s s  is familiar to him; he had felt himself to be 

only h a l f - f i n i s h e d  and he recognises even t u a l l y  the symptoms 

of d e f i c i e n c y  in Roderick. Rowl a n d  sees that what Roder i c k  

in fa ct lacks is the ca p a c i t y  for moral feeling; quite simply, 

he has no h e a r t  (viii, 267-268). The a bility to feel was 

always for James the supreme human quality essential if life, 

or art for that matter, was to have any meaning. Without it 

the artis t ' s  power to create must shrivel. Later in his n e w 

f o und d e t a c h m e n t  R owland comes to realise that the p r e dominant 

f eature of Rode r i c k ' s  nature is "the perfect absoluteness of 

his own emotions and experience. He never saw hi mself as 

pa rt of a whole; only as the clear-cut, s h a r p — edged, isolated 

individual, r e j o i c i n g  or raging, as the case might be, but



^7

n e e d i n g  in a n y  case a b s o l u t e l y  to affirm himself" (xi, 391-392). 

At their last interview R owland is sha rply aware that the 

grounds of R o d e r i c k ' s  s e l f - r eproach are totally amoral ; "It 

was e g o t i s m  still: aesthetic disgust at the graceless contour 

of his conduct, but never a hint of simple sorr ow for the 

pain he had given" (xii, 469). This last perception, an 

acute d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  bet ween aesthetic and moral response, 

t e s t i f i e s  to R o w l and's new insight. His own feeling for the 

claims of others, c o n s p i c u o u s l y  illustrated throughout his 

adventure, makes him in this respect as in others a rev e a l i n g  

co n t r a s t  to Roderick.

A n o t h e r  parallel to Rowland's case can be found in 

C h r i s t i n a ' s  r e l a t i o n  to Roderick. For her too he had seemed 

to offer the means of rea l i s i n g  an ideal. Duri ng their 

m e e t i n g  at the Coliseum she tells him that she had hoped to 

find in hi m  the ma n  she had dreamed of, a man of tremendous 

char acter, talent and will whom she could entirely respect and 

admire. D i s i l l u s i o n  has brought insight and she does not 

spare R o d e r i c k  her d i a g n o s i s ; " Y o u  are one of the men who care 

only for t h e m s e l v e s  and for what they can make of themselves. 

That's v e r y  well w h e n  they can make something great, and I could 

i n t e r e s t  m y s e l f  in a man of e x t r a o rdinary power who should 

w i s h  to turn all his passions to account" (vii, 237), In a



more s u p e r f i c i a l  w a y  she makes much the same kind of mistake  

as R owland: to s a t i s f y  a personal need she bases a moral 

a s s u m p t i o n  on the d i s t i n c t l y  aesthetic appeal of Roderick's 

p e r s o n a l i t y  and talent* In the changes James made for the 

New Y o r k  e d i t i o n  he is careful to stress the nature of 

C h r i s t i n a ' s  mistake. He has her u n c o n s ciously convict 

herself. She tells Roderick: "I innocently imagined at first 

that y o u r  e y e s — because they're so beautiful-— — de clared 

yo u  strong. 1 think they declare nothing but just their 

beauty,"^ But she is also susceptible to beauty of a 

d i f f e r e n t  kind, to the aesthetic effect, the moral beauty 

it m a y  be called, of int e g r i t y  and goodness. Its appeal 

is so i m p e r a t i v e  that she is driven to emulation. Impressed 

d e e p l y  by M a r y  Garland's "beautiful character", (x, 346) she 

makes a dram a t i c  moral gesture by rejecting Prince Casamassima. 

She p e r s i s t s  in her refusal in spite of the attraction for 

her, f r a n k l y  acknowledged, of "the world, the splendid, 

beautiful, powerful, interesting world" (x, 370) to which

the m a r r i a g e  w o u l d  cer t a i n l y  provide access. Only under 

c r u s h i n g  p r e s s u r e  does she sacrifice her newest ideal.

1 l'4=7),
R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  ̂ I , xiii, 261.
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a b a n d o n  her scruples and go through with the marriage. To 

r e h a b i l i t a t e  her pride she clutches at a remedy that is 

e s s e n t i a l l y  aesthetic, "muffling her shame, with an almost 

s ensuous relief, in a splendor that stood w i thin her grasp" 

( x i , 383). The role she fills in the novel is an important

one, as James points out in the Preface, but its importance 

c onsists in muc h  more than her function as "well-nigh sole 

agent" of R o d e r i c k ' s  catastrophe. Her idealism, like 

S i n g l e t o n ' s ,  is a foil for Rowland's and provides a measure 

of his c a p a c i t y  to sustain disillusion. Neither she nor 

S i n g l e t o n  has his moral resilience: Singleton would rather 

cling to a false ideal while Christina sinks her thwarted 

i d e a l i s m  in the reckless pursuit of pleasure.

The ne w  v i s i o n  of the artist which Row land develops as 

a r e s u l t  of his experience of Roderick is substantially 

J a m e s ' s  own# In an article he wrote for the June issue of 

the A t l a n t i c  M o n t h l y  in 1872 he declared bracingly that "half 

the ba t t l e  in art is w o n  in the artist's conscience" and 

e m p h a s i z e d  the need for effort as well as insight: the artist 

"must b r i n g  his grist to the mill and grind it with his own 

s trength."^ Part of Roderick's trouble is that he expects

 ̂ R e p r i n t e d  in The Painter's E y e , ed. John L. Sweeney 
(1956) p. 65.
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his g r ist to be delivered in ample quantities regularly. Ee 

lacks the m o ral energy which supplies creative power. He 

admits to R o w l a n d  that the will defeats his u n d e r s tanding and 

he p r e a c h e s  his own brand of determinism: "I believe there 

is a c e r t a i n  group of circumstances possible for every man, 

in w h i c h  his will is destined to snap like a dry t w i g " ( i v , 128)

The n a t u r e  of his failure is illuminated for us in the 

so m e w h a t  p a i n s t a k i n g  vigne ttes James furnishes of his fellow  

artists in Rome. In these he stresses the need for a p p l i c a 

tion and h a r d  wo r k  if talent is to be properly fruitful.

He says of Glor i a n i ' s  art that "fifteen years of indefatig- 

ible e x e r c i s e  had brought it to perfection" (iii, 97). 

S i n g l e t o n  is of a different calibre, but he has the same 

c a p a c i t y  for h a r d  work, A1 though he had given no promise of 

a b i l i t y  w h e n  he first arrived in Rome, James points out that 

" i m p r o v e m e n t  had come, however, hand in hand with patient 

industry, a n d  his talent, though of a slender and delicate 

order, was no w  incontestable" (iii, 99). These comments 

e ndorse i m p l i c i t l y  what B a rnaby Striker had to say earlier 

on the i n e s c a p a b l e  need, even for genius, of sheer toil. At 

one stage R o w l a n d  tries to persuade himself that steady 

a p p l i c a t i o n  like Sing leton's is nat u r a l l y  inimical to genius,
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but furt h e r  o b s e r v a t i o n  forces him to a b a n d o n  the idea. He 

comes to see R o d e r i c k ' s  failure u l t i m a t e l y  and e s s e n t i a l l y  

as a moral failure. This is made quite p l ain in his c h a l lenge 

to Roderick: "If yo u  have the e nergy to desire yo u have also

the e n e r g y  to r e a s o n  and to judge" (xiii, 458). He had 

a l r e a d y  n o t e d  on another o c c a s i o n  "indications on Rode r i c k ' s  

part of the power of r e s i s t a n c e  to d i s a g r e e a b l e  obligations: 

one m i g h t  still have said, if one had been d i s p o s e d  to be 

d i d a c t i c  at a n y  hazard, that there was a m e t h o d  in his madness, 

that his m o ral energy had its sleep i n g  and its w a k i n g  hours, 

and that, in a cause that p l e a s e d  it, it was capable of 

r i s i n g  w i t h  the dawn" (xii, 430).

R o d e r i c k  h i m s e l f  c o n s i s t e n t l y  rejects any nee d  for moral 

constr a i n t .  He pro c l a i m s  u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y  the moral a u t o n o m y  

of the artist: "I t h ink that w h e n  you expect a man to produce

b e a u t i f u l  and w o n d e r f u l  works of art, y o u  ought to a l l o w  him  

a c e r t a i n  f r e e d o m  of a c t i o n  ... you ought to let him fo l l o w  

his fancy and look for his m a t e r i a l  w h e r e v e r  he thinks he m a y  

find iti"(vi, 201) He makes v i r t u a l l y  the same point, a g ain  

to Rowland, at their last interview: " ... I resent", he 

insists, "the range of you r  v i s i o n  p r e t e n d i n g  to be the limit 

of m y  a c t i o n "  (xiii, 460-461). D i a l e c t i c a l l y  his view, w h i c h
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seems r e a s o n a b l e  enough, goes unchallenged, but it is 

q u e s t i o n e d  i m p l i c i t l y  by the c ontext and, most s e r i o u s l y  

of course, by his h e a d l o n g  course towards disaster. His 

i n a b i l i t y  to feel for others makes the moral f reedom he 

claims a t r u l y  d e s tructive, not a creative, force.

If R o d e r i c k ' s  plunge into an abyss does not symbolise 

the e x t i n c t i o n  of his genius it only shelves the problems 

posed. R o w l a n d ' s  c o n c e p t i o n  of "the essential s a l u b r i t y 

of g enius" has c e r t a i n l y  been d e c i s i v e l y  exploded; in its 

place we are o f f e r e d  the c o n v i c t i o n  that for true f u l f i l 

men t  genius depends on the moral power g e n e r a t e d  by a feeling 

heart. How ever, we are bound to admit that the "perfect 

a b s o l u t e n e s s "  of R o d e r i c k ' s  s e n s i b i l i t y  does not p r event him 

from p r o d u c i n g  some superb figures and c e r t a i n l y  in no w a y  

j e o p a r d i z e s  their quality. At one point it is indeed t e n t a 

t i v e l y  s u g g e s t e d  that genius m a y  well t r a n s c e n d  the conditions 

that g o v e r n  o r d i n a r y  people and even artists of some talent. 

But the fact r emains that R o d e r i c k ' s  creative powers, lacking 

moral drive, e v e n t u a l l y  suf fer wha t  seems to be total eclipse.

We n e e d  h o w e v e r  to kee p  in min d  that it is the m e a n i n g  

for R o w l a n d  of R o d e r i c k ' s  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  w h i c h  is Ja mes's
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p r i n c i p a l  c o n c e r n  in the novel. With Roderick's fall "from 

a great h e i g h t "  Row l a n d ' s  a d v e n t u r e  a b r u p t l y  ends; his 

o c c u p a t i o n  is gone. In the course of it he has come to 

re j e c t  a e s t h e t i c  c r i t e r i a  as a touc h s t o n e  of moral value, 

and a c q u i r e s  as a re s u l t  not on ly a r ealistic v i e w  of the 

ar t i s t  but also a more comp l e x  v i s i o n  of life. In death, 

R o d e r i c k  Hes as b e a u t i f u l  as in life and wha t  R o w l a n d  sees 

f irst as he looks at his b o d y  is only "a s t r a n g e l y  serene 

e x p r e s s i o n  of life" (xiii, 479). S i n g l e t o n  too at the 

same time is o vercome by the sense of his beauty. But the 

a p p e a r a n c e  is deceptive: R o w l a n d  reco g n i s e s  that "an a ttempt  

to move him w o u l d  show some hideous fracture, some horrible  

p h y s i c a l  d i s h o n o r "  (xiii, 479). With this perception, he 

m a y  be seen as t e s t i f y i n g  s y m b o l i c a l l y  to the change that 

has taken place in his v i e w  of things: he can no w per ceive 

and ac c e p t  the p a r a d o x i c a l  mix t u r e  w h i c h  makes up experience.  

Jame s ' s  c o n c e r n  w i t h  this as p e c t  of Ro w l a n d ' s  adventure comes 

out in a r e v i s i o n  he made for the Ne w  York edition. Earlier, 

s t a n d i n g  w i t h  M a r y  G a r l a n d  in the m o o n l i t  garden of the 

V i l l a  Pa n d o l f i n i ,  R o w l a n d  had tried to j u s t i f y  wh at they both 

feel as the f u n d a m e n t a l  a m b i v a l e n c e  of life. In 1875 James



was con t e n t  to write: "We are made, I suppose, both to

suffer and to enjoy. As y o u  say, it's a m i x t u r e "  (xi, 416). 

T h i r t y - t w o  years later James ascribes to R o w l a n d  a more 

subtle and e x t e n d e d  analysis: "We s houldn't be able to

enjoy, I suppose, unle ss we could suffer, and in anyt h i n g  

that's w o r t h y  of the name of expe r i e n c e  —  that experience 

w h i c h  is the real taste of life ... the m ixture is of 

the fi n e s t  and subtlest."^

It is "the leal taste of life" w h i c h  e f f e c t i v e l y  ousts 

R o w l a n d ' s  s u s t a i n e d  a t t e m p t  to shape experience to an aesthetic 

ideal. His efforts to this end fail the test of reality: each 

is a s e n t i m e n t a l  indulgence, r e s e m b l i n g  an episode in a 

r o m a n t i c  nove l e t t e .  His expe r i e n c e  m a y  be seen to have s i g 

n i f i c a n t  form, and form that is in a real sense organic, not 

s u p e r i m p o s e d  to s a t i s f y  any ae s t h e t i c  p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  but 

e n g e n d e r e d  by intense moral vitality. The ne w v i s i o n  he has 

a c q u i r e d  c u l m i n a t e s  in no formal act of validation, like for 

in s t a n c e  Isabel A r c h e r ' s  r e t u r n  to Osmond, Strether's to 

W oollett, or A m e r i g o  and M a g g i e ' s  a c c e p t a n c e  of each other.

 ̂ R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  (1907), I, xxii, 457.
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All we have is R o w l and's own a s s e r t i o n  of his patience, 

a q u a l i t y  w h i c h  more than any other has made him a c c e s s i b l e  

to all experience. It is a q u a l i t y  James v a l u e d  highly.

In a N o t e b o o k  entry for 6th August, 1884 he wrote: "A 

m i g h t y  w i l l , there is n o t h i n g  but thati The i n t e g r i t y  of 

one's will, purpose, faith. To wait w h e n  one mu st wait, 

and act w h e n  one can act!" For him it is a f u n d amental

c o n d i t i o n  of all cr eative a c t i v i t y  in art as in life.

^ N, p. 67.



C H A P T E R  TWO

The ordeal of art in The Tragic Muse



James mos t  p r o b a b l y  b e gan The Tragic Mus e  in the

summer of 1888, t h i r t e e n  years after the p u b l i c a t i o n  of

R o d e r i c k  Hudson. The P reface he wrote for the N e w  York

e d i t i o n  some t w e n t y  years later, as well as t e s t i f y i n g  to

the p e r e n n i a l  f a s c i n a t i o n  art had for him as a sub j e c t  for

fiction, also throws light on the process of a c c r e t i o n  by

w h i c h  the n o v e l  took shape. It gives us an i n v a l u a b l e

i n s i g h t  into the n a ture of the theme James set out to treat

in The Tragic Mus e  and the w a y  in w h i c h  his ideas were

f i n a l l y  embodied. V i e w e d  r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y ,  the i n v i t a t i o n

he h a d  ha d  fr o m  Thomas B a i k y  A l d r i t c h  to c o n t r i b u t e  a serial

to the A t l a n t i c  M o n t h l y  was a chance, p r o m p t l y  g r a s p e d , " t o

make a s t o r y  a bout a r t ."  ̂ This was no new idea: from early

on he h a d  h a d  "the h a p p y  thou g h t  of some dramatic picture
2of the *a r t i s t - l i f e *." He saw the c o n f l i c t  b e t w e e n  art

and 'the world' as "one of the h a l f - d o z e n  great p r i m a r y  

m o t i v e s . "  It is t o u c h e d  on of course in R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n , 

but he ha d  b e e n  more c o n c e r n e d  there to p r e s e n t  a v i e w  of 

the n a t u r e  of the artist, of the q u a l i t y  of genius. As he 

gropes u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  for the "productive germ" of The 

Tragic M u s e , James s tresses the l e n g t h y  i n c u b a t i o n  his 

e a rly idea ha d  unde r g o n e .  L o o k i n g  back, he coints this p r o —

 ̂ p . 81.
^ M >  p . 79.



lo n g e d  g e s t a t i o n  as a d e c i d e d  advantage, y i e l d i n g  as it

did a s u b j e c t  "all m a ture w i t h  h a v i n g  long waited,"^

e n r i c h e d  by his a c c u m u l a t e d  expe r i e n c e  of life and of his

craft. He sees h i m s e l f  as h a v i n g  g ained from the lapse

of time "a more and more i ntimate v i e w  of the nature of
2art an d the c o n d i t i o n s  t h e r e w i t h  i m p o sed." The s u bject  

in fact r e q u i r e d  a c e r t a i n  m a t u rity: "... this q u e s t i o n  of

the esse n c e  and the r easons of the o p p o s i t i o n  had shown 

i t self to d e m a n d  the light of experience; so that to the 

g r o w t h  of e x p erience, truly, the t r e a t m e n t  of the s ubject 

had yiel d e d .

One o bvious e f fect of the gr o w t h  of e x p e r i e n c e  is the 

more c o m p r e h e n s i v e  pict u r e  of a rtist life w h i c h  emerges 

from The Tragic M u s e . By d e a l i n g  w i t h  two a e s t hetic m e d i a  

in s t e a d  of one, m e d i a  as d i f f e r e n t  as the theatre and 

painting, J a m e s  can p r e s e n t  a muc h  more i n t e g r a t e d  v i e w  of 

the na t u r e  of art: his e x p l o r a t i o n  profits e n o r m o u s l y  from 

the c o n t r a s t s  and s i m i l a r i t i e s  i mplicit in the two forms. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s  the idea of art d e v e l o p e d  in The Tragic Muse 

is e s s e n t i a l l y  the same as that put f o r w a r d  earlier in 

R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n . What has changed, w i t h  not a b l e  effect, is 

the p o i n t  of v i e w  and the focus; this entails a change of

 ̂ p. 81-
^ p. 80.
^ AN, p. 80.



pe r s p e c t i v e ,  an ap p a r e n t  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of the whole vista.

In R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  James pr o j e c t s  —  and u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y  

ref u t e s  —  an idea l i s t i c  v i e w  of art and the artist. R o w l a n d  

M a l l e t  has to j e t t i s o n  his c o n v i c t i o n  that a rtistic genius  

has a b u i l t - i n  moral soundness, to r e c o g n i s e  the illusions  

i n h e r e n t  in a e s t h e t i c  idealism. A l t h o u g h  the i d e a l i s t i c  v i e w  

is r e j e cted, the i m p r e s s i o n  that remains seems d i s t i n c t i v e l y  

romantic, p e r h a p s  because Roderick, in spite of blatant  

wea k n e s s ,  c o n t i n u e s  to be a b r i l l i a n t l y  c o m p e l l i n g  figure. 

S p e c t a c u l a r  genius tends to cre ate myth and in his meteo r i c 

rise an d fall there is s o m e t h i n g  of the q u a l i t y  of legend. 

James m a y  h i m s e l f  have felt s o m e t h i n g  of this for he a d d e d  

to the N e w  Yor k  e d i t i o n  of the novel a final s entence w h i c h  

has the a u t h e n t i c  flav o u r  of romance: "And then he talks to

her of R oderick, of w h o s e  h i s t o r y  she never w e a r i e s  and w h o m  

he n e v e r  e l s e w h e r e  n a m e s . The Tragic Muse is s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

l a c k i n g  in r o m a n t i c  aura of an y  kind. This can be put down 

to the g r o w t h  that had t a k e n  place in J a m e s ' s  experience: 

R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  is after all the w o r k  of a y o u n g  novelist.

But it m a y  have more to do w i t h  his c a r e f u l l y  d o c u m e n t e d  

approach. The Tragic Mus e  is e s s e n t i a l l y  a d i s q u i s i t i o n a l  

novel: the c h a r a c t e r s  exist p r i m a r i l y  to expo u n d  J ames's 

subj ect.

 ̂ R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  (1907), I, x x v i , 527.
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In R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  James had made use of a central

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  b ecause of the increase thus o b t a i n e d  in

drama t i c  intensity. It is all the more interesting, then,

that in The Tragic Muse he d i s p enses w i t h  w h a t  he no w  calls

the " u s u r p i n g  c o n s c i o u s n e s s "  on grounds, as he claims in

the Pre face, s p e c i f i c a l l y  dramatic, a r e m i n d e r  that in

1888 he wa s a bout to take the plunge into w r i t i n g  for the

theatre.^ He a s serts that "the whole thing has visibly,

from the first, to get itself done in dramatic, or at least

in scenic c o n d i t i o n s  ..." and he goes in for "the con s i s -
2t e n c y  of the m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  of a s p e c t s ." His c o n c e r n  in 

the novel w i t h  no t just one but three major "cases" a n y w a y  

made the use of a central r e g i s t e r  of c o n s c i o u s n e s s  i m p r a c 

ticable. T o g e t h e r  these three cases, w h i c h  he saw as 

"t ypical e x a m p l e s "  and "general aspects", did a w a y  w i t h  his 

fear that "a single i l l u s t r a t i v e  case m i g h t  e a s i l y  be m e agre
3f are." The N o t e b o o k s  show that this was more than a p a s s i n g 

anxiety. He c o n f e s s e s  there: "I was a f r a i d  of m y  story

b e ing too thin.""^ A  c o m p o s i t e  s ubject like this in volves

 ̂ In an e n t r y  in The N o t e b o o k s  for 12 M a y  1889, p. 99, 
James re f e r s  to a p r o p o s a l  he ha d  r e c e i v e d  some months before 
from E d w a r d  C o m p t o n  that he sh o u l d  dra m a t i s e  The A m e r i c a n  .
By the time it was p r o d u c e d  in 1891 he had w r i t t e n  four other 
p l a y s .

^ AN,pp. 89-90.
^ M ,  p. 82.
4 , p. 92.
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a c o m p l e x i t y  and b r e a d t h  of r e f e r e n c e  not to be found,

s i m p l y  b e c a u s e  it was not attempted, in R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n .

It o f f e r e d  scope to Jam e s ' s  d e l i g h t  in "a d e e p - b r e a t h i n g

e c o n o m y  and an organic f o r m ."  ̂ In the P reface he points

to P e t e r  S h e r r i n g h a m  and N i c k  Do r m e r  as his "two first 
2n otions". To his sense of the p r o b l e m  thus c r e a t e d  of 

two quite s e p a r a t e  stories T i n t o r e t t o ' s  C r u c i f i x i o n  p r o 

v i des a r e a s s u r a n c e ,  and the c h a r acter of M i r i a m  R o o t h  

both a s o l u t i o n  an d a title. She supplies the p r i n c i p l e  

of u n i t y  a n d  in her he finds his c o m p o s i t i o n a l  centre in 

spite of the fac t  that we have no direct e x h i b i t i o n  of her 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s :  we get at it "all i n f e r e n t i a l l y  and i n d u c t 

ively, s e e i n g  it onl y  t h r o u g h  a more or less b e w i l d e r e d
3i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of it by other s . "  He declares t r i u m p h a n t l y  

that " M iriam central th en to analysis, in spite of being 

o b j e c t i v e ."

Such a p o r t r a y a l  offers an i n t e r e s t i n g  paral l e l  w i t h 

his t r e a t m e n t  of Roderick. Our v i e w  of him, as of all the 

other p e o p l e  in that novel, is p r o j e c t e d  by Rowland. In 

n e i t h e r  b o o k  is James c o n c e r n e d  to p rovide a direct e x h i b i t i o n  

of the a r t i s t ' s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ;  rather he is i n t e r e s t e d  in the

 ̂ AN, p. 84.
 ̂ AN, p. 85.
 ̂ AN, p. 89.



i mpact made on others by the p e r s o n a l i t y  of the artist,

" e n a m o u r e d  of p e r fection, r i d d e n  by his i d e a . Thro u g h

R o w l a n d ' s  eyes we see the i m p r e s s i o n  made by R o d e r i c k  on

people as d i f f e r e n t  as C h r i s t i n a  Light and B a r n a b y  Striker.

In the same way, in The Tragic Muse we observe how J u l i a

D a l l o w  and Peter S h e rringham, say, react to Miriam. Ju st

as we lo o k  to R o w l a n d  for an insight into R o d e r i c k ' s

character, so we have to r e l y  on N i c k  D o r m e r  and Peter

S h e r r i n g h a m  t o g e t h e r  to e l u c idate M iriam's. In the P r eface
2James claims, m i s t a k e n l y  in fact , that he never goes

b e h i n d  M iriam, "only poor S h e r r i n g h a m  goes, a great deal,
3and N i c k  D o r m e r  goes a l i t t l e . "  But as in R o d e r i c k  

H u d s o n , J ames h i m s e l f  is always there to point out d e l u 

sion and to a f f i r m  values. He a d v e r t i s e s  this role in 

the Prefa c e :  w h i l e  N i c k  and Peter grope to u n d e r s t a n d  

M i r i a m  an d thus "waste w o n d e r m e n t " ,  he —  and the effect  

is all i m p l i e d  —  "goes b e h i n d  t h e m " . But though M i r i a m  

is the i n d i s p e n s a b l e  cent re of the subject, she reflects 

onl y  one a s p e c t  of it. In this novel Jame s ' s  e x p l o r a t i o n  

of the n a t u r e  of art is i n t e g r a l l y  a triptych; each facet

 ̂ p. 221.
^ See b e l o w  p . 8T.

^ AN, p. 91.



t3

c o m p l e m e n t s  the others. To this end char a c t e r s  are li n k e d  

in a n e t w o r k  of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  f o u n d e d  on u n r e q u i t e d  love* 

M i r i a m  is in love w i t h  N i c k  an d  is loved by Peter (who is 

l oved by Biddy). M u c h  the same p a t t e r n  can be made out in 

R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n . R o d e r i c k  is in love wit h  C h r i s t i n a  and is 

l o ved by M a r y  (who is l o ved by Rowland). But in The Tragic 

M u s e these r e l a t i o n s ,  as I shall sho w  later, help to 

d r a m a t i s e  J a m e s ' s  idea of art more d i r e c t l y  and e x c l u s i v e l y  

than is the case in R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n .

W h e n  we come to c o n s i d e r  the o p p o s i t i o n  off e r e d  to art, 

J a m e s ' s  other ex press p r e o c c u p a t i o n  in The Tragic M u s e , we 

find that e x p e r i e n c e  ha d  made for a change of ground, an 

e x t e n s i o n  of field. In R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  a n t a g o n i s m  to art 

is onl y  a s u b o r d i n a t e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  Roderick, and R o w l a n d  

i n e v i t a b l y  as his patron, does clash wit h  the w o r l d  —  if 

No r t h a m p t o n ,  Mass. m a y  in this c o n t e x t  be a l l o w e d  to figure 

as "the w orld". But once R o d e r i c k  is e s t a b l i s h e d  in E u rope 

he meets v i r t u a l l y  no opposition; i n s t e a d  he bec omes i n v o l v e d  

in a c o n f l i c t  w h i c h  only o b j e c t i f i e s  the inner d i c h o t o m y  

that e n e r v a t e s  his genius. The o p p o s i t i o n  to art d e p i c t e d  

in R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  is in fact s t r i c t l y  circum s c r i b e d .  James

is c o n t e n t  to do no mo re tha n  p o r t r a y  and evaluate it,
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c h i e f l y  by m e ans of c a r icature; causes an d effects do 

not c o n c e r n  him here. By the time he came to w r i t e  The 

Tragic M u s e , however, he h a d  h a d  the chance to obs erve and 

s t u d y  other m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of h o s t i l i t y  to art and to 

po n d e r  the r e a s o n s  for it. The r e sults can be seen in the 

w e a l t h  of s o c i o l o g i c a l  and p s y c h o l o g i c a l  o b s e r v a t i o n  w h i c h  

has gone to mak e  the E n g l i s h  m i l i e u  of The Tragic Muse.

J a mes s e t t l e d  in L o n d o n  in D e c e m b e r  1876, just a ye ar

after the f i r s t  a p p e a r a n c e  of R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n . For the

time b e i n g  at least he s t e e p e d  h i m s e l f  w i t h  p l e a s u r e  in the

E n g l i s h  social scene and in this w a y  ga i n e d  an intimate

k n o w l e d g e  and u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of E n g l i s h  c h a r a c t e r  and the

E n g l i s h  w a y  of life. P e r c y  L u b b o c k  quotes James as w r i t i n g

in S e p t e m b e r  1888 w h i l e  w o r k i n g  on The Tragic M u s e : "I am

g e t t i n g  to k n o w  E n g l i s h  life b etter than A m e r i c a n  . . ..

Only eight m o n t h s  after e s t a b l i s h i n g  h i m s e l f  in L o n d o n  he

can co mment: "That the people he lives among are not artistic,

is, for the c o n t e m p l a t i v e  stranger, one of the fo r e m o s t
2l essons of E n g l i s h  l i f e . . . . "  E l s e w h e r e  in the same e s say 

he h a d  a l r e a d y  h a d  a shot at d e f i n i n g  the i d i o s y n c r a s y  of 

E n g l i s h  taste: " ... the taste for art in E n g l a n d  is at

b o t t o m  a fashion, a nee d  of* luxury, a tr ibute even ... to

 ̂ L u b b o c k ,  I. p. 87.
^ "The P i c t u r e  S e a s o n  in London, 1877" in The— Paintjer * s 

E y e . ed. J o h n  L. S w e e n e y  (1956), p. 148.
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1
p r o p r i e t y  ..." The i m p l i c a t i o n s  of this s t a t e m e n t  are 

i l l u m i n a t e d  for us in his e s say on Geo rge du M a u r i e r  

(1883) :

T h e y  (i.e. the English) have not a s p o n t a n e o u s  
a r t i s t i c  life; their taste is a m a tter of 
c o n s c i e n c e ,  reflection, duty, an d the w r i t e r  
who in our time has a p p e a l e d  to them most e l o 
q u e n t l y  on b ehalf of art has r e s t e d  his plea 
on m o ral s t a n d a r d s  —  has talked e x c l u s i v e l y  
of r i g h t  and wrong. It is i m p o s s i b l e  to live 
m u c h  a m o n g  them, to be a spe c t a t o r  of their 
habits, their manners, their a r r a n g ements,  
w i t h o u t  p e r c e i v i n g  that the artistic p o i n t  of 
v i e w  is the last that the y  n a t u r a l l y  take.
The sense of m a n n e r  is not part of their c o n 
s t i t ution. They arrive at it, as they have 
a r r i v e d  at so m a n y  things, because t h e y  are 
a m b i t i o u s ,  resolute, enlightened, fond of 
d i f f i c u l t i e s ;  but there is always a str ange 
e l e m e n t  either of undue a p o l o g y  or of e x a g 
g e r a t e d  d e f i a n c e  in their a ttempts at the 
c u l t i v a t i o n  of beauty. They c a r r y  on their 
hu ge b r o a d  bac k  a n a m e l e s s  m o u n t a i n  of c o n v e n 
tions an d preju d i c e s ,  a d u s k y  cloud of in a p t i t u d e s 
and fears, w h i c h  casts a sh a d o w  upo n  the frank 
and c o n f i d e n t  pr a c t i c e  of art.^

J a mes was k e e n l y  con s c i o u s  of, and often deprecated, the 

t y p i c a l l y  E n g l i s h  c r a v i n g  for a moral m e s s a g e  in art. In 

a r e v i e w  of the Royal Academy, 1878, he observes that 

"the p l a s t i c  q u a l i t y  is not w h a t  E n g l i s h  s pectators look 

for in a p i c t u r e  .... The a r t i s t  must tell a story or 

p r e a c h  a sermon; his p i c t u r e  mus t  not be an image, but, in

 ̂ The P a i n t e r ' s  E y e , p. 136.
^ P a r t i a l  P o r t raits, p. 370-371 •
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some f a s h i o n  or other, a lesson...."^ He f o und in E n g l a n d  

then a f r e s h  v a r i e t y  of the m o r a l i s t i c  at t i t u d e  to art 

p r e v a l e n t  in N e w  England. A c c o r d i n g  to this view, art 

was a c c e p t a b l e  only w h e n  it c o n f o r m e d  to the moral code, 

w h e n  it b u t t r e s s e d  the c o n v e n t i o n s  of public propriety.

As a social a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  it could be t o l e r a t e d  if not 

admired; but as a w a y  of life it was d e c i d e d l y  invidious.

A n  a n t i p a t h y  towards art w h i c h  is c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  

E n g l i s h  is e s t a b l i s h e d  from the b e g i n n i n g  of The Tragic 

M u s e in a p i c t o r i a l  for m  that is d i s t i n c t i v e l y  Jamesian. 

W i t h  this mode of p r e s e n t a t i o n  though, James soon f o und 

r e a s o n  to be d i s s a t i s f i e d .  In an entry in the N o t e b o o k s 

for 2nd F e b r uary, 1889, in w h i c h  he comments on the p r o 

gress of the w o r k  —  or r a t h e r  the lack of it, he records

that he has b e e n  in that cha p t e r  "too c o m p l a c e n t l y  d e s c r i p -
2tive an d i l l u s t r a t i v e . "  H o w e v e r  this m a y  be, the fact 

is that the o p e n i n g  s e c t i o n  of The Tragic Muse has c e r t a i n  

featu r e s  in c o m m o n  w i t h  the first f e w  p a r a g r a p h s  of The 

A m e r i c a n  an d  The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y , in w h i c h  d e s c r i p t i o n  

and i l l u s t r a t i o n  ( c o mplacent or not) also predominate. In 

each J a m e s  c onveys the p r e v a i l i n g  a e s t hetic climate of the

 ̂ The P a i n t e r ' s  Eye pp. 167-168.
^ N, p. 92.
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j^ovel. We are i n t r o d u c e d  to C h r i s t o p h e r  N e w m a n  in The 

A m e r i c a n  as he lounges in the S a l o n  Carré at the Louvre 

after a l e n g t h y  stint of pic t u r e  viewing. S i m i l a r l y  we 

see the D o r m e r s  for the f i rst time at the annual e x h i b i t i o n  

of the S a l o n  as they re st from their exertions on a b e n c h  

in the g a r d e n  of the Palais de l'Industrie. The same effect 

of stas is w i t h i n  a s e t t i n g  h i g h l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  

is a c h i e v e d  at the b e g i n n i n g  of The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y . In 

all three the aesthetic va l u e s  at issue in the novel are 

e x p r e s s e d  p i c t o r i a l l y .  To focus each p i cture James c o n 

scripts an observer. In The A m e r i c a n  he amounts to little  

more than a g r a t u i t o u s  c o n v e n t i o n  since the s t a n d p o i n t  

a d o p t e d  is b a s i c a l l y  one of n a r r a t i v e  o m n iscience. It is 

the s t o r y t e l l e r  who f u n c t i o n s  as observer in The P o r t r a i t  

of a L a d y . He re the device is u s e d  more c o n s i s tently; the 

v i e w  p r o j e c t e d  of D a n i e l  T o u c h e t t  and L o r d  W a r b u r t o n  is 

l a r g e l y  e x t e r i o r  but even so there are d e v iations. By 

contrast, in The Tragic M u s e  James exploits the device w i t h  

c a l c u l a t e d  effect. All t h r o u g h  this i n t r o d u c t o r y  sect i o n  

we v i e w  the D o r m e r s  s c r u p u l o u s l y  and a r b i t r a r i l y  from the 

s t a n d p o i n t  of a "f o r e i g n  o b s e r v e r "  w i t h  w h o m  the author, in 

the l atter part, tends to i d e n t i f y  himself. It is w i t h  the



p e c u l i a r l y  E n g l i s h  q u a l i t i e s  of the group that the observer 

can thus c o n c e r n  himself. In The A m e r i c a n  and The P o r t r a i t  

of a L a d y ,also, n a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  are spotlighted.

The o b s e r v e r ' s  i m p r e s s i o n  of the Dormers as th ey sit 

t o g e t h e r  in s ilence on their b ench is d e s i g n e d  to r e i n f o r c e  

the F r e n c h  c o n v i c t i o n  put f o r w a r d  in the o pening sentence. 

This i m p r e s s i o n  is p r e - e m i n e n t l y  scul p t u r a l  as befits a 

race " i n e x p r e s s i v e  and s p e e c h l e s s  ... p e r p e n d i c u l a r  and 

u n s o c i a b l e ,  u n a d d i c t e d  to e n r i c h i n g  a n y  b areness of c ontact 

w i t h  v e r b a l  or other embr o i d e r y . " ^  D e p o s i t e d  a p p r o p r i a t e l y  

in the d e p a r t m e n t  of statuary, the Dor m e r s  also " c o n s t i t u t e d  

a s u c c e s s f u l  pla e t i c  fa ct,... th e y  were f i n i s h e d  productions, 

in their way, and r a n g e d  there motio n l e s s ,  on their g r een 

bench, t h e y  w e r e  al m o s t  as m u c h  on e x h i b i t i o n  as if they had 

been h u n g  on the line" (I, i, 1-2). The f a int s u f f u s i o n  of 

the a b s u r d  w h i c h  colours this d e s c r i p t i o n  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  it 

s h a r p l y  in ef f e c t  from the d e s c r i p t i o n  of M i r i a m  where a 

s i milar t e c h n i q u e  is u s e d  to re n d e r  the i m p r e s s i o n  she makes 

on Peter (I , vii, 119). In thus r e p r e s e n t i n g  them as 

e ffigies J a m e s  d e n i g r a t e s  their h u m a n i t y  by s u g g e s t i n g  their 

lack of f l e x i b i l i t y ,  of w a r m  s p o n t a n e o u s  r e s p o n s e  to life. 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y  Nick, w i t h  B i d d y  beside him, breaks out of

 ̂ The Tragic Mus e  (l890). I, i, I. S u b s e q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e s  
to this e d i t i o n  in this and the f o l l o w i n g  chapter will a ppear 
in the text.



this r i g i d l y  c o m p o s e d  group in s e arch of f urther a esthetic  

exp e r i e n c  e .

The s t a tuesque, the marm o r e a l ,  is moSt v i v i d l y  e x e m p l i 

fied in the o b s e r v e r ' s  v i e w  of L a d y  Agnes Dormer, who 

embod i e s  s u p e r b l y  the m o r g u e  a n g l a i s e . She has "a face of 

fine a u s t e r e  m o u l d  •••• Cold, still and c o n s i d e r a b l y  worn, 

it was n e i t h e r  s t u p i d  nor hard, but it was firm, n a r r o w  

and sharp. This c o m p e t e n t  m a t r o n  ... had a hig h  forehead, 

to w h i c h  the q u a l i t y  of the skin gave a s i n g u l a r  p o l i s h  —  

it g l i t t e r e d  even w h e n  seen at a dista nce; a nose w h i c h 

a c h i e v e d  a high, free curve" (I, i, 3). The visual and 

tac t i l e  s u g g e s t i o n  here is of the chill sm o o t h  h a r d n e s s  of 

m arble. It is a g a i n s t  the m o n u m e n t a l  p r e s e n c e  of his mo t h e r  

and her p e t r i f i e d  e x p e c t a t i o n s  that N i c k  e v e n t u a l l y  ranges 

himself, a c o n f r o n t a t i o n  f o r e s h a d o w e d  in this chapter by 

L a d y  A g n e s ' s  bi t t e r  a t t a c k  on the art of the Salon. Nick  

sees it i n d e e d  as a challenge. Resen t m e n t ,  we notice, only 

h e i g h t e n ^  . L a d y  A g n e s ' s  s c u l p t i l e  quali ty, h a v i n g  the effect 

"not so m u c h  of a n i m a t i n g  her cold face as of m a k i n g  it 

colder, less expressive, t h o u g h  v i s i b l y  p r o u d e r "  (I, i, 10). 

N i ck's r e p l y  is a c o n s i d e r e d  defence, but it makes its most 

v i v i d  e f f e c t  as a s p i r i t e d  a f f i r m a t i o n  of life in the face 

of a r i g o r  mo r t i s  as m u c h  m o ral as a e s t hetic: "This place
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is an i m m e n s e  s timulus to me ; it r e f r eshes me, excites me, 

it's such an e x h i b i t i o n  of artis t i c  life. It's full of 

ideas, full of refi n e m e n t s ;  it gives one such an i m p r e s s i o n  

of a r t i s t i c  experi e n c e .  The y  try everything, t h e y  feel 

e v e r y t h i n g "  (I, i, 11).

The i m p r e s s i o n  made in this first chapter is r e i n f o r c e d  

by the u n e a s i n e s s  L a d y  Agnes o b v i o u s l y  feels in Paris. Whe r e a s

for N i c k  the cit y  has the power --  and the stress is qgain

on v i t a l i t y  —  "of q u i c k e n i n g  s e n s i b l y  the life of r e f l e c t i o n  

and of o b s e r v a t i o n  w i t h i n  him" (I , ii, 19), for her it is 

a so u r c e  o n l y  of d i s c o m f i t u r e ;  she is quite s i m p l y  bored.

James c o m m e n t s  that "she was far from f i n d i n g  e v e r y t h i n g  

in Paris amusing. She had no a p t i t u d e  for aimless n e s s ,  and 

m o r e o v e r  she t h o u g h t  it v u l g a r "  (I , v , 73). The p r o b l e m  of 

c h o o s i n g  a hat for B i d d y  that w o u l d  please Peter S h e r r i n g h a m  

is seen by J a m e s  s a r d o n i c a l l y  as p r o v i d i n g  her w i t h  "plenty 

of s p i r i t u a l  o c c u p a t i o n "  (I, v, 71). Like W a y m a r s h  and 

the P o c o c k s  a m o n g  others. L a d y  Agnes is n i c e l y  p l a c e d  by 

her r e s p o n s e  to Paris. For James the city is an i n c o m p a r a 

ble t o u c h s t o n e  for a range of values.

The d i s g u s t  L a d y  Agnes feels for the S alon might 

seem to c o n t r a d i c t  J a m e s ' s  a c c o u n t  of the E n g l i s h  at t i t u d e  

to art. But we n e e d  to k e e p  in m i n d  the g e n e r a l l y  wide
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d i v e r g e n c e  b e t w e e n  the F r e n c h  and E n g l i s h  schools of the 

time —  a staple reference, if on ly implicit, in muc h  

of J a m e s ' s  art criticism. He w rites for inst a n c e  in his 

r e v i e w  of the Royal Academy, 1878, of "the gulf ex i s t i n g  

b e t w e e n  F r e n c h  and E n g l i s h  a r t . The chances are that 

for a R o yal A c a d e m y  e x h i b i t i o n  L a d y  Agnes w o u l d  have 

s h o w n  at l e a s t  a r u d i m e n t a r y  tolerance, for she w o u l d  have 

f o u n d  there the "moral tone" so m i s e r a b l y  l a c k i n g  in the 

art of the Salon. She and Grace do show signs of f inding 

"taste" a c c e p t a b l e  as a soci al asset; both do their best 

to e s t a b l i s h  that J u l i a  has taste. It is w h e n  art bec omes 

a w a y  of life that it is mos t  deplorable, comes close in 

fact to d e p r a v i t y .  Not o n l y  does it o f fend a g a i n s t  social 

p r o p r i e t y  but it betrays an o r d a i n e d  social status. For 

L a d y  A g nes a n d  her circle art is "vulgar" —  an epithet 

t he y  t e n d  to use quite often. George D a l l o w  is termed 

" d r e a d f u l "  no doubt, b ecause he had made a unique c o l l e c t i o n  

of b e a u t i f u l  objects w h i c h  m a t t e r e d  more to him than almost 

a n y t h i n g  else. Biddy's d a b b l i n g  in m o d e l l i n g  is just 

t o l e rated, only beca u s e  it is o b v i o u s l y  amateur, little more 

than a pas \ t i m e .  Where art is fri v o l o u s  L a d y  Agnes is p r e 

p a r e d  to be tolerant. Nick, part of whose f u n c t i o n  it is to

 ̂ The P a i n t e r ' s  Eye, p. 168.



evoke the full force of this o p p o s i t i o n  to art, is in an 

i n c o m p a r a b l e  p o s i t i o n  for d i s t i l l i n g  its character. He 

explains to B i d d y  that their m o t h e r  "has i n h e r i t e d  the 

queer old s u p e r s t i t i o n  that art is p a r d o n a b l e  only so long 

as it's bad —  so long as it's done at odd hours, for a 

little d i s t r a c t i o n ,  like a game of iennis or of whist. The 

only thing that can j u s t i f y  it, the effo rt to c a r r y  it as 

far as one can (which yo u  c a n't do w i t h o u t  time and s i n g l e 

ness of p u r p ose), she r egards as just the dangerous,; the 

crimi n a l  element. It's ... the d r o l l e s t  i m m o r a l i t y "  (I, ii, 16)

N i c k  goes so far as to dub his f a m i l y  Philis t i n e s .

The fact that he is t a l k i n g  p r i m a r i l y  about h i m s e l f  makes 

his j u d g e m e n t  all the more forceful. He tells Gabr i e l  Nash;

"... ,we are all P h i l i s t i n e s  to the core, w i t h  about as much 

a e s t h e t i c  sense as that hat" (I, ix, 171). To take up the 

i m p l i e d  r e f e r e n c e  to Arnold, he could, w i t h  as muc h  j u s t i f i c 

ation, have c a l l e d  the m  Barba r i a n s .  C e r t a i n l y  —  and this 

is true too of J u l i a  Dallow, Mr. C a r t e r e t  and to a c e r t a i n

extent of P e t e r  S h e r r i n g h a m  ---  t h e y  are a c t i v a t e d  by those

s trong i m p u l s i o n s  a s c r i b e d  by A r n o l d  to the a r i s t o c r a t i c  class 

he n a m e d  B a r b a r i a n s ;  "lured off fr om f o l l o w i n g  light by those 

m i g h t y  and ete r n a l  seducers of our race w h i c h  w e ave for this 

class their m o s t  i r r e s i s t i b l e  charms, — by w o r l d l y  splendour.
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secur ity, p o w e r  and pleasure.'*^ In this cont e x t  P e r c y  

D o r m e r ' s  " p a s s i o n  for f i e l d - s p o r t s "  gains a d ded s i g n i f i 

cance; we are to ld that he " r oamed about the w o r l d  taking 

shots w h i c h  e x c i t e d  the e n t h u s i a s m  of society, w h e n  s o c i e t y  

h e a r d  of them, at the few l e g i t i m a t e  creatures of the 

chase w h i c h  the B r i t i s h  r i fle ha d spa red" (I , v , 78).

For both L a d y  Agnes and J u l i a  D a l l o w  f^ick is the means —  

and the o n l y  a v a i l a b l e  means —  of p r o c u r i n g  the " worldly  

s plendour, security, p o w e r , "  an d even perhaps pleasure, the y 

c laim by n a t u r a l  right. A n d  art p resents a subst a n t i a l 

t h r e a t  to these a l l u r i n g  p rospects. In this w a y  the 

i n s t i n c t i v e  a n t i p a t h y  t h e y  feel for art is g i ven impetus 

by the stake each has in Ni c k ' s  future. It makes, of course, 

for the s t r o n g e s t  emo t i o n a l  i n v o l v e m e n t  for both of them.

This I w a n t  to examine in detail elsewhere.

In his p i c t u r e  of Charles C a r t e r e t  and his m i l i e u  

J ames r e n d e r s  m o s t  vividly, b ecause d r a m a t ically, the ethos 

w h i c h  ge n e r a t e s  this k i n d  of h o s t i l i t y  to art. As a 

r e t i r e d  L i b e r a l  m e m b e r  of P a r l iament, a l i f e - l o n g  fr i e n d  

of Sir N i c h o l a s  Dormer, C harles C a r t e r e t  epitomizes the 

c h a r a c t e r  of that public life w h i c h  lays h o l d  on Nick.

 ̂ M a t t h e w  Arnold, C u l t u r e  and A n a r c h y , ed. J. D o ver 
W i l s o n  (Cambridge, 1966), p. 102.
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The c l a u s t r o p h o b i c  t r a d i t i o n a l i s m  he p r o f esses is o pposed 

to s p o n t a n e i t y  of an y k i n d  an d inimical, because i n a c c e ssible, 

to art. The o p p r e s s i o n  is made p a l p a b l e  for us in terms of 

Mr. C a r t e r e t ' s  h o use at B e a u clere: a mode of e m o t ional and 

sensuous n o t a t i o n  w h i c h  James came to use more and more w i t h  

i n c r e a s i n g l y  subtle effect. As in other novels it serves 

here too as a m e ans of easy, impli cit, s a t i rical comment.

B e n e a t h  Mr. C a r t e r e t ' s  ro of N i c k  becomes a little boy a g a i n 

—— "a little b o y  on w h o m  it ha d  been duly i m p r e s s e d  that in 

the wide, plain, pe a c e f u l  rooms he was not to 'touch'" (ll,ii,2l). 

The p o i n t  is d r i v e n  home in the c omment that fo llows: "When

he p a i d  a v i s i t  to his f a t h e r ' s  old f r i e n d  there were in 

fact m a n y  things —  m a n y  topics —  fr om w h i c h  he i n s t i n c t i v e l y  

kept his h a n d s . "  In this r e p r e s s i o n  there is n o t h i n g  subtle; 

on the c o n t r a r y  it is m a s s i v e  in its o b t r u s i o n  and f i n a l l y  

s t u l t i f y i n g ;  " E v e r y t h i n g  at Mr. C a r t e r e t ' s  a p p e a r e d  to N i c k  

to be on a l arger scale than a n y w h e r e  else —  the t e a - c u p s , 

the kn i v e s  and forks, the d o o r - h a n d l e s ,  the chair-backs, the 

legs of mutton, the candles and the lumps of coal: they 

r e p r e s e n t e d  and a p p a r e n t l y  e x h a u s t e d  the m a s t e r ' s  sense of 

p l e a s i n g  effect, for the house was not o t h e rwise d e c o r a t e d "

(II, ii, 24). The gentle, even m i s c h i e v o u s  satire e x p r e s s e d  

in the a p p a r e n t l y  c areless a g g l o m e r a t i o n  of the list is a 

per v a s i v e  e l e m e n t  in J a m e s ' s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of this as p e c t  of
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the basic conflict. Our i m p r e s s i o n  of obdurate o r t h o d o x y  

ia o n l y  the more s t r o n g l y  c o n f i r m e d  v h e n  ve learn that 

"in the house there was a g r eat deal of Lands eer, of o i l 

cloth, of w o o d w o r k  p a i n t e d  and 'grained'". The fact is —  

and the p o i n t  is e x p l i c i t l y  made —  "Mr. C a r t eret's in t e r i o r  

e x p r e s s e d  a w h o l e  v i e w  of life," a v i e w  of life m o r e o v e r  

that N i c k  h i m s e l f  was e x p e c t e d  to share. So that in his 

c o m p a n y  N i c k  "found h i m s e l f  i m m e r s e d  in an a t m o s p h e r e  of 

tacit p l e d g e s  w h i c h  c o n s t i t u t e d  the v e r y  m e d i u m  of i n t e r 

cour s e "  (II, ii, 29).

We see Mr. Carte ret, just as we see his house and 

wh o l e  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  onl y  as N i c k  ex p e r i e n c e s  them, and 

Ni ck's v i e w  is n a t u r a l l y  c o n d i t i o n e d  by his artis t ' s  s e n s i 

bility. He tends to see Mr. C a r t e r e t  always "from the 

p i c t o r i a l  p o i n t  of v i e w "  (II, iii, 33). E v e n  w h e n  he goes 

to B e a u c l e r e  w i t h  the d i f f i c u l t  news that he has r e s i g n e d

 ̂ T here is in Mr. C a r t e r e t ' s  o u t l o o k  and w a y  of life a
strong s u g g e s t i o n  of P o d s n a p p e r y .  C e r t a i n l y  the interior 
of his h o use bears an i n t e r e s t i n g  r e s e m b l a n c e  to Podsnap's;
" M r . P o d s n a p  c o u l d  toler a t e  taste in a m u s h r o o m  man who
stood in n e e d  of that sort of thing, but was far above it 
himself. H i d e o u s  s o l i d i t y  was the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the 
P o d s n a p  plate. E v e r y t h i n g  was made to look as h e a v y  as 
it c o u l d  and to take up as m u c h  ro o m  as po s s i b l e  .... All 
the big si l v e r  spoons and forks w i d e n e d  the mouths of the 
c o m p a n y  e x p r e s s l y  for the p u r p o s e  of t h r u s t i n g  the s e n t iment  
down their thro a t s  w i t h  e v e r y  morwel the y  ate"© See Cha rles 
Dickens, Our M u t u a l  F r i e n d  (1865), I, 99 . J a m e s  r e v i e w e d  the 
novel for the N a t i o n  on 21 D e c e m b e r  1865. The r e v i e w  has 
been r e p r i n t e d  in The House of F i c t i o n , ed. L e o n  Edel (1957), 
pp. 253-258.



his seat to give h i m s e l f  up to p a i n t i n g  this f a c u l t y  asserts 

itself: J a m e s  tells us that Mr. C a r t e r e t  " p r e s e n t e d  h i m s e l f  

to Ni c k ' s  p i c t u r e - s e e k i n g  v i s i o n  as a figure in a clever 

c o m p o s i t i o n  or a nov e l "  (ill, i, 1), But this t e n d e n c y  of 

Nick's by no means obscures his vision; it has, if anything, 

the ef f e c t  of s h a r p e n i n g  it. He is a c u t e l y  aware of the 

d i s c r e p a n c y  b e t w e e n  the p i c t u r e  he likes to make of Mr. 

C a r t e r e t  and the m a n  himself. He knows v e r y  well, for 

instance, that Mr. C a r t e r e t  ha d never been more th an a 

p o l i t i c i a n , t h o u g h  he likes to r e g a r d  him as a statesman.

His e n j o y m e n t  of the effect p r o d u c e d  by the old m a n  never 

d i s t o r t s  his judg e m e n t ;  ar t i s t i c  d e t a c h m e n t  makes his p o r t 

rayal at once ironic and sympath e t i c .  For this r e a s o n  James 

can s a f e l y  leave the p r e s e n t a t i o n  of Mr. C a r t e r e t  e n t i r e l y  

to Nick, a b s t a i n i n g  even fro m  the k i n d  of i m p l i c i t  c r i t i c i s m  

f o u n d  e l s e w h e r e  in his w o r k  w h i c h  a d u m b r a t e s  as a c o r r e c t i v e 

a d i f f e r e n t  evalu a t i o n .

The c l a r i t y  w i t h  w h i c h  N i c k  sees Mr. C a r t e r e t  is 

e n h a n c e d  by his a w a r e n e s s  that his v i s i o n  is in no w a y  

r e c i p r o c a t e d .  J a mes tells us tha t  he "was unable to r e g a r d  

Mr. C a r t e r e t  as an observer", even t h o u g h  the old man's talk 

was " f o u n d e d  on the idea of o b s e r v a t i o n " .  He goes on to 

r eflect; "'He d o e s n ' t  o bserve m ^  ... if he did he w o u l d  see, 

he w o u l d n ' t  t h i n k  — ' A n d  the end of this p r i v a t e  c o g i t a t i o n
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was a v a gue i m p a t i e n c e  of all the things his v e n e r a b l e  

host too k  for granted. He d i d n ' t  see any of the things 

that N i c k  saw" (II, iii, 34-35). This d i f f e r e n c e  in 

o u t l o o k  and s e n s i b i l i t y  comes out v i v i d l y  in the next 

s e n t e n c e  w h w r e  James s p e c i f i e s  wha t  it was that Mr.

C a r t e r e t  f a i l e d  to see: "the light touches of the sum mer

m o r n i n g  s c a t t e r e d  t h r o u g h  the sweet old garden".

E x p e r i e n c e  of this k i n d  does not exist for Mr. Carteret; 

to h i m  life is "a p u r e l y  p r a c t i c a l  fun c t i o n "  (II, ii, 31); 

h ence his p r e o c c u p a t i o n ,  like Mr. G r adgr ind,* s , w i t h  facts 

and c a l c u l a t i o n s .  N i c k  r e a l i s e s  that, despite his p i c t o r i a l 

a p peal as a k i n d  of elder statesman, Mr. C a r t e r e t  is not 

just a c h a r m i n g  spectacle, a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of a more 

g r a c i o u s  w a y  of life, n o w  obsolescent, t h o u g h  he is a l l o w e d  

most s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  to figure in this role. U l t i m a t e l y  

he r e p r e s e n t s  a w h o l e  ethos the v a l i d i t y  of w h i c h  must 

n e ver be q u e s t i o n e d .  His h i d e b o u n d  i d e o l o g y  cannot c o m p r e 

h e n d  Ni c k ' s  i n t e n t i o n  to b ecome a painter. It is to b e gin 

w i t h  a b e t r a y a l  of r a n k  : the p encil and the b r u s h  are 

d e f i n i t e l y  not "the w e a p o n s  of a g e n t l e m a n "  (ill, i, 11).

But it is also n o t h i n g  less t h a n  a c o n t e m p t i b l e  s u r r ender 

of name and country. H i g h  p o l i t i c a l  office, a c c o r d i n g  to
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this code, o f f e r e d  the only chance of living the s u p r e m e l y  

noble life.

This e x a l t e d  v i e w  of the w o r l d  of affairs is by no 

means c o n f i n e d  to Mr, C a r t e r e t  and L a d y  Agnes; it is sh a r e d  

by P e t e r  S h e r r i n g h a m  an d J u l i a  D a l l o w  too. E a r l y  on James 

hints that P e ter is a c t u a t e d  by the same p r e s s u r e s  that 

are b r o u g h t  to bear on N i c k  by his mo t h e r  and Mr, Carteret.

In a b r i e f  i n t r o d u c t o r y  s k e t c h  of Peter he comments: "it 

w o u l d  have b e e n  i m p o s s i b l e  to be more m o d e r n  than Peter 

S h e r r i n g h a m  an d more of one's class and one's c o u n t r y . "^

For P e t e r  too a career in public life is the supreme 

f u l f i l m e n t .  His m i n d  is set on g e t t i n g  to the top of his 

p r o f e s s i o n  an d James makes it clear that he is p r e p a r e d  to 

be r u t h l e s s  to do so. In his final appeal to M i r i a m  he 

offers her the chan ce of d o ing w i t h  him "great things", and 

this is h o w  he def i n e s  them : "The things of m y  p r o f e s s i o n

—  of m y  life —  the things one does for one's country, 

the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  and the h o n o u r  of great a f f a i r s " ( I I I , x i v , 1 63) 

It is onl y  by d e n y i n g  the claims art makes u p o n  him that he 

b e comes free to r e a l i s e  this ambition.

Sfe see the same i n c e n t i v e  at w o r k  in J u lia ; it is this 

w h i c h  su p p l i e s  the m a i n  i mpetus for her a n t a g o n i s m  to art.

 ̂ The Tragic Muse (1890), I, iii, 45-46. My italics.



Her a m b i t i o n  is to p reside over a p o l i tical salon. And 

she clai ms to be p o s s e s s e d  by "the simp le idea that one 

ought to do s o m e t h i n g  or other for one's c o u n t r y " (1, v i , 102). 

C e r t a i n l y  we have no r e a s o n  to doubt her sincerity. She 

f r a n k l y  a d mits to b e ing a m b i tious; but then u n a d u l t e r a t e d  

a l t r u i s m  is a rare quality. The f r u s t r a t i o n  she had 

s u f f e r e d  in her m a r r i a g e  to G e o r g e  D a l l o w  is g e n e r a l l y  

r e c o g n i s e d :  it had b r o u g h t  her little other than m o n e y  

and the c o l l e c t i o n  of p r e c i o u s  art objects at H a r s h  w h i c h  

she is b u s i l y  d e p leting. It is g i v e n  to N i c k  a l most  

e x c l u s i v e l y  to e l u c i d a t e  J u l i a ' s  m o t i v e s  and he discerns 

the w h o l e  t r u t h  as he c o n f r o n t s  her the day she breaks 

their en g a g e m e n t .  I n c o h e r e n t l y  she vo i c e s  her v i o l e n t  

r e s e n t m e n t  of art and all it stands for: "Why sh o u l d  it

always be put u p o n  me, w h e n  I hate it? W h a t  have I done?

I was d r e n c h e d  in it, b e f o r e "  (II, xiii, 172). In this 

o u t b u r s t  N i c k  detects "the u n c a l c u l a t e d  b e t r a y a l  of an 

old i r r i t a t i o n ,  an old shame a l m o s t  —  her late hus b a n d ' s  

flat, i n g l o r i o u s  taste for p r e t t y  things, his i n d i f f e r e n c e  

to e v e r y  c hance to p l a y  a public part". This d e f i c i e n c y  

in her life N i c k  was to have remedied. James h i m s e l f  

i n t e r p o s e s  to make this clear in one of the m a n y  a n a l y t i c a l
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e x p o s i t i o n s  in the novel. The cause of J ulia's i n t e r e s t  in 

Nick, he explains, was p a r t l y  "the v i s i o n  of his h e l p i n g  her to 

the p a r t i c u l a r  e m o t i o n  that she did desire the emo t i o n  of 

great a f f a i r s  and of public a c t i o n "  (I ,v i i i ,140). So w h e n  she 

is f a c e d  u n e x p e c t e d l y  in N i ck's studio wit h  the s p e c tacle of 

M i r i a m  Rooth, a superb e m b o d i m e n t  of artistic power, J u lia is 

o v e r w h e l m e d  by her di s t a s t e  for art r e i n f o r c e d  by all the j e a l o u s y  

l a t e n t  in he r love —  and it is real —  for Nick. She tells him :

"I hate art, as yo u  call it© I tho u g h t  I did, I k n o w  I did ; but 

till this m o r n i n g  I di d n ' t  k n o w  how much" ( I I , x i i i ,171). N i c k  

then r e a l i s e s  that her p a s s i o n  for him has been q u e l l e d  by her 

p o l i t i c a l  ambition, "her d e t e r m i n a t i o n  to be associated, so far 

as a w o m a n  could, w i t h  great a f f a i r s " (I I ,x i i i ,173). He sees 

her as the i n c a r n a t i o n  of politics. It w o u l d  be a mist a k e  

t h o u g h  to t h i n k  that Jul i a ' s  recoil from Nic k  is b r o u g h t  about 

s o l e l y  by p o l i t i c a l  a m b i t i o n  an d her h a t r e d  of a r t . B e hind these 

is an o b s c u r e r  force; the fear w h i c h  N i c k  senses in her, and to 

w h i c h  she d e f i a n t l y  admits, the fear w h i c h  pr o t r a c t s  their 

e n g a g e m e n t  an d keeps her a l o o f  from him. J u lia is a f r a i d  of 

b e i n g  d i s p o s s e s s e d  of her e s s e n t i a l  self an d her p o l i tical 

i n t e r e s t s  serve to b u t t r e s s  her i n d i v i d u a l i t y  agai n s t  intrusion.

In the p o w e r  art has over N i c k  she sees a force w h i c h  seems to 

t h r e a t e n  her w i t h  p e r s o n a l  d i s s o l u t i o n .  To p r e s e r v e  her 

i n v i o l a b i l i t y  t h e r e f o r e  she f i n a l l y  rejects Nick's love.



To tur n  from J a m e s ' s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the o p p o s i t i o n  

to art to w h a t  he calls the " q u e s t i o n  of the e s s e n c e "  

is to be f a c e d  w i t h  the Tragic M u s e  herse l f .  As c o m p o s i t i o n a l  

centre M i r i a m  commands the novel : not only does she p o l a r i s e  

the v a r i o u s  asp e c t s  of J a m e s ' s  theme but she is the t o u c h 

stone for the d i f f e r e n t  va l u e s  proposed. She is the

s u p r e m e  case in the novel of /'the a r t - a p p e t i t e  r a i s e d  to
2intensity, s w o l l e n  to v o r a c i t y . "  She e p i t o m i s e s  a total

u n c o m p r o m i s i n g  c o m m i t m e n t  to art; all the more dynamic

beca u s e  she is r e n d e r e d  o b j e c t i v e l y  t h r o u g h o u t  as befits

the a c t r e s s , wh o exists p r i n c i p a l l y  in the a e s t h e t i c  b e ing

she pro j e c t s .  To "do the a c t r e s s "  was no s u d d e n  w h i m  of

Ja m e s ' s ;  four years b e fore he b e g a n  The Tragic M u s e  he ha d

p o n d e r e d  the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of the idea in a N o t e b o o k  e n t r y

for 19 June (1884). In this a c c o u n t  the a c t r e s s  takes

first place; the s t o r y  w o u l d  be "a s t u d y  of the h i s t r i o n i c

c h a r a c t e r " .  He e n v i s a g e s  it thus : "A y o u n g  actress is an

o b ject of m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  and a great deal of c r i t i c i s m  from
3a m a n  wh o loves the stage ...." This seems i n d e e d  a mere 

a c c u r a t e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the focus f i n a l l y  a c h i e v e d  in

 ̂ p. 80.
^ AN' PP' 90-91.
^ N, p. 63.



the novel than that g i v e n  in the Preface, w h e r e  the 

"theatric case" is r e c o l l e c t e d  as a "young man wh o w o u l d  

c h u c k  s o m e t h i n g  and s o m e b o d y  else, a d m i r e d  in their w a y  

too " . ^

M i r i a m ' s  a e s t h e t i c  s i g n i f i c a n c e  is r e n d e r e d  p i c t o r i a l l y  

f r o m  her e a r l i e s t  appear a n c e .  Our f irst v i e w  of her is 

p r o j e c t e d  by Biddy: "Her arms h u n g  at her sides, her hea d

was bent, her face lowered, so that she h a d  an odd a p p e a r 

ance of r a i s i n g  her eyes fro m  under her brows ; and in this 

a t t i t u d e  she was striking, tho u g h  her air was u n e o n c i l i a t o r y , 

a l m o s t  d a n g e r o u s " (I, ii, 24). M o m e n t a r i l y  B i d d y  is made 

to feel that she is p l a y i n g  a m i n o r  role in a p e r f o r m a n c e  

at w h i c h  M i r i a m  is p r i m a  ball e r i n a ;  she has a sense "of 

b e i n g  a f i g u r e  in a ballet, a drama t i c  ba l l e t  —  a sub o r d i n a t e ,  

m o t i o n l e s s  figure, to be d a s h e d  at, to music, or c a p e r e d  

up to". The i m m o b i l i t y  a t t r i b u t e d  to B i d d y  in this image, 

t o g e t h e r  w i t h  the p u r p o s e f u l ,  a l m o s t  f l a u n t i n g  v i t a l i t y  

s h o w n  by M i r i a m ,  p r e f i g u r e s  no t only their r e s p e c t i v e  roles 

in the s p here of art but also Biddy's r e l e g a t i o n  by Peter  

as a r e s u l t  of his r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  Miriam. This is the 

only o c c a s i o n  in the novel w h e n  James makes use of B iddy's  

s t a n d p o i n t ;  he re it p r o v i d e s  h i m  w i t h  an in t e r n a l  —  and

 ̂AN, p. 82.



w h a t  is m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  —  i n g e n u o u s  and d e t a c h e d  v i e w  of 

Miriam. In fact the initial i m p r e s s i o n  M i r i a m  makes on 

those w i t h  eyes to see —  and B i d d y  is one of these —  is 

d i s t i n c t i v e l y  "plastic". N i c k  tells Mrs. Rooth: "I sh o u l d

like to p a i n t  her p o r t r a i t  ; she's made for that" (I, vii, 114), 

and his a n x i e t y  to d i spel an a w k w a r d n e s s  onl y  p a r t l y  a c c o u n t s 

for the remark. E v e n  for Nash, who finds her u n i n t e l l i g e n t ,  

she is "m a g n i f i c e n t l y  s t u p i d " .  ̂ P e t e r r e s p o n d s  to the same 

q u a l i t y  in her and it is his v i e w  that is mos t  f u l l y  d e v e l o p e d  

at her début: "She w o r e  a b l a c k  dress, w h i c h  fell in s t r a i g h t

folds; her face, u n d e r  her m o b i l e  brows, was pale and regular, 

w i t h  a str ange, strong, tragic b e a u t y "  (I, vii, 119). M o v e d  

by his sense of her as a v i v i d  i n c a r n a t i o n  of the art she 

hopes to pr a c t i s e ,  he s u g g e s t s  to N i c k  that he sh o u l d  p a i n t  

her as the Tragic Muse.

In this p o r t rait, w h i c h  a p t l y  c e l e b r a t e s  the e m e r g e n c e 

of M i r i a m ' s  talent, N i ck's u n o b t r u s i v e  claims to be an 

a r t i s t  are f i r s t  c l e a r l y  v i n d i c a t e d .  The p i c t u r e  has in fact 

a p i v o t a l  f u n c t i o n  in the novel. To b e g i n  with, by c o n 

f l a t i n g  N i c k ' s  art w i t h  an image of M i r i a m ' s  it embodies 

the p r i n c i p l e  of a e s t h e t i c  u n i t y  in the novel w h i c h  is, in 

a sense, a f a c e t  of its theme. N i c k  helps to b r ing this

 ̂The Tragic Muse (1890), I, iv, 54. My italics.
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out in w h a t  he says to Biddy: "All art is one .... It's

the same great, m a n y - h e a d e d  effort, and any g r o u n d  that's

g a i n e d  b y  an i n d ividual, a n y  s p ark that's s t r u c k  in a n y

province, is of use an d of s u g g e s t i o n  to all the others.

We are all in the same boat" (I, i, 12). N i c k  of cou rse

is t a l k i n g  of the p lastic arts, but in the total con t e x t

of the n o vel his r e m a r k  a c q u i r e s  w i d e r  r e f e r e n c e .  B i d d y

in d e e d  s u g g e s t s  such a r t i s t i c  i n t e r f u s i o n  as she gazes at

the p o r t r a i t  and e x p e r i e n c e s  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  "a sense of

the b e a u t y  of Miriam, as we l l  as a ne w  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  of

the t a l e n t  of N i c k "  (II, xv, 211). The c e n t r a l i t y  of the

p o r t r a i t  is s u f f i c i e n t l y  i n d i c a t e d  by the fact that a

d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  of it is provided. There are four

p a i n t i n g s  by N i c k  s p e c i f i c a l l y  m e n t i o n e d  in the novel; of

these, o n l y  this one, the Tragic Muse, is d e s c r i b e d  as a

pa i n ting; the others are left e n t i r e l y  to the i m a g i n a t i o n

ex c e p t  that the pose in one —  also of M i r i a m  —  is b r i e f l y

suggested. In this p o r t r a i t  the plastic e l e m e n t  p r e d o m i n a t e s  ;

the e m p h a s i s  is all on for m  :

M i r i a m  was r e p r e s e n t e d  in t h r e e - q u a r t e r s ,  seated, 
a l m o s t  d o w n  to her feet. She l e a n e d  forward, 
w i t h  one of her legs c r o s s e d  over the other, her 
arms e x t e n d e d  and f o r e s h o r t e n e d ,  her hands l o c k e d 
t o g e t h e r  r o u n d  her knee. Her b e a u t i f u l  h e a d  was 
bent a little, b r o o d i n g l y ,  and her s p l e n d i d  face 
s e e m e d  to loo k  d o w n  at life. She had a g r a n d



a p p e a r a n c e  of b eing r a i s e d  aloft, w i t h  a 
wid e  regard, from a h e i g h t  of i n t e l l igence, 
for t h e  g r e a t  f i e l d  of the artist, all the 
f ig u r e s  and pa s s i o n s  he m a y  represent.
(II, XV, 210)

In more th an one r e s p e c t  the p o r t r a i t  reca l l s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of Bidd y ' s  f i r s t  i m p r e s s i o n  of M i r i a m  and also that m o m e n t a r y  

v i s i o n  P e t e r  has of her —  "a ustere and terri b l e  ... an 

i n c a r n a t i o n "  (I , vii, 119) at M a d a m e  C a r r é 's tea. W i t h 

her l o f t y  d e t a c h m e n t ,  her c o m p r e h e n s i v e  view, she r e p r e s e n t s  

not o n l y  the Tragic Muse, but art itself, as James c o n c e i v e d  

it, in c r e a t i v e  r e l a t i o n  to life. The p o r t r a i t  g e n e rates 

m e a n i n g  in fac t  from the m o m e n t  it is f i rst mooted, until 

Miriam, a c h i e v i n g  s u b l i m i t y  in the role of Juliet, rec a l l s  

Peter to r e a l i t y  by the v e r y  p e r f e c t i o n  of her r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  

In this p i c t u r e  too all the d i s p a r a t e  references to M i r i a m  

as a w o r k  of art find f u l l e s t  p o s s i b l e  m e a n i n g .  ̂ S i g n i f i c 

a n t l y  it is this p o r t r a i t  w h i c h  is i n s t r u m e n t a l  in t h r u s t i n g  

N i c k  at last into a r t i s t  life. Only after J u l i a  has seen 

N i c k  and M i r i a m  f a m i l i a r l y  t o g e t h e r  l o o k i n g  at the h a l f 

f i n i s h e d  canvas does she m a k e  up her m i n d  to b r e a k  w i t h  Nick, 

in the s u d d e n  clear a p p r e h e n s i o n  that p a i n t i n g  is his 

" i n n e r m o s t  p r e f e r e n c e " ,  his " secret p a s s i o n "  (II, xiii, 169),

 ̂For examples see The Tragic Muse (1890), I, iv, 59;
II, V, 68; II, xii, 154; III, ix, 84.
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that he is e s s e n t i a l l y  an artist. A n d  it takes this act 

of J u l i a ' s  to a w a k e n  N i c k  to the a n o m a l y  of his situation.

The image of art w h i c h  M i r i a m  p rojects is at once 

a u s t e r e  and co m p e l l i n g ;  in its a m b i v a l e n c e  it reca l l s 

R o w l a n d  M a l l e t ' s  d e v e l o p e d  v i e w  of genius as "price less, 

in^ired, div ine", but also "capricious, sinister, c r u e l ."^

All three of J a m e s ' s  "cases" e x p e r i e n c e  art as an i r r e s i s t i b l e  

force; the a e s t h e t i c  i mpulse in them is not e a s i l y  denied.

It is as the y  react to it in their v a r i o u s  ways that J a m e s ' s 

v i e w  of art takes d i s c e r n i b l e  shape in the novel© The process 

is, as he i ntended, e s s e n t i a l l y  dramatic, as one a t t i t u d e 

r e i n f o r c e s ,  m o d i f i e s  or d e m o l i s h e s  another. Onl y  in M i r i a m  

does the i n s t i n c t  find full play. Her ar d o u r  seems at first, 

if a nything, r a t h e r  s t a r r y - e y e d .  In one of her early talks 

w i t h  Peter she c o n f e s s e s  that she " admired a great ar t i s t  

more tha n  a n y t h i n g  in the w o r l d  ; and in the p r e s e n c e  of art, 

of g r e a t  art, her h e a r t  beat so fast" (I, v i i i , 132). E v e n  

if her f r i g h t  at M a d a m e  C a r r é 's is feigned, as Peter susp ects, 

there is no m i s t a k i n g  the a d m i r a t i o n  close to r e v e r e n c e  she 

d i s p l a y s  at her m e e t i n g  w i t h  M a d e m o i s e l l e  V o i s i n  in the 

G r e e n  R o o m  of the T h éâtre Français. At this p o i n t  James,

 ̂ See above, p. U-U.
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in/spite of his a s s e r t i o n  in the Preface: "I n e v e r  'go
1

behind* M i r i a m , "  does just this so as to re n d e r  mo re 

v i v i d l y  her b e d a z z l e d  r e s p o n s e  to the great actress.

I m p r e s s e d  above all by M a d e m o i s e l l e  Vois i n 's m a n n e r  —  "it 

d e n o t e d  such a tr aining, so m u c h  taste, e x p r e s s e d  such a 

ripe c o n c e p t i o n  of u r b a n i t y "  (II, v i i , 98) —  M i r i a m  

r e s o l v e s  to c u l t i v a t e  s i m i l a r  grac es in her f o r t h c o m i n g  

career. So it is not s u r p r i s i n g  that w h e n  later we hear  

M i r i a m  tell Nick: "I'm a c t i n g  for y o u  t o n i g h t "  (I I , xii, 154),

we d i s t i n c t l y  catch the echo of M a d e m o i s e l l e  V o i s i n 's 

g r e e t i n g  to her : "I a c t e d  for y o u  t o n i g h t  —  I did m y  best"

(II, vii, 95).

As b e fits one who e p i t o m i s e s  artistic power, M i r i a m ' s  

a p p r o a c h  to her art is exemplary. She c o n s i s t e n t l y  displays 

that d e t e r m i n a t i o n  w h i c h  James saw as an i n d i s p e n s a b l e  part 

of the a r t i s t ' s  m o ral e q u i pment. S h o w i n g  like N i c k  little 

t a l e n t  at first, she has more in c o m m o n  w i t h  Sam S i n g l e t o n  

than R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  w h ose gift from the b e g i n n i n g  is 

u n q u e s t i o n e d .  The k i n d  of t e n a c i t y  she shows can all too 

r e a d i l y  be m i s t a k e n  for o b t u s e n e s s .  She is not at all 

d a u n t e d  by the d i s c o u r a g e m e n t  of those s e e m i n g l y  w e l l -

 ̂ M '  p* 91.
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quaii f i ed to judge and r e f u s e s  to be i n t i m i d a t e d  by 

M a d a m e  Carré, who has p r i v a t e l y  p r o n o u n c e d  her "loud 

and c o a r s e "  (I , vii, 125). In fact, as Peter c omments  

on one occasion, M i r i a m  took towards M a d a m e  Carré an 

a t t i tude, a tone, of equal a u t h ority, "as if she 

c o n s i d e r e d  that the c e l e b r a t e d  a r t i s t  had a sa c r e d  du t y  

t o w a r d  her" (I , x, 178). We can see that she regards 

P e t e r ' s  t u t e lage, and later D a s h w o o d 's a t t e n d a n c e ,  in 

much the same light. But the d emands she makes on h e r s e l f  

are as f ierce as those she makes on others. She takes 

the k n o c k i n g  a b o u t  M a d a m e  C a r r é  gives her "as a bath, a 

b a p t i s m "  (I , x , 187). She s u b s c r i b e s  a c t i v e l y  to the old

a c t r e s s ' s  " i n f l a m e d  sense that the art was e v e r y t h i n g  and the 

i n d i v i d u a l  nothing, save as he h a p p e n e d  to serve it." Her 

s p e c t a c u l a r  i m p r o v e m e n t  is to be a t t r i b u t e d  to s t r e n u o u s  

w o r k  ; she tells M a d a m e  Carré that she has " b a t t e r e d  down  

the door" (II, v, 74). For M a d a m e  Carré, as for James, 

toil and d r u d g e r y  are the i n e s c a p a b l e  lot of the true 

artist. P e t e r  r e g i s t e r s  that the q u a l i t i e s  w h i c h  most 

i n t e r e s t  M a d a m e  C a r r é  "were not the gifts but the co n q u e s t s  

—  the effects the actor had w o r k e d  h a r d  for, ha d  w r e s t e d  

by u n w e a r y i n g  study". For her, Rachel, w h o m  P e ter had 

cited as a supr e m e  case of "n atural e n d o w m e n t "  is r a t h e r  an
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e xample of a ta l e n t  e s s e n t i a l l y  f o r m e d  by work, u n r e m i t t i n g  

an d f e r o c i o u s  w o r k  (l, v i i , 124-125). In this i n s i s t e n c e  

on the n e e d  for h a r d  w o r k  and d e t e r m i n a t i o n  J a m e s ' s  v i e w  

of art in this novel echoes that put f o r w a r d  in R o d e r i c k  

H u d s o n , w h e r e  R o d e r i c k ' s  r e f u s a l  to w o r k  w h e n  he does not 

feel like it is a cause of his d i s i n t e g r a t i o n .  E n t h u s i a s 

tical ly, M i r i a m  a n nexes all e x p e r i e n c e  to her art. She has 

the c a p a c i t y  w h i c h  R o w l a n d  ha d  m i s t a k e n l y  a t t r i b u t e d  to 

R o d e r i c k  for t u r n i n g  to a e s t h e t i c  a c c o u n t  all the i m p r e s s i o n s  

and s e n s a t i o n s  that come her way. If a nything, success onl y  

c o n f i r m s  her in the p r a c t i c e :  " ... she was c o n v i n c e d  more

than ever th at the a r t i s t  o ught to l i v e , to get on w i t h  his 

business, g a t h e r  ideas, lights from e x p e r i e n c e  —  ought to 

w e l c o m e  a n y  e x p e r i e n c e  th at w o u l d  give hi m  lights. But work, 

of course, was e x p erience, an d e v e r y t h i n g  in one's life 

that was g o o d  was w o r k  .... if y o u  onl y  k e p t  you r  eyes open 

n o t h i n g  c o u l d  h a p p e n  to y o u  that w o u l d n ' t  be food for 

o b s e r v a t i o n  and grist to y o u r  m i l l " (II, % v i i , 228-229).

Some at l e a s t  of w h i c h  is i m p l i c i t  in w h a t  she says e arlier  

to Pet er: "I go in for the b o o k  of life" (I, viii, 151).

J u s t  w h a t  this y i e l d s  for her is s u g g e s t e d  by a s t r a y  idea she 

confi d e s  to hi m  one da y  : "I've o b s e r v e d  scenes^ b e t w e e n  m e n
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and w o m e n  —  v e r y  quiet, t e r r i b l y  quiet, but tragic!

Once I saw a w o m a n  do s o m e t h i n g  that I'm going to do 

some day, w h e n  I'm great —  if I can get the s i t u a t i o n "

(I, xi, 190). Total e n g a g e m e n t  like Mir i a m ' s ,  the 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n  of all e x p e r i e n c e  to the purpo s e s  of art, was 

for James, as we have seen, a n e c e s s a r y  c o n d i t i o n  of the 

ar t i s t ' s  calling.

The n a t u r e  of M i r i a m ' s  art was an a s p e c t  of his subj e c t  

that p r e o c c u p i e d  James, the more so in that it h a d  a vital 

b e a r i n g  on the v a l u e s  f i n a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  in the novel.

He is c o n c e r n e d  to e xplore the art of the stage, p a r t i c u l a r l y  

as it c o m p a r e s  w i t h  a n o t h e r  less public art 1 ike p a i n t i n g  

in the n e c e s s i t i e s  it imposes on the artist. In w e i g h i n g  

the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of a t h e a t r i c a l  subject, James ha d seen 

its spec i a l  i n t e r e s t  as "a s t u d y  of a c e r t a i n  p a r t i c u l a r  

n a t u r e  d ' a c t r i c e ; a v e r y  c u rious sort of n a t u r e  to 

r e p r o d u c e . "  He env i s a g e s  even at this stage "the s t rong  

nat ure, the p e r s o n a l  quality, vanity, etc., of the girl : 

her a r t i s t i c  b e i n g , so vivid, ye t  so p u r e l y  i n s t i n c t i v e . "

Pro m  the b e g i n n i n g  he is aware that he is d e a l i n g  w i t h  an 

a r t i s t  of a s p ecial kind. In R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  R o w l a n d

^N, p. 63-64.



9'

s p e c u l a t e s  w h e t h e r  e g o t i s m  m a kes a f ailure in the arts

and c o n c l u d e s  at last that it does. But e g o t i s m  in

an a c t r e s s  is a d i f f e r e n t  m a t t e r  al t o g e t h e r .  E a r l y  in

the novel James i n t e r p o s e s  to a p p l y  the epi t h e t

" e g o t i s t i c a l "  to Miriam, an d  adds in p a r e n t h e s i s  "(as

was n e c e s s a r y ) " (I , viii, 149). L a t e r  he was to c o m m e n t

in the P r e f a c e  on the " a l l - e g o t i s t i c a l  e x h i b i t i o n  to
2w h i c h  she is c o n d e m n e d . "  He is p r e p a r e d  to r e c o g n i s e  

that e g o t i s m  is an e s s e n t i a l  ele m e n t  of h i s t r i o n i c  talent.

Bot h  N a s h  and Peter are a w are that the a r t i s t i c  being in 

M i r i a m  to w h i c h  they r e s p o n d  so r e a d i l y  is i n d i r e c t l y  a 

p r o d u c t  of egoti sm. N a s h  puts it in this w a y  : "Her

g r e a t e s t  idea m u s t  always be to show h e r s e l f  ; and f o r t u n 

a t e l y  she has a s p l e n d i d  self to show. I t h i n k  of her a b s o l 

u t e l y  as a real producer, but as a p r o d u c e r  w h o s e  p r o d u c t i o n  

is her own p e r s o n "  (ill, iv, 36). It is of cour se a v i e w  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of one who claims as an a r t i s t  to w o r k  in 

life, but it w o u l d  seem also to be James's, for he saw

a n y  d i s t i l l a t i o n  of a fine i n t e l l i g e n c e  as a u t o m a t i c a l l y
3

g u a r a n t e e i n g  a " quantum of the i m p r e s s i o n  of beauty".

 ̂ W i t h  the p a s s i n g  years J a m e s ' s  a t t i t u d e  to e g o t i s m  
u n d e r w e n t  a change. In the N e w  York e d i t i o n  of R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  
he q u a l i f i e s  his orig i n a l  s t a t e m e n t  " e g o t i s m  makes a fail u r e  
in c o n d u c t "  by i n t e r p o l a t i n g  in p a r e n t h e s i s  after e g o t i s m  
"(in too big a d ose)" w h i c h  sugge s t s  that he ha d  come to take a 
more c o m f o r t a b l e  and less p e s s i m i s t i c  v i e w  of its e ffect on 
h u m a n  nature, cf. R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  (Boston, 1876), p . 268, w i t h  
R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  (1907), I, p. 295.

^ AN, P' 95.
^ p. 128.
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W h e n  P e ter is f a c e d  w i t h  M i r i a m ' s  s u d d e n  access of talent 

he notes that she has f o u n d  "the k e y  to her box of 

t r e a s u r e s "  (ll, v, 71). The image is s i g n i f i c a n t  in that 

it is a v a r i a t i o n  of one w h i c h  occurs in d i f f e r e n t  forms 

four times in The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y , alwa ys e x p r e s s i n g  

a sense of the supreme v a lue of a n y  d i s c l o s u r e  of the 

i n w a r d  life, the e s s e n t i a l  p e r s o n a l i t y . ^  M i r i a m ' s  

p e r f o r m a n c e  has just this value. A p p r o p r i a t e l y  she seems 

to P e ter in her n e w - f o u n d  power "like the f i n i s h e d  statue 

l i f t e d  from the g r o u n d  to its p e d e s t a l "  (I I , v , 68).

L a ter he v i e w s  her art fr om a different, a distu r b i n g ,  

angle. He r e a l i s e s  that "so far from there b e i n g  an y 

q u e s t i o n  of her h a v i n g  the h i s t r i o n i c  nature, she s i m p l y  

h a d  it in such p e r f e c t i o n  that she was always a c t i n g  ; that 

her e x i s t e n c e  was a series of parts a s s u m e d  for the moment, 

each c h a n g e d  for the next, before the p e r p e t u a l  m i r r o r  of 

some c u r i o s i t y  or a d m i r a t i o n  or w o n d e r  —  some s p e c t a t o r -  

ship that she p e r c e i v e d  or i m a g i n e d  in the p e ople a b out her" 

(I, X,  178-179). M o m e n t a r i l y  he is r e p e l l e d  by this v i e w  

of her but a l r e a d y  he shows signs of stacjcumbing to M i r i a m ' s  

spell and soo n  he de l i g h t s  in just this i n f i n i t e  v ariety.

 ̂ The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  (1881 ), I, 77-78 ; I, 242;
I, 245; II, 68.
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B e c a u s e  James p r o v i d e s  only an oblique v i e w  of M i r i a m  

we are o u r s e l v e s  s u b j e c t e d  to the e ffect of her 

i n c a l c u l a b l e  i n c a r n a t i o n s ,  to the full i m pact of her 

s e l f - p r o d u c t i o n ;  she exists for us too only in the 

p r e s e n c e  she offers to the world.

But M i r i a m  e x e m p l i f i e s  too w h a t  James saw as an ess e n t i a l  

p a r a d o x  of the h i s t r i o n i c  t e m p e r a m e n t  : the c o - e x i s t e n c e  

of s e n s i b i l i t y  and i n t e l l i g e n c e  w i t h  an e x a s p e r a t i n g  

v u l g a r i t y ,  a facet of the e g o t i s m  w h i c h  is so s t r a n g e l y  

part of her c h a r m . The N o t e b o o k  e n t r y  only hints at it, 

but Peter, in e x p r e s s i n g  his sense of it, speaks at least 

on this o c c a s i o n  for James. R e a d y  to grant that M i r i a m  

is "no mor e  e g o t i s t i c a l  than the h i s t r i o n i c  c o n s c i e n c e  

dema n d e d " ,  he goes on to w o n d e r  "if there were n e c e s s a r i l y  

s o m e t h i n g  v u l g a r  in the h i s t r i o n i c  c o n s c i e n c e  —  s o m e t h i n g  

c o n d e m n e d  to feel only the t r i c k y  p e r s o n a l  q u e s t i o n "

(I, xii, 213). But such c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  are t r a n s c e n d e d  

for P e ter in the p e r f e c t i o n  of M i r i a m ' s  art ; she p r o j e c t s  

then an image of b e a u t y  w h i c h  is more than a d e q u a t e  j u s t i 

fication. J ames makes it clear that M i r i a m  h e r s e l f  is quite 

aware of the v u l g a r i t y  w h i c h  is a c o n d i t i o n  of her a r t .

The d a y  of her r e c i t a t i o n  in Pet e r ' s  d r a w i n g - r o o m  we find
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her a s s e n t i n g  to his r e m a r k  that she is a strange girl 

and the n  c h a l l e n g i n g  him by w a y  of a reply: "Doesn't

one ha ve to be, to w a n t  to go and exh i b i t  one's self 

to a l o a t h s o m e  crowd, on a platform, w i t h  trump e t s  and 

a big drum, for m o n e y  —  to pa r a d e  one's bo d y  and one's 

s oul?" (I , viii, 153). This for M i r i a m  is the price 

she pays to p r a c t i s e  her art. She finds s o m e t h i n g  

g r o t e s q u e  in the w h o l e  p r o c e s s  a n d  later pours out her 

d i s g u s t  to N i c k  in w h a t  a m o u n t s  to an i n d i c t m e n t  of the 

t h e a t r e  or at least of the c o n d i t i o n s  it imposes: she 

sees h e r s e l f  " p i t c h f o r k e d  into the m ê l é e . an d into the 

m o s t  i m p r o b a b l e  fame, u p o n  the b a c k  of a s o l i t a r y  cheval 

de b a t a i l l e , a poor b r o k e n - w i n d e d  screw" (III, x v i , 216).

She may, as N a s h  claims, thrive on this u n a t t r a c t i v e  side 

of her life, but this is not to sa y  that she does not 

a p p r e c i a t e  it for w h a t  it is. In her c rucial t a l k  w i t h  

Pe ter a fter her t r i u m p h a n t  fiirst night she a sserts her own 

sense of the v a l u e  of her art : "Surely, it's v u l g a r  to

c o n s i d e r  only the n o ise one's g o i n g  to ma ke ; e s p e c i a l l y  

w h e n  one r e m e m b e r s  h o w  u n i n t e l l i g e n t  n i n e - t e n t h s  of it wi ll 

be. It isn't to m y  g lories that I cling; it's s i m p l y  to 

m y  idea, even if it's d e s t i n e d  to sink me into o b s c u r i t y "  

(ill, xiv, 172). To r e a l i s e  her idea M i r i a m  is p r e p a r e d
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c ommi t m e n t .

The q u a l i f i e d  r e s p o n s e  to art w h i c h  James e xamines in

his p o r t r a y a l  of Peter and N i c k  p r o v i d e s  a ri ch and c o m p l e x

c o u n t e r - p o i n t  to M i r i a m ' s  d e d i c a t i o n .  S u p e r f i c i a l l y

Pet e r ' s  s i t u a t i o n  r e s e m b l e s  N ick's; for both, the p u r s u i t

of art is an a l t e r n a t i v e  to a c areer in publ ic life. But

the c o n t r i b u t i o n  t h e y  make to J a m e s ' s  theme lies in the

f u n d a m e n t a l  and c o n s p i c u o u s  d i f f e r e n c e s  in their at t i t u d e

tow a r d s  art, an a t t i t u d e  w h i c h  c r y s t a l l i s e s  u l t i m a t e l y  in

their r e s p e c t i v e  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  Miriam. There is no

q u e s t i o n  a b o u t  Pete r ' s  deep i n t e r e s t  in the the a t r e  and

its art. It is defined, a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y ,  by James as "one

of those dee p  s u b j e c t i o n s  that, in m e n  of 'taste', the

Co m é d i e  F r a n ç a i s  u s e d  in the old days to c o n s p i r e  f o r . " ^

E a r l y  in the novel N i c k  teases his c o u s i n  a b o u t  w h a t  he calls

his " p a s s i o n "  for the theatre. In an u n e a s y  a t t e m p t  to

j u s t i f y  his interest, P eter e xplains w i t h  some a f f e c t a t i o n

w h y  the t h e a t r e  a t t r a c t s  hi m  :

"I am fo n d  of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  —  the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  
of life : I like it better, I think, thaii the real 
t h i n g  .... There is a f a s c i n a t i o n  to me in the w a y

 ̂ AN, P- 93.
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the a ctor does it, w h e n  his t a lent (ah, he 
must have that !) has b e e n  h i g h l y  t r a i n e d  
(oh, it must that!) The things he can 
do, in this effort at r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  (with 
the d r a m a t i s t  to give h i m  his lift) seem 
to me i n n u m e r a b l e  —  he can c a r r y  it to a 
d e l i cacy] —  an d I take great p l e a s u r e  in 
o b s e r v i n g  them, in r e c o g n i s i n g  th em and 
c o m p a r i n g  them" (I , v , 75).

James also o bserves that P e t e r ' s  a p p r e c i a t i o n  of the a ctor's

art was "so s y s t e m a t i c  that it h a d  an a n t i q u a r i a n  side"

(I, vii, 107). This a p p r e c i a t i o n  comes out c l e a r l y  in

the d i s c u s s i o n s  he has w i t h  Nash: we fin d  hi m  c o n s i s t e n t l y

d e f e n d i n g  the the a t r e  a g a i n s t  N ash's c ynical assaults. It

is for hi m  the art that in c l u d e s  all the others (I, iv, 52).

M i r i a m  p r o n o u n c e s  h i m " t h e  be st judge, the be st critic, the

best observer, the best beli e v e r " (ill, xiv, 174) she has

ever come across ; and c e r t a i n l y  his i n s t i n c t  w i t h  r e g a r d  to

her t a l e n t  proves to be t h o r o u g h l y  sound.

All the a p peal that art has for Peter is e m b o d i e d  c o n 

s u m m a t e l y  in M i riam. Pr o m  the b e g i n n i n g  his a e s t h e t i c  sense 

is w h o l l y  engaged. He d i s c e r n s  in he r at once a sub j e c t  for 

p a i n t i n g  as well as the dim p r o m i s e  of talent. She 

r e p r e s e n t s  in fact "a k i n d  of c h a l l e n g e  —  p r e s e n t e d  h e r s e l f  

to h i m  as a s u b j e c t  for inquiry, a problem, a piece of work^
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an e x p l o r a b l e  c o u n t r y "  (I, vii, 128). His c o a c h i n g  of her 

is s o m e t h i n g  of a cr e a t i v e  e n t erprise, a sour ce of 

a e s t h e t i c  s a t i s f a c t i o n .  It turns out to j u s t i f y  mos t  

s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  w h a t  he h a d  "always m a i n t a i n e d  in general, 

that the d i r e c t i o n  of a y o u n g  p e r s o n ' s  studies for the 

stage m a y  be an i n t e r e s t  of as hig h  an order as any other 

a r t i s t i c  c o n s i d e r a t i o n "  (I , vii, 129). O c c u p i e d  in this 

way, he r e - e n a c t s  the e x p e r i e n c e  of P y g malion, u n a w a r e  

for a time at least of the p e c u l i a r  r i s k  he runs. Life 

takes on for him a n e w  look. His e x p e r i e n c e  has m u c h  in 

c o m m o n  w i t h  R o w l a n d  M a l l e t ' s  as he p a r t i c i p a t e s  v i c a r i o u s l y  

in R o d e r i c k ' s  a e s t h e t i c  life: both share in the élan wi t h 

w h i c h  their p r o t é g é s  g r eet their n e w  o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  Later 

M i r i a m  b e c o m e s  the source of s u b l i m e r  s a t i s f a c t i o n s .  E v e n  

be f o r e  her t a l e n t  rev e a l s  its e l f  in Y o l a n d e , Peter has 

put in a c l a i m  for w h a t  ranks w i t h  him as the supreme v a lue : 

"Be b e a u t i f u l  —  be onl y  that .... Be onl y  w h a t  y o u  can be 

so well —  s o m e t h i n g  that one m a y  turn to for glimpse of 

p e r f e c t i o n ,  to lift one out of all the v u l g a r i t i e s  of the 

d a y " (I I , V,  78). A n d  it is not long before M i r i a m  i n d e e d  

figu r e s  for him as "a rare i n c a r n a t i o n  of beauty. B e a u t y  

was the p r i n c i p l e  of e v e r y t h i n g  she did and of the way, 

u n e r r i n g l y ,  she did it —  an e x q u i s i t e  h a r m o n y  of line and
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m o t i o n  a n d  a t t i t u d e  an d tone". Her p e r f o r m a n c e  is thus 

"a sup r e m e  i n f a l l i b l e  felicity, a source of importance, 

a s t amp of a b s o l u t e  v a l u e "  (II, % v i i , 236). It has power 

not m e r e l y  to r e n d e r  life but to create it and reveal it 

so that the things of r e a l i t y  b ecome only sha dows — "the 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  was the deep s u b s t a n c e "  (I I , xvi, 215). In 

this r e s p e c t  at least Peter here b etrays a latent a e s t h e t i c i s m  

It is in this sense that he comes, as he thinks, to "see" 

Miriam, as he ha d  n e v e r  seen her before. S u p r e m e l y  as a 

w o r k  of art "in focus and in her frame", M i r i a m  is for hi m  

an i n t i m a t i o n  of reality.

We w a t c h  P eter fro m  the b e g i n n i n g  tr y i n g  v a i n l y  to 

a s s i m i l a t e  this ne w  and i r r e s i s t i b l e  force into the c a r e f u l l y  

o r d e r e d  p a t t e r n  of his life. In his scale of values art 

oc c u p i e s  a s t r i c t l y  s u b o r d i n a t e  place ; it is diminutive, 

even f r i v o l o u s .  D i s c o n c e r t e d  to hear his love for the the a t r e  

r e f e r r e d  to by N i c k  as a "passion", he will a d mit it on ly as 

a h o b b y  —  or a folly. He tells M i r i a m  on one o c c a s i o n  

that "the arts, the a m u s e m e n t s ,  the a e s t h e t i c  part of life 

are n i g h t - w o r k "  (I, xii, 204). He feels that he can e a s i l y  

k e e p  his taste for the t h e a t r e  f i r m l y  in its place; its 

a n c i l l a r y  status i n d e e d  is par t  of its charm. Until he

 ̂ See Oscar Wilde, The P i c t u r e  of D o r i a n  G r a y  (1891), *p. 
118. The a e s t hete. L o r d  H e n r y  Wotton, d e c l ares: "I love 
acting. It is so m u c h  m o r e  real than life."
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d i s c o v e r s  that he has f a l l e n  in love w i t h  M i r i a m  he finds 

no d i f f i c u l t y  in v i e w i n g  his n e w  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  as a 

" d i s t r a c t i o n "  in the F r e n c h  sense of the w o r d . A n d  even 

then he is still c o n f i d e n t  that his "general scheme of 

life" (II, xiv, 186) —  as c l e a r l y  c o n c e i v e d  as J u l i a ' s  —  

can h a p p i l y  s u bsume this p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s t u r b i n g  element.  

This scheme r e p r e s e n t s  an a b s o l u t e  for Peter and J u l i a  ; it 

needs no j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  Bo t h  are r e a d y  to c oncede that it 

m a y  r e q u i r e  s a c r ifice. J u l i a  indeed, as we have seen, 

d e m o n s t r a t e s  it by r e f u s i n g  Nick, an d Peter a c k n o w l e d g e s  

t a c i t l y  that "you had to p a y  to get on" (II, iv, 48). But

—  a n d  this is w h e r e  he d i f f e r s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from J ulia

—  he m a i n t a i n s  that "at least y o u  b o r r o w e d  fro m  others to 

do it. W h e n  y o u  c o u l d n ' t  b o r r o w  yo u  di d n ' t  get on: for 

w h a t  was the s i t u a t i o n  in life in w h i c h  y o u  met the w h ole  

r e q u i s i t i o n  y o u r s e l f ? "

In his a t t e m p t  to evade just such a situation, Peter is 

p l u n g e d  into a p r o c e s s  of s e l f - d e c e p t i o n  w h i c h  reveals 

c l e a r l y  the s h i f t i n e s s  of his a t t i t u d e  to art. It is a 

proc e s s  w h i c h  J a mes a n a t o m i s e s  t h r o u g h o u t  by means of an 

e x p l i c a t o r y  irony, suave y e t  s t r i n g e n t  in effect. Peter  

needs illu s i o n s ;  James makes this p o i n t  e x p l icitly. He
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shows him l u r c h i n g  from one fe at of r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  to 

the next as he tries to m a i n t a i n  the image of h i m s e l f  as 

"a m a n  of emoti o n s  c o n t r o l l e d  by t r a i n i n g "  (ill, v i , 59). 

W h e n  he finds that he ca n n o t  go t h r o u g h  w i t h  his pl a n  for 

s t a y i n g  a w a y  fro m  Miriam, James tells us that "he c o n t e n t e d  

h i m s e l f  w i t h  a m u c h  cruder j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of this i n c o n 

s e q u e n c e  t h a n  he w o u l d  have t h o u g h t  a d e q u a t e  in advance.

It c o n s i s t e d  s i m p l y  in the idea that to be i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  

the f i rst p ublic steps of a y o u n g  genius was a d e l i g h t f u l  

ex p e r i e n c e .  V h a t  was the har m  of it, if the genius were  

r e a l ? "  (II, xvii, 230-2 31). L a t e r  on w h e n  he has come to 

see N i c k  as a p o t e n t i a l  rival, he deludes h i m s e l f  into 

t h i n k i n g  that he made no cla ims on Miriam; i n d e e d  he c o n 

g r a t u l a t e s  h i m s e l f  on his e x e m p l a r y  b e h a v i o u r  in h a v i n g  

" q u e n c h e d  a p e r s o n a l  p a s s i o n  for the sake of the public 

s e r v i c e "  (III, v i , 56). S u b s e q u e n t  events make it clear

that his p a s s i o n  is by no means "quenched", but it is left 

to M i r i a m  to mak e  a true es t i m a t e  of his conduct.

In her r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  Peter, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in their last 

e ncounter, M i r i a m  is c o n s p i c u o u s l y  the m e ans of a f f i r m i n g  

those va l u e s  w h i c h  James set out in the n o vel to explore and
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illum i n a t e .  This f u n c t i o n  of M i r i a m ' s  is i m p l i e d  in 

w h a t  James says of her in the Preface. It is in a s k i n g  

e v e r y t h i n g  of Peter, James declares, that M i r i a m  has 

"most t e s t i f i e d  for art and i n v i t e d  him to testify".^

He c a r e f u l l y  j u x t a p o s e s  the va l u e s  w h i c h  c o unt mos t  w i t h  

Peter and Miri a m ,  thus e s t a b l i s h i n g  their total i n c o m p a t 

ibility: "The p o wer —  and her h a v i n g  the sense of the

power —  to 'shine' in the w o r l d  is his h i g h e s t  m e a s u r e  

of her, the test a p p l i e d  by hi m  to her b e a u t i f u l  h u m a n

value; just as the m a n n e r  in w h i c h  she turns on him is the
2a p p l i c a t i o n  of her own s t a n d a r d  an d t o u c h s t o n e " .  In 

this r e s p e c t  the clash w h i c h  takes place b e t w e e n  the two 

of them at the h o use in B a l a k l a v a  Place a f ter the first 

n i g h t  of the "chev al de b a t a i l l e " is a d e f i n i t e  one. The 

fact that P e t e r  p r e s e n t s  h i m s e l f  there w i t h  n o t h i n g  ne w  

to offer, n o t h i n g  f r e s h  to say, m i g h t  well s u g g e s t  that 

the scene is s u p e r e r o g a t o r y  wer e  it not tha t  it gathers 

up the issues b e t w e e n  them and m u s t e r s  th em in dynamic 

op p o s i t i o n .  W i t h  her r e m a r k a b l e  insight, M i r i a m  has a l r e a d y  

d i a g n o s e d  P e t e r ' s  c o n d i t i o n  for N ick's benefit. She tells him: 

" Mr. S h e r r i n g h a m , ppor man, m u s t  be v e r y  u n c o m f o r t a b l e ,  for

 ̂ M >  P- 93.
^ M >  P* 94.



one side of him is p e r p e t u a l l y  f i g h t i n g  a g a i n s t  the 

other side. He's t r y i n g  to serve God an d Mammon, and 

I d o n't k n o w  ho w  Go d will come off •••• (He) has 

t r e m e n d o u s  a m b i t i o n s  He w a n t s  to e n j o y  e v ery

c o m f o r t  and to save e v e r y  ap p e a r a n c e ,  and all w i t h o u t  

m a k i n g  a s a c r i f i c e "  (ill, xii, 141). She pr o j e c t s  the 

p a r a d o x  of his d e m a n d  w i t h  s ardonic humour: "I've just

sh o w n  that I'm a p e r f e c t i o n  of p e r f e c t i o n s :  t h e r e f o r e  

it's ju st the m o m e n t  to r enounce, as y o u  g r a c e f u l l y  say?"

(ill, xiv, 164) The a b s u r d i t y  is s h a r p e n e d  by her s u b 

s t i t u t i o n  of "a" for "the" in P e ter's e x t r a v a g a n t  phrase.

The scene exposes b l a t a n t l y  the c a s u i s t r y  Peter uses as 

he tries to secu re Miriam. He denies u n h e s i t a t i n g l y  the 

v a l i d i t y  of his a e s t h e t i c  experience, r e v e a l i n g  at last 

just w h e r e  his a l l e g i a n c e  lies: "...I'll give y o u  a

larger life than the l a r g e s t  y o u  can get in a n y  other way.

The stage is great, no doubt, but the w o r l d  is greater.

I'ts a b i g g e r  t h e a t r e  th an an y  of those places in the Strand. 

We'll go in for r e a l i t i e s  i n s t e a d  of f a b l e s . . . . "  (ill, xiv, 165). 

In c o n d e m n i n g  his h u m b u g  M i r i a m  puts into p e r s p e c t i v e  that 

e x a l t e d  v i s i o n  of her Peter had earlier e x p e r i e n c e d  as a 

k i n d  of epiphany, M i r i a m ' s  t a lent is for hi m  the q u i n t e s s e n c e
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of her b e i n g  and it is this he wants to make his own. But 

she r e a l i s e s  that her "magnificence." belongs e x c l u s i v e l y  

to the theatre; off the stage she w o u l d  lose all her 

a d v a n t a g e s .  Her art, her talent, she sees, has d i s t o r t e d  

his v i s i o n  of things. W h e n  w i t h  c o n s c i o u s  i r o n y  she 

s ugge s t s  as a s o l u t i o n  that P e ter s hould stay on her stage 

and come off his own her l a n g u a g e  seems to call in q u e s t i o n  

the r e a l i t y  of all he stands for. His r e a c t i o n  confirms 

the c u m u l a t i v e  i m p r e s s i o n  we have that he is not just 

r e l u c t a n t  to m e e t  the dem a n d s  of art but i n c a p a b l e  of doing 

so. M i r i a m  is q u i c k  to d e t e c t  that the h o s t i l i t y  he 

d i s p l a y s  is a s s u m e d  to d i s g u i s e  this wea k n e s s .

By his f a i l u r e  to testi fy, to s u p p l y  the p r oof or s a c r i 

fice a s k e d  of him, P e ter is r e l e g a t e d  t a c i t l y  by James to 

the ranks of those for w h o m  the c oncerns of art are not 

serious things but "base m a k e - b e l i e v e s  an d trivialities —  

w h i c h  is w h a t  in fact the h o m a g e  of s o c i e t y  to art always 

turns out so soon as art p r e s u m e s  not to be v u l g a r  and 

futile". James makes his p o i n t  s a r d o n i c a l l y :  "It is

i m m e n s e l y  the f a s h i o n  and i m m e n s e l y  e d i f y i n g  to l i s t e n  to, 

this homage, w h i l e  it c o n f i n e s  its a t t e n t i o n  to v a n i t i e s  

and frauds; but it knows onl y  terror, feels o n l y  horror, the 

m o m e n t  that, i n s t e a d  of m a k i n g  all the con c e s s i o n s ,  art
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1p r o c e e d s  to a s k  for a f e w . " "T error" and "h orror" are 

p e r h a p s  terms too st r o n g  to de n o t e  P e t e r ' s  r e v u l s i o n  

in the face of the claims ma de on him by art, but there 

can be no d o u b t  that he is i n c l u d e d  in this i n d i ctment.

His d e f e c t i o n  is p r e s e n t e d  t h r o u g h o u t  the novel not as 

i n e v i t a b l e  e x a c t l y  but c e r t a i n l y  as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  in one 

who b e l o n g s  by b i rth and u p b r i n g i n g  to the "Barba r i a n "  

tradition; we are not a l l o w e d  to for g e t  J a m e s ' s  com m e n t  

that "it w o u l d  have bee n  i m p o s s i b l e  to be ... more of 

one's class and one's c o u n t r y "  tha n  Peter She r r i n g h a m .

His r e j e c t i o n  of art as a w a y  of life is u l t i m a t e l y  as m u c h  

a p r o d u c t  of his h e r i t a g e  as those b é n é f i c i e n t  i n f l u e n c e s  

— "part of the copious, light, u n e m b a r r a s s i n g  b aggage 

w i t h  w h i c h  ... (he) b e g a n  life" (I , v , 82) —  that h e l p e d

him to his a p p o i n t m e n t  in the d i p l o m a t i c  service. James 

obse r v e s  that Peter is f i l l e d  w i t h  "the g e n u i n e  B r i t i s h  

m i s t r u s t "  of art, c a l l e d  also s i g n i f i c a n t l y  "the b o t h e r s o m e  

p r i n c i p l e "  and goes on to e x p l a i n  that "several a c q u i r e d  

p e r c e p t i o n s  h a d  s t r u c k  a dee p  root in him, but there was 

an i m m e m o r i a l  c o m p a c t  f o r m a t i o n  w h i c h  lay d e eper still" 

(ill, xiv, 180). The r e s u l t  is the b e w i l d e r i n g  a m b i v a l e n c e

' P* 95.



w h i c h  c o n s t a n t l y  d i s c o n c e r t s  him. He can d e l i g h t  

u n a f f e c t e d l y  in the s uperb skill shown by M a d a m e  Carrd 

in her c o a c h i n g  of M i r i a m  (I, x, 185). He has, as we have 

seen, an i n t u i t i v e  g r asp of the a e s t h e t i c  process, a 

deep a p p r e c i a t i o n  of the m e n t a l  poise an d c l a r i t y  r e q u i r e d  

by a n y  a r t i s t i c  p e r f o r m a n c e  w h a t e v e r  the medium, of "the 

a p p l i c a t i o n ,  in other words, clear and c a l culated, c r y s t a l -  

firm as it were, of the idea c o n c e i v e d  in the glow of 

e x p e r i e n c e "  (II, v , 71). N e v e r t h e l e s s  he wi n c e s  m o r a l l y  

at the p r a c t i c a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of the process, at what he 

sees as the c r u e l t y  involved, e x e m p l i f i e d  not only by 

M a d a m e  C a r r é  but also by the drama r eviews of cer t a i n  Paris  

n e w s p a p e r s .  He is aware of the i m p l i c a t i o n s  of his attitude, 

as J a mes s c r u p u l o u s l y  shows: a c c o r d i n g  to his lights 

c r i t i c i s m  can on l y  be a c c e p t a b l e  so long as it is p o l i t e l y

reticent, and hence in a d e q u a t e .  He does no t tr y to r e s o l v e

his dilemma; t y p i c a l l y  he c o n t e n t s  h i m s e l f  w i t h  a moral  

p l a t i t u d e  in lieu of a solution.

This d i s t a s t e  of P e t e r ' s  for the p r a c t i c a l  p r o c e s s e s  of

art w h i c h  is r e f l e c t e d  c o n s i s t e n t l y  t h r o u g h o u t  the novel is 

a t t r i b u t e d  e x p l i c i t l y  by J ames to his " English sen s e , "  that 

sense "which can n e ver r e a l l y  r e c o n c i l e  its e l f  to the q u e s t i o n
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of e x e c u t i o n  and has e x t r a n e o u s  s e n t i m e n t s  to p l a c a t e  

w i t h  c o m p r o m i s e s  an d s u p e r f i c i a l i t i e s ,  f r i v o l i t i e s  that 

have o f t e n  a p l e a s a n t  m o r a l  f r a g r a n c e "  (I, x, 185). The 

p r e d i l e c t i o n  for "a p l e a s a n t  moral f r a g r a n c e "  was for 

James, as we have seen, the h a l l m a r k  of the E n g l i s h  

a t t i t u d e  to art. In P e t e r ' s  view, an y  a p p l i c a t i o n  of the 

a r t i s t ' s  idea n e c e s s a r i l y  invol v e s  a v u l g a r i s a t i o n .  This 

is y e t  a n o t h e r  r e s p e c t  in w h i c h  he d iffers r a d i c a l l y  from  

M i r i a m  who a c c e p t s  v u l g a r i t y  as a c o n d i t i o n  of her art, 

the p r ice she i n e v i t a b l y  incurs. D i s c o m f i t e d  by w h a t  

appears gross in life, P e ter relies on i l l u s i o n s  to make 

r e a l i t y  p a l a t a b l e ,  an d art is for him the g r e a t e s t  of all 

the s ources of i llusion: "It t r a n s p o r t e d  h i m  fro m  the v u l g a r

hour and the u g l y  fact; d r e w  h i m  to s o m e t h i n g  w h i c h  had no 

r e a s o n  but its sweetness, no name nor place save as the 

pure, the distant, the a n t i q u e "  (II, Jstvii, 237). On ly at 

the last w h e n  he r e a l i s e s  that he has r e j e c t e d  art i r r e v o c 

ab l y  is i l l u s i o n  d i s s i p a t e d  in w h a t  seems to be an e x p e r i e n c e  

of c a t h a r s i s :  "The g r e a t  t r o u b l e  of his i n f a t u a t i o n  subsi ded,

l e a v i n g  b e h i n d  it s o m e t h i n g  t o l e r a b l y  deep and pure" (I I I , x i x , 2 5 5l

In Nick, as in Miriam, J ames gives us a c o m p e l l i n g  

e xample of the t r u l y  d e d i c a t e d  artist, t h o u g h  this is by no me<ins
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a p p a r e n t  at first. His "art a p p e t i t e "  is e a s i l y  as s t rong 

as M i r i a m ' s ,  p erhaps the more so for h a v i n g  to be s u p pressed. 

Torn b e t w e e n  his desire to p a i n t  and his o v e r w h e l m i n g  sense 

of public an d  f a m i l y  duty, he sees h i m s e l f  as "a f r e a k  of 

n a t u r e  and a sport of the m o c k i n g  gods" (I, ix, 171), and 

art, d i s t i n c t l y ,  as a p r e d ator. This is b r o u g h t  out even

more c l e a r l y  in the Ne w  Y o r k  e d i t i o n  w h e r e  James has e x p a n d e d

the a d m i s s i o n  N i c k  makes to Nash: " ... it's no use —  I'm

stricken. It tears me to pieces, as I m a y  say" (I, ix, 172). 

The r e v i s e d  v e r s i o n  reads: " ... it's no use —  I'm stricken.

C ' est Vénus toute entière a sa proie a t t a c h é e  — p u t t i n g  

Venus for 'art'. It tears me to pieces as I m a y  say.

N i c k  c a n n o t  see th at art can have a n y  place in his life, 

c o n s e c r a t e d  as it is to h e r e d i t a r y  o b l i g a t i o n s .  By d e t a i l e d  

p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the moral p r e s s u r e s  w h i c h  drive him to stand 

as L i b e r a l  m e m b e r  of P a r l i a m e n t  for Harsh, James c o n t rives 

to s u g g e s t  the price N i c k  pays w h e n  later he a b a n d o n s  pub lic 

life for art. Only by g o i n g  in for p o l i t i c s  can he hope to

m a r r y  J u l i a  a n d  on this m a r n a g e  depends not only Mr. C a r t e r e t ' s

s e t t l e m e n t  of £60,000, but, even more important, the soci al 

and f i n a n c i a l  coiofort of his family. That this last

 ̂ The Tragic Muse (1909) I, ix, 182.
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c o n s i d e r a t i o n  w e i g h s  h e a v i l y  w i t h  N i c k  is shown in the 

t h e a t r i c a l  little scene L a d y  Agnes stages in the d r a w i n g 

roo m  at H a r s h  on the a f t e r n o o n  of the elect ion. P o i s e d  

g r a c e f u l l y  w i t h  a w h ite rose in her hand, the shade of 

Sir N i c h o l a s  a p p a r e n t l y  in s o l i c i t o u s  a t t endance, she 

urges N i c k  to p r o p o s e  i m m e d i a t e l y  to Julia. Jus t  as the 

f irst scene in the novel a c q u i r e d  ironic r e s o n a n c e  by 

r e n d e r i n g  o p p o s i t i o n  to art in a e s t h e t i c  form, so in this 

scene a s i m i l a r  e f fect is a c h i e v e d  by p l a c i n g  L a d y  Agnes 

in a s e t t i n g  e x p r e s s i v e  of a e s t h e t i c  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  the 

d r a w i n g - r o o m  G eorge D a l l o w  had made: "The room, rich and

simple, was a place of p e r f e c t i o n  as well as of s p l e n d o u r  

in d e l i c a t e  tints, w i t h  p r e c i o u s  s p e c i m e n s  of F r e n c h  

f u r n i t u r e  of the last c e n t u r y  r a n g e d  a g a i n s t  walls of pale 

br o c a d e  and here and there a small, a l m o s t  p r i c e l e s s  

p i c t u r e "  (I, xiii, 223). A g a i n s t  this b a c k g r o u n d  her 

fig u r e  stands out starkly. P i c t o r i a l l y ,  she p rovides for 

N i c k  p o r t e n t i o u s  if a m b i g u o u s  co mment: "her tall, u p r i g h t

b l a c k  fi g u r e  s e e m e d  in p o s s e s s i o n  of the fair v a s t n e s s  like 

an e x c l a m a t i o n  p o i n t  at the b o t t o m  of a b l a n k  page"

(l, xiii, 223). Her p l a t i t u d e s  have the power to move N i c k  

but onl y  as t h e y  are t r a n s l a t e d  into the terms of the
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b e n e f i t s  a c c r u i n g  to the f a m i l y  by means of his m a r r iage,  

be n e f i t s  e n v i s a g e d  by L a d y  Agn es, i r o n i c a l l y  enough, "as a 

s h i n i n g  p i c t u r e "  (I, xiii, 235).

In the w a y  N i c k  r e s p o n d s  to her v i s i o n  of thin gs we 

see an e s s e n t i a l  a s p e c t  of his nature, of his ar t i s t i c  

s e n s i b i l i t y ,  w h i c h  c o n t r i b u t e s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  to his d i f 

ficulty: "What was filial in him, all the p i e t y  that he owed, 
e s p e c i a l l y  to the r e v i v e d  s p i r i t  of his father, more than 

ever p r e s e n t  on a day of suc h  public pledges, was capable 

from one m o m e n t  to the other of t r e m b l i n g  into s y m p a t h e t i c  

r e s p o n s e "  (I, xiii, 236). It amou n t s  in e ffect to a v i r t u a l  

a n n i h i l a t i o n ,  if onl y  t e m p orary, of his own identity. James 

defi n e s  it in this way: "He h a d  the gift, so e m b a r r a s s i n g  when

it is a q u e s t i o n  of c o n s i s t e n t  action, of s e e i n g  in an 

im a g i n a t i v e ,  i n t e r e s t i n g  l i ght a n y t h i n g  that i l l u s t r a t e d  

f o r c i b l y  the life of a nother: such things e f f e c t e d  a u n i o n  

w i t h  s o m e t h i n g  in his life, a n d  the r e c o g n i t i o n  of th em was 

r e a d y  to b e c o m e  a form of e n t h u s i a s m  in w h i c h  there was no 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  of s a c r i f i c e  —  no ne s c a r c e l y  of m e r i t "

(I , xiii, 236). For James, we notice, it is a gift w h i c h  

exacts, as he su g g e s t s  else w h e r e ,  a severe p e n a l t y  ( I I , x i i i , 173). 

It w o u l d  see m  to be a form of that e m p a t h y  that Keats saw as a
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c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  f a c u l t y  of the " c a m é l é o n  poet".^ The 

e ffect here is to t r a n s m u t e  N ick's v i e w  of the future: 

"Juli a's w i d e  k i n g d o m  o p e n e d  out a r o u n d  him, m a k i n g  the 

future a l m o s t  a dazzle of h a p p y  power. His m o t h e r  and 

sisters f l o a t e d  in the r o s y  e l e m e n t  w i t h  b e a m i n g  faces, 

in t r a n s f i g u r e d  s afety" (I, xiii, 236). James allows 

N i c k ' s  i m p r e s s i o n  to go u n r e m a r k e d ,  but there is no 

b u r k i n g  the l u d i c r o u s  in it w h i c h  is in it s e l f  s u f f i c i e n t  

com ment. The s p e c t a c l e  of his f a m i l y  all, even L a d y  Agnes, 

w i t h  " b e a ming" faces, f l o a t i n g  in w h a t  is s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

a r o s e - c o l o u r e d  element, p r o v i d e s  a w e i r d  and s u r e l y  s u s p e c t  

g u a r a n t e e  of an idyllic future.

Wha t  we see here is the a r t i s t ' s  c a p a c i t y  in Nick, 

d e p r i v e d  of the m eans of p r a c t i c a l  expre s s i o n ,  i m p o s i n g  new 

an d b e g u i l i n g  form on the mode of life to w h i c h  he is no w 

c omm i t t e d .  M u c h  the same proc e s s  can be see n  at w o r k  later 

on in Str e t h e r ;  t h o u g h  their c i r c u m s t a n c e s  are d i f f e r e n t  

bot h  ta i l o r  e x p e r i e n c e  to their e m o t i o n a l  need. C a p t i v a t e d  

by his i l l u s o r y  vision, N i c k  a u g m e n t s  his p l e a s u r e  by the 

p o wer he has to t r a n s f o r m  even his i m m e d i a t e  s u r r o u n d i n g s . 

J u l i a ' s  home takes on a n e w  and e n t r a n c i n g  b e a u t y  as "a 

m u s e u m  of e x q u i s i t e  r e w a r d s "  (I, xiii, 234). For the time

 ̂ L o r d  H oughton, Life and L e t t e r s  of J o h n  Keats 
(World's C lassics, 1951), p. 160.



b e i n g  he finds a k i n d  of c o r r o b o r a t i o n  t h r o u g h  this 

c o m p l e x  c a p a c i t y  of his. Politics, w h ile he is bus y  

s e c u r i n g  his seat, b ecome i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  J u l i a  Dal l o w :

"She h a d  m a d e  the b u s i n e s s  i n f i n i t e l y  p r e t t i e r  than it 

w o u l d  have be e n  w i t h o u t  her, a d d e d  music and flowers 

and ices, a charm, and c o n v e r t e d  it into a social game that 

had a s t r a i n  of the h e r o i c "  (I, xiv, 247). R e t r o s p e c t i v e l y ,  

events shape t h e m s e l v e s  for him, as so often, into a 

p i c t u r e  w h i c h  has J u l i a  and her ponies for its subject.

His a e s t h e t i c  s e n s i b i l i t y  c o n t i n u e s  to p r o v i d e  c o n s i s t e n t  

r e i n f o r c e m e n t  as well as c o m p e n s a t i o n .  Pro m  the t e r r a c e  at 

H a r s h  he ca n e n j o y  the p r o s p e c t  in more senses than one:

The s u mmer day was s p l e n d i d  and the world, as he 
l o o k e d  at it from the terrace, o f f e r e d  no more 
w o r r y i n g  a m b i g u i t y  than a v a u l t  of a i r y  blue
a r c h i n g  over a lap of s o l i d  green. The wide, still
trees in the p a r k  a p p e a r e d  to be w a i t i n g  for some 
d a i l y  in s p e c t i o n ,  an d the rich fields, w i t h  their  
of f i c i a l  frill of hedges, to rej o i c e  in the light 
w h i c h  a p p r o v e d  them as n a m e d  and n u m b e r e d  acres.
(I, xiv, 242).

The scene be f o r e  him, the f o r m a l l y  o r d e r e d  landscape, figu r e s

q u a i n t l y  for h i m  as a b u r e a u c r a t i c  idyll, and he a s s i m i l a t e s

it as a r e a s s u r a n c e  and a c o n f i r m a t i o n .  His e x p e r i e n c e  

compa r e s  i n t e r e s t i n g l y  w i t h  the Princ e ' s  in The G o l d e n  B o w l . 

A m e r i g o  r e l i s h e s  s i m i l a r l y  from the ter r a c e  at M a t c h a m  the
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b o u n d l e s s  v i e w  s p r e a d  out b e fore him in the April sunlight,

r e j o i c i n g  in his " e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  u n c h a l l e n g e d ,  his

a b s o l u t e l y  a p p o i n t e d  and e n h a n c e d  p o s s e s s i o n  of it.^" But

his a p p r e c i a t i o n  is tempered, u n l i k e  Nick's, by an acute

a w a r e n e s s  of a d i s p a r i t y  b e t w e e n  the "given a p p e a r a n c e "  and
2the "taken m e a n i n g " .  James points out that Nick's v i e w  of 

the p r o s p e c t  be f o r e  him is s o m e t h i n g  of a mirage: "There

were a c o uple of p e a c o c k s  on the terrace, and his eye was 

c a u g h t  by the g l e a m  of the swans on a d i s t a n t  lake, w h ere 

there was also a litt le te m p l e  on an island; and these 

objects fell in w i t h  his humour, w h i c h  at a n o t h e r  time m i g h t

have b e e n  r u f f l e d  by them as r e p r e s e n t i n g  the P h i l i s t i n e  in

o r n a m e n t "  (I, xiv, 243) N i c k  is not always so uncrit i c a l .

On his s u b s e q u e n t  v i s i t  to Mr. C a r t e r e t  he r e s p o n d s  r e a d i l y  

to yet a n o t h e r  appeal. A stroll a b out the a b b e y  of B e a u c l e r e  

as the e v e n i n g  m e l l o w s  bot h  s o und and light c o m m u n i c a t e s  

"the sense of E n g l a n d  —  a sort of a p p r e h e n d e d  r e v e l a t i o n  of 

his country. The dim an n a l s  of the place a p p e a r e d  to be in 

the air ... and these things were c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  an e m o t i o n  

that arose from the g r e e n  country, the r i c h  la nd so 

i n f i n i t e l y  l i v e d  in, and laid on him a h a n d  that was too 

ghosti^ly to press an d y e t  s o m e h o w  too u r g e n t  to be l i g h t . "

 ̂ The G o l d e n  Bowl (1905), p. 249.
^ The G o l d e n  Bowl (1905), p. 252.
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O v e r w h e l m i n g l y ,  it is an a ppeal to his i n h e r i t e d  sense of 

d u t y  w h i c h  is also s o m e t h i n g  of a c o n s e c r a t i o n :  "If he

h a d  a love for this p a r t i c u l a r  scene of life, m i g h t  it no t 

have a love for hi m and ex p e c t  s o m e t h i n g  of h i m?" (II, ii, 27)

But N i c k  can n o t  be s u s t a i n e d  i n d e f i n i t e l y  by i l l u s o r y  

e x p e r i e n c e  h o w e v e r  seductive. In this he differs m a r k e d l y  

from Peter for w h o m  i l l u s i o n s  are c o n s t a n t l y  nece s s a r y .  It 

is more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of N i c k  to i n t e r p o s e  w h a t  is on ly a 

t e m p o r a r y  illusion. He s o o n  finds that the r e n u n c i a t i o n  of 

art, even for s elfless m otives, carries a penalty; it 

e n g e n d e r s  a k i n d  of m o ral c o r r u p t i o n .  He exp r e s s e s  his sense 

of it to Julia: "I've i m p e r i l l e d  m y  immo r t a l  soul, or at

least I've b e m u d d l e d  m y  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  by all the thin gs I 

d o n't care for that I've t r i e d  to do, and all the things I 

d e t e s t  that I've t r i e d  to be, and all the things I never can 

be that I've t r i e d  to look as if I were —  all the a p p e a r a n c e s  

an d i m i t a t i o n s ,  the p r e t e n s i o n s  and h y p o c r i s i e s  in w h i c h  I've 

s t e e p e d  m y s e l f  to the eyes; and at the end of it ... m y  r e w a r d  

is s i m p l y  to l e a r n  that I'm still not half h u m b u g  enough!"^

(II, viii, 112). He admits to NaËi that the life he leads is 

s p u r i o u s  but m a i n t a i n s  that he is capable of it to ple a s e  

others. It takes J u l i a ' s  r e j e c t i o n  of him and N ash's i n s i s -

 ̂ AN, p. 92.
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- t ence on his ta l e n t  f i n a l l y  to p r e c i p i t a t e  him into 

a r t i s t - l i f e .  B i d d y  makes this clear w h e n  she explains 

Ni c k ' s  a c t i o n  to Peter: "By k e e p i n g  his seat he h a s n ' t

k e p t  Julia, and she was the t h i n g  he c a red m o s t  for, in 

p ublic life. W h e n  he has got out of the w h o l e  thing his 

attitude, as he says, will be at least clear" (II, xv, 205 ).

C u r i o u s l y  enough, in the P r e f a c e  James pr e s e n t s  a m u c h  

less c o m p l e x  v i e w  of Ni c k ' s  action. He d epicts him as, 

like M i r i a m  and u n l i k e  Peter, p u t t i n g  art f i rst and asserts:

N i c k  c an't on the w h o l e  see —  for I have r e p r e s e n t e d  
h i m  as in his day quite s u f f i c i e n t l y  t r o u b l e d  and 
a nx i o u s  —  w h y  he s h o u l d  c o n d e m n  to u g l y  f e e b l e n e s s  
his m o s t  p r i z e d  f a c u l t y  (most prized, at least, by 
h i m s e l f )  ev en in order to k e e p  his seat in Parliament, 
to i n h e r i t  Mr. C a r t e r e t ' s  b l e s s i n g  an d money, to 
g r a t i f y  his m o t h e r  and c a r r y  out the m i s s i o n  of his 
father, to m a r r y  J u l i a  D a l l o w  in fine, a b e a u t i f u l   ̂
i m p e r a t i v e  w o m a n  w i t h  a g r e a t  m a n y  t h o u s a n d s  a year.

In a ctual fact N i c k  is set on p u r s u i n g  a ca r e e r  in politics, 

as we have seen, w i t h  the e x p l i c i t  i n t e n t i o n  of p l e a s i n g  

those to w h o m  he feels he owes a duty. A n d  he r e c o g n i s e s  

w i t h  a l u c i d i t y  typical of him that as a m e m b e r  for H a r s h  he 

has t u r n e d  his bac k  on serious w o r k  in art; " p o t t e r i n g  was 

n o w  all he c o u l d  as p i r e  to" (II, ix, 120). Art n e c e s s a r i l y  

b ecomes for him then a k i n d  of secret d i s s i p a t i o n .  Since

 ̂ M *  P- 92.



Ja mes is c o n c e r n e d  p r i m a r i l y  in the Pre f a c e  w i t h  the w a y  

in w h i c h  his three cases p r o m o t e  his theme, he w o u l d  tend 

to stress the p o s i t i v e  e l e m e n t  in Nick's a t t i t u d e  to art 

to the e x c l u s i o n  of the e q u ivocal.

By a b a n d o n i n g  his p o l i t i c a l  career w i t h  all its a t t e n d a n t  

ad v a n t a g e s ,  N i c k  pled g e s  h i m s e l f  u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y  to art ; 

but the r e a l i t y  of his c o m m i t m e n t  is r e v e a l e d  mos t  s u r e l y  

in the w a y  he app l i e s  h i m s e l f  to his art, submits h i m s e l f  to 

the d i f f i c u l t  terms on w h i c h  it is enjoyed. Jus t  as M i r i a m  

e n v i s a g e s  c l e a r - s i g h t e d l y  the o b j e c t i o n a b l e  c o n d i t i o n s  she 

m u s t  endure as an actress, so N i c k  c o n t e m p l a t e s  w i t h o u t  

i l l u s i o n  w h a t  his n e w  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  will mean, for he has 

no doubt that he has t a k e n  one on. He r e a l i s e s  that an 

E n g l i s h m a n  who gives up p u blic life for art cannot claim even 

the c o n s o l a t i o n  of s e e i n g  his s a c r i f i c e  in an heroic light.

He w a r n s  B i d d y  i n d e e d  that "his actual job was not a crusade, 

w i t h  bugles an d banners, but a gray, s e d e n t a r y  grind, w h o s e  

c harm was all at the core" (ill, iii, 27). A l t h o u g h  for the 

f i rst fe w  w e e k s  he is s u s t a i n e d  by a sense of exhil a r a t i o n ,  

by w h a t  h a d  s e e m e d  in p r o s p e c t  "the strong, sane joys of the 

a r t i s t i c  life" (II, x, 131), d i s e n c h a n t m e n t  i n e v i t a b l y  sets 

in. James shows p l a i n l y  w h a t  this means in terms of the
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a r t i s t ' s  e x p e rience* As his p o s i t i v e s  lose their b r i l l i a n c e  

in the h a r s h  light of actu a l i t y ,  Nick's f a ith in his art is 

u n d e r m i n e d *  His two p o r t r a i t s  of Miriam, v i e w e d  d u r i n g  this 

d a r k  n i g h t  of the soul, p r o v o k e  in h i m  only d i s m a y  an d 

disgust* In such a m o o d  even the p r o s p e c t  of e x h i b i t i n g  

a p i c t u r e  is t a i n t e d  w i t h  a m o r b i d  fear of a c h eap and 

speci o u s  success.

From the ou t s e t  N i ck's a t t i t u d e  to his ta l e n t  is n o t a b l y  

diff i d e n t *  He has litt le of that b l a z i n g  c o n f i d e n c e  w h i c h  

fires M iriam, even be f o r e  she has f o und he r voice. Nor does 

his t a l e n t  w i n  the k i n d  of r e c o g n i t i o n  w h i c h  M i r i a m ' s  genius 

al m o s t  i m m e d i a t e l y  a ttracts. Biddy, it is true, calls his 

t a l e n t  "great" an d "real", but her p r o n o u n c e m e n t s  are b o u n d  

to have d o u b t f u l  value. For mor e  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  c o m m e n t  we 

have to w a i t  for Nash's d i c t u m  : "I like it, y o u r  t alent ; I

m e a s u r e  it, I a p p r e c i a t e  it, I insist u p o n  it" (II, ix, 129) 

James m a k e s  it clear that N i c k  has c o n s i s t e n t l y  shied a w a y  

fro m  a n y  e s t i m a t i o n  of his ability; he w o u l d  ra t h e r  r e m a i n  

ignorant. Miriam, by contrast, feels no su ch qual ms w h e r e 

hers is c o n c e r n e d .  She tells Peter: "If there's any good

to be got fro m  trying, from s h o w i n g  one's self, h o w  can it
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come u n l e s s  one hears the simple truth, the t r u t h  that 

turns one i n side out? It's all for that —  to k n o w  w h a t  

one is, if one's a s t i c k ! " (l, v i i i , 149) But then M i r i a m  

is free of the h e r e d i t a r y  o b l i g a t i o n s  w h i c h  e n c u m b e r  N i c k  ; 

she can a f f o r d  to be objective. P eter by no means shares 

N ash's v i e w  of Nick's a c h i e v e m e n t ;  i m p r e s s e d  t h o u g h  he is 

w i t h  N ick's p o r t r a i t  of the Tragic Muse, he d i s m i s s e s  his 

co u s i n ' s  e a r l i e r  w o r k  as g e n e r a l l y  ujcipr omis ing. But we 

n e e d  to r e m e m b e r  that at this stage Pet e r ' s  judgement, in 

spite of his d e v e l o p e d  powers of a p p r e c i a t i o n ,  is no long er 

u n i m p e a c h a b l e  w h e n  it comes to Nick.

This e q u i v o c a l  r e s p o n s e  to N ick's talent, the abs e n c e  

of ac claim, i n d e e d  his own di f f i d e n c e ,  i n t e n s i f i e d  by d i s i l 

lusion, is an i n t e g r a l  a s p e c t  of J a m e s ' s  theme. It e x e m p l i 

fies d r a m a t i c a l l y  the b l e a k  c o n d i t i o n s  in w h i c h  a rtists must- 

be p r e p a r e d  to work, but it does more tha n  this;, it points 

an i m p o r t a n t  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  the art of the theatre and 

those e s s e n t i a l l y  p r i v a t e  in pursuit. M i r i a m  de plores, as 

we know, the v i o l e n t  u n d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  a p p l a u s e  w h i c h  is her 

lot an d envi es N i c k  his o p p o r t u n i t y  for u n o b t r u s i v e  work, 

w h a t  he calls "the p r i n c i p l e  of q u iet g r o w t h " (III, xv, 191). 

But these c i r c u m s t a n c e s  also have their price. It is M iriam,
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in fact, who, a l r e a d y  r a d i a t i n g  s o m e t h i n g  of her future  

glory, a w a k e n s  in N i c k  a v i v i d  sense of the great 

d i f f e r e n c e s  that exist in the life of a r t . He c o n t e m 

pl a t e s  by c o n t r a s t  the small room, " w o f u l l y  co ld and gra y  

and m e a n "  (ill, xvi, 209), w h e r e  his st r u g g l e  w i t h  art 

is to be c a r r i e d  on* The w h o l e  spea ks e l o q u e n t l y  to hi m 

of:

... the d u l l e r  co n d i t i o n s ,  the longer patiences,  
the less i m m e d i a t e  an d  less p e r s o n a l  joys. His 
late b e g i n n i n g  was there, an d  his w a s t e d  youth, 
the m i s t a k e s  that w o u l d  still b r i n g  f o r t h 
c h i l d r e n  after their image, the s e d e n t a r y  s o l i 
tude, the c l u m s y  o bscurity, the poor e x p l a n ations, 
the f o o l i s h n e s s  that he f o r e s a w  in h a v i n g  to 
ask p e o p l e  to wait, and w a i t  longer, and w a i t  
again, for a f r u i t i o n  which, to t h eir sense at 
least, w o u l d  be an a n t i - c l i m a x .  (I I I ,x v i ,209)

B e w i l d e r m e n t ,  doubt, even d i s i l l u s i o n ,  are for James part 

of the p r i c e  the a r t i s t  pays to f o l l o w  his craft. A n d  he 

m u s t  be p r e p a r e d  to a c c o m m o d a t e  th em to his creative 

e x p e r i e n c e ,  D e n c o m b e  e x p r e s s e s  his sense of the artis t ' s  

p l i g h t  m o s t  m e m o r a b l y  at the end of The M i d d l e  Y e a r s ; "We 

w o r k  in the d a r k  —  we do w h a t  we can —  W«5 give w h a t  we 

have. Our d o u b t  is our p a s s i o n  and our p a s s i o n  is our 

t a s k . W i t h  a p e r t i n a c i t y  that r e a l l y  s u r p a s s e s  M i r i a m ' s

 ̂ Terminations (1895), p. 197.
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N i c k  g r i m l y  p ursues his course t h o u g h  he sees art onl y  

as an ignis f a t u u s . He tells h i m s e l f  that "the time far 

b e y o n d  othe rs to do one's w o r k  was w h e n  it d i d n ' t  seem 

w o r t h  d o i n g  •••• To do the m o s t  w h e n  there w o u l d  be

the least to be got by it was to be m o s t  in the true spirit

of p r o d u c t i o n "  (III, x, 99). In a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  this

p o l i c y  he r e f u s e s  to mak e  things easier for himself. He

r e s i s t s  the imp u l s e  to leave L o n d o n  in the f i r s t  weeks 

after r e s i g n i n g  his seat b e c a u s e  he has a h o r r o r  of s h i r k i n g  

the c o n s c i o u s n e s s  of w h a t  he has t a k e n  on. In his d o g g e d  

r e s o l v e  to g r a p p l e  w i t h  the d i f f i c u l t i e s  of his n e w  s i t u a 

tio n  he offers a r e v e a l i n g  c o n t r a s t  to R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  

w h o s e  genius fails to s u r v i v e  the c h a l l e n g e  of c i r c u m s t a n c e .

It is in this sense that N i c k  is, as J a mes de c l a r e s  in the 

P ref a c e :  "busy w i t h  t e s t i n g  h i m s e l f  and f e e l i n g  his r e a l i t y " .^

In d o i n g  so he v i n d i c a t e s  h i m s e l f  as an artist.

It is in his r e l a t i o n s  wit h  M i r i a m  that N i ck's a t t i t u d e  

to art is f i n a l l y  e v a luated, just as Pet e r ' s  is. She 

f o c u s s e s  s h a r p l y  for us the v a l i d i t y  of his c o m mitment.

W h e n  he b egins to p a i n t  her, ten m o n t h s  after their f irst 

m eeting, he finds her as f a s c i n a t i n g  as P e t e r  does and 

a n x i o u s l y  r e g i s t e r s  his u n w i l l i n g n e s s  to fall in love w i t h

 ̂ AN, P* 93.
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her. But w i t h  N i c k  a r t i s t i c  d e t a c h m e n t  t r i u m p h a n t l y  p r e v a i l s : 

t h r o u g h o u t  their r e l a t i o n s h i p  M i r i a m  r emains s o l e l y  a 

p i c t o r i a l  subject. On her f i r s t  a p p e a r a n c e  in his s t udio  

she c o n s t i t u t e s  a k i n ^  of a f f l atus, "d r a w i n g  a h u n d r e d  f o r 

m a t i v e  i n s t i n c t s  out of their t r o u b l e d  sleep" (II, x i , 142).

La t e r  we f i n d  hi m  s p e c u l a t i n g  at some l e n g t h  on the d i f f e r e n t  

wa ys in w h i c h  he r e s p o n d s  to M i r i a m  an d  to Julia: "He c o u l d

p a i n t  M iriam, d a y  after day, w i t h o u t  a n y  a g i t a t i n g  blur of 

vision; in f a c t  the more he saw of her the c l e a r e r  gre w  the 

a t m o s p h e r e  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  she blazed, the more her r i c h n e s s  

b e c a m e  one w i t h  that of the f l o w e r i n g  p i c t u r e "  (ill, xv,/, 1 98 ) .

She exists for h i m  o n l y  a e s t h e t i c a l l y .  By contrast, J u l i a ' s  

p r e s e n c e  g e n e r a t e s  a p e r s o n a l  c h arm w h i c h  d w elt "in the 

v e r y  facts of her p e r s o n  —  it was s o m e t h i n g  that she 

h a p p e n e d  p h y s i c a l l y  to be; ye t ... its e n v e l o p e  of a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  

of m e m o r i e s  an d r e c u r r e n c e s ,  h a d  no great d e n s i t y "  ( i l l , x v , 197). 

For this r e a s o n  an a t t e m p t  to p a i n t  her seems to him an i n v i t 

a t i o n  to f ailure. As it h appens, he pr o v e s  to be w r o n g  

an d s u c c e e d s  later, mos t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  in the context, in paintirg 

a "noble p o r t r a i t "  (III, xix, 257) of her. This is an 

a c h i e v e m e n t  I shall n e e d  to c o n s i d e r  in the nex t  chapter.

M i r i a m  is w i s t f u l l y  c o n s c i o u s  of the e s s e n t i a l  i m p e r s o n 

a l i t y  of N i c k ' s  i n t e r e s t  in her. She offers her v i e w  of it



as a r e a s s u r a n c e  of a k i n d  to Peter: . he n o t i c e s  me

bec a u s e  that's his b u s i ness; but he's a w a y  up in the

clouds —  a t h o u s a n d  miles over m y  head. He has got

s o m e t h i n g  'on', as the y  say ; he's in love w i t h  an idea ....

He's quite e x a l t é  ; l i v i n g  on n e c t a r  a n d  a m b r o s i a  —  w h a t

he has to spare for us poor c r a w l i n g  things on e a r t h  is

onl y  a few c r u m b s "  (ill, ix, 87). S u c h  detach m e n t ,  in

J a m e s ' s  view, tes t i f i e s  to N ick's i n t e g r i t y  as an artist.

M i r i a m ' s  c a n d i d  words to h i m  are in this r e s p e c t  d e f i n i t i v e :

"You're the real thing and the rare bird. I h a v e n ' t  lived

w i t h  yo u  this w a y  w i t h o u t  s e e i n g  that : y o u ' r e  the s i n c e r e

a r t i s t  so m u c h  more t h a n  I" (ill, xvi, 212). James i n d e e d

re c o r d s  in the P r e f a c e  that he saw M i r i a m ' s  r e l a t i o n  to

N i c k  as "a s u p e r i o r  i n t e r e s t " ,  ̂ a n d  he p o n d e r s  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y

the i m p l i c a t i o n s  of her attit u d e  to him, the s a c r i f i c e s  she
2w o u l d  r e a d i l y  make for his sake. He p oints out that t h e y  

share the same val u e s  : M i r i a m  is a t t r a c t e d  to N i c k  just 

b e c a u s e  "like h e r s e l f  an d u n l i k e  Peter, he puts 'art' first; 

but the m o s t  he thus does for her in t h e ,event is to let her 

see h o w  she m a y  enjoy, in i n t i m a c y  the r i g o u r  it has t a u g h t
3

him and w h i c h  he c u l t i v a t e s  at her e x p e n s e . "

 ̂ p, 92.
2 M i r i a m ' s  r e a d i n e s s  to s a c r i f i c e  for N i c k  her ar t i s t i c  

i dentity, her w i l l i n g n e s s  to serve his art at the expense 
of her own, is in fact onl y  d i m l y  a d u m b r a t e d  in the novel.
See, for example. III, v, 52. It is, perhaps, a d i s a d v a n t a g e  
of J a m e s ' s  c h oice of "the i n d i r e c t  v i s i o n "  (II, x i , 143).

 ̂ AN, P- 95.



Suc h  "rigour", h o w e v e r  it shows itself, is for J a mes 

a v i tal e l e m e n t  in the a r t i s t ' s  nat ure, an i n e x o r a b l e  

c o n d i t i o n  of creat i v i t y .  He i mplies as m u c h  in the P r e f a c e  

w h e n  he po i n t s  out that art's o n l y  h o n o u r s  are "those of 

c o n t r a c t i o n ,  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  and a s e e m i n g l y  d e p l o r a b l e  

i n d i f f e r e n c e  to e v e r y t h i n g  but i t s e l f . "  In Miriam, an d 

e s p e c i a l l y  in Nick, James p r o v i d e s  us w i t h  a v i v i d  d e m o n 

s t r a t i o n  of this truth.

The s i n g l e - m i n d e d n e s s  s h o w n  by N i c k  in his r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  

Miri a m ,  a n d  by M i r i a m  in her d i s m i s s a l  of Peter, is just a 

p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t a n c e  of a r t i s t i c  rigour, a r i g o u r  p r e s c r i b e d  

by the fa ct that each is "in love w i t h  an idea" (III, ix, 87). 

In this c o n t e x t  the idea r e p r e s e n t s  n o t h i n g  less than the 

a r t i s t ' s  p r i m a r y  v i s i o n  an d  the d r i v i n g  impu l s e  he has to 

r e a l i s e  it as p e r f e c t l y  as he can : the u l t i m a t e  source in 

fact of his c r e a t i v e  power. For M i r i a m  an d  N i c k  it is their 

r a i s o n  d 'ê t r e . N i c k  is aware of it in his bare studio as 

"the m o s t  c o l l e c t i v e  dim p r e s e n c e "  —  "the sense that it 

was to the t h ing in it s e l f  he was a t t a c h e d "  (ill, xvi, 209).

It is s i g n i f i c a n t  that at the h e i g h t  of her final c l ash w i t h  

P e t e r  M i r i a m  relies on a s i m i l a r  image of a d h e r e n c e  w h e n  she 

d e c l a r e s  : "It isn't to m y  glor i e s  that I c l ing ; it's s i m p l y

 ̂ AN, p. 83.
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to m y  idea, even if it's d e s t i n e d  to sink me into o b s c u r i t y "  

(ill, xiv, 172). N i c k  is as r e s p o n s i v e  to this t r a i t  in

M i r i a m  as she is q u i c k  to d e t e c t  it in him. At the p l a y

N i c k  is aware that "she w e n t  t h r o u g h  it all for herself, 

for the idea that p o s s e s s e d  her and th at she r e n d e r e d  w i t h  

e x t r a o r d i n a r y  b r e a d t h "  (ill, xiii, 149). It is total

a l l e g i a n c e  to his idea w h i c h  u l t i m a t e l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  the

artist, w h i c h  un i t e s  N i c k  and M i r i a m  in a c o m m o n  if i m p l i c i t  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  To it, P e t e r ' s  eyes are f i r m l y  c l o s e d  and 

so he views a r t i s t i c  c o m m i t m e n t  w i t h  a k i n d  of b a f f l e d  

i n c o m p r e h e n s i o n .  The r i g o u r  i m p o s e d  on the a r t i s t  has, 

however, its c o m p e n s a t i o n ;  e s s e n t i a l l y  the same for M i r i a m  

and N i c k  as for t h e  d y i n g  D e n c o m b e :  "It i ^  g l o r y  —  to

have b e e n  tested, to have h a d  our little q u a l i t y  and cast 

our little spell. The t h i n g  is to have made s o m e b o d y  care." 

M i r i a m  is no less e x p l i c i t  ; she expl a i n s  for P e t e r ' s  

b e n e f i t  that "the g r e a t  thing, the e l e m e n t  that makes up 

for e v e r y t h i n g "  is "the w a y  we s i m p l y  stir p e o p l e ' s  souls" 

(ill, xiv, 178). In the J a m e s i a n  ethic f u l l n e s s  of life is 

d e t e r m i n e d  d i r e c t l y  by the a b i l i t y  to feel, an d  art is an 

i m p o r t a n t  means by w h i c h  this c a p a c i t y  ma y  be culti v a t e d .

 ̂ "The Middle Tears", Terminations (1895), p. 197.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

G abr i e l  N a s h  and J a m e s ' s  "vis i o n  of d e c e n c y "



l a s

It is i m p o s s i b l e  to deal a d e q u a t e l y  w i t h  J a m e s ' s  v i e w  

of art in The Tragic Mus e  w i t h o u t  c o n s i d e r i n g  his p o r t r a y a l  

of G a b r i e l  Nash. E v e n  a c u r s o r y  r e a d i n g  of some of the 

c r i t i c a l  c o m m e n t  on the n o vel makes it clear that he is to 

be seen as a c rucial figure. It w o u l d  be true to say in 

fact that an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of his role c o n d i t i o n s  our final 

i m p r e s s i o n  of the novel. A b r ief s u r v e y  is e nough to show 

the v a r y i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  p r o v o k e d  by Nas h ' s  character. 

Q u e n t i n  A n d e r s o n  in The A m e r i c a n  H e n r y  James (New Brunswick, 

N e w  Jersey, 1957),^ i d e n t i f i e s  N a s h  w i t h  H e n r y  James Senior; 

"Gabriel N a s h  is both an a f f e c t i o n a t e  p o r t r a i t  of the elder 

J a m e s ' s  'tone' or style, an d  an i m p l i e d  c r i t i c i s m  of his 

p e r s o n a l  mode of a d v o c a t i n g  his s ystem" (p.101). For him. 

The Trag ic Mu s e  is "this m o s t  d i d a c t i c  of J a m e s ' s  no vels", 

w h i c h  "affords the mo s t  d i r e c t  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the d o c t r i n e  

of the elder J a m e s "  (pp. 348-349). L e o n  Edel, in his 

I n t r o d u c t i o n  to The C o m p l e t e  Plays of H e n r y  James (1949)^ 

refers to N a s h  as "the c h a r a c t e r  in the n o vel who speaks for 

—  and even r e s e m b l e s  p h y s i c a l l y  —  the n o v e l i s t  himself",  

and to The Tragic M u s e  a c c o r d i n g l y  as J a m e s ' s  "long novel  

of the s t age ... w h i c h  he c o m p l e t e d  just b e fore b e g i n n i n g  

his p l a y - w r i t i n g  s e e k i n g  to p urge h i m s e l f  in it of all his
-j

Q u e n t i n  A n d e r s o n  notes (p. 105) that c e r t a i n  details 
a b o u t  N a s h  seem to be d r a w n  fro m  the n o v e l i s t ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  
w i t h  H e r b e r t  P r a t t  in V e n i c e  in 1881, an i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c  
a c c o u n t  of w h i c h  a p p e a r s  in The N o t e b o o k s  (p.3l) in a 
r e t r o s p e c t i v e  e n try for N o v e m b e r  25th, 1881.
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c o n f l i c t s  over the d r a m a t i c  art" (p. 40). In "James's 

The T r a gic M u s e  - Ave atque Vale", P M L A , L X X l l l  (1958),^

Lyall H. Po w e r s  explains h o w  he l o o k e d  in The Tragic Mus e  

for a final e x p r e s s i o n  of J a m e s ' s  ideas on art or s o m e 

t h ing of an a p o l o g i a  for his life as a novelist, as well  

as an in d i c a t i o n ,  since J a mes was on the b r i n k  of his 

d r a m a t i c  a d v e n t u r e ,  of his real a t t i t u d e  to this n e w  phase 

his c a r e e r  as an artist. In this c o n t e x t  N a s h  b ecomes 

an obvious m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of "the ete rnal B e i n g  of Art", 

his "symbol of the s p irit of art" (p. 199) w h o s e  cult, 

c e l e b r a t e d  by Nick, is a r e a s s u r a n c e  to J a mes that an u l t i 

mate i n s p i r a t i o n  w o u l d  see hi m  t h r o u g h  (p. 202).

But there are of course i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  w h i c h  do not 

give the n o vel this s t r o n g  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  slant. E d w i n  

T. B o w d e n  in The Themes of H e n r y  J ames (New Haven, 1956) 

sees the n o vel as "a myth, an a l l e g o r y  of the stru g g l e  of 

the h i g h e r  v a l u e s  of man a g a i n s t  his p r a g m a t i c  so c i e t y "  (p. 72). 

A n d  N a s h  seems to him "in so m a n y  way s  a c a r i c a t u r e  of the 

fin de s iècle esthete, w h o s e  life —  or at least w h o s e  talk —  

is d e v o t e d  on l y  to the a p p r e c i a t i o n  of the b e a u t i f u l "  (pp. 69-70). 

This v i e w  of N a s h  is e n d o r s e d  by ¥.V, R o b s o n  in "Henry J a m e s ' s  

The Tragic M u s e " , M a n d r a k e  11 (Autumn and W i n t e r  1954-55).

He sees him as "a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of the Oscar W i l d e  p hase of 

the A e s t h e t i c  m o v e m e n t " ,  p r o v i d i n g  " o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for cr i t i c a l

ileprinted in H e n r y  James; M o d e r n  J u d g e m e n t s , e d . Tony 
Tanner (1968), p. 194.
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c o m e d y "  (pp. 282-283). The n o vel is thus "a c o m e d y  of

m a n n e r s  and a piece of social h i s t o r y "  (p. 281). In his

essay, " H e n r y  J a m e s ' s  P o r t r a i t  of the Artis t " ,  P a r t i s a n
-|

R e v i e w  II (1944), P.O. M a t t h i e s s e n  h a d  r e f e r r e d  to J a m e s ' s  

p o r t r a y a l  of "the b r i l l i a n t  f u t i l i t y  of the a e s t h e t e  in the 

eerie fi g u r e  of G a b r i e l  Nash". T w e n t y  years later, in a 

d i s c u s s i o n  of the " s u p e r - s u b t l e  fry", D.W. J e f f e r s o n  in 

H e n r y  J a m e s  and t h e  M o d e r n  R e a d e r  (1964) e x p r e s s e s  p e r p l e x 

it y  at J a m e s ' s  p o r t r a i t  of G a b r i e l  Nash: "Perhaps his m o s t

n o t a b l e  a b e r r a t i o n  in c h a r a c t e r  p o r t r a y a l  is G a b r i e l  Nash, 

the w h i m s i c a l  p h i l o s o p h e r  of The Tragic M u s e " (p. 122). He 

sees hi m  as e n d o w e d  w i t h  some of the t r aits of the "coxc o m b i c a l ,  

a e s t h e t i c  A m e r i c a n  e x p a t r i a t e "  (P. 123).

O p i n i o n  seems to o s c i l l a t e  b e t w e e n  a v i e w  of the novel as 

some f o r m  of social c o m e d y  an d as an a l l e g o r y  either of 

J a m e s ' s  o p p r e s s i v e  p e r s o n a l  p r o b l e m s  or of his i n v e t e r a t e  

ideas. But there is still w i d e r  d i v e r g e n c e  in the c o n c e p t i o n  

of N a s h ' s  role: he is s e e n  as r e p r e s e n t i n g  v a r i o u s l y  J a mes 

h imse l f ,  his father, an a e s t h e t e  of some k i n d  and the q u i n 

t e s s e n c e  of A r t  itself. It is d i f f i c u l t  to e n v i s a g e  a n y  

real r a p p r o c h e m e n t  a m o n g  t h ese views. H o w e v e r  t h e y  do i l l u s 

trate v i v i d l y  the p r o b l e m s  p o s e d  by Na s h ' s  role in the n o v e l

 ̂ R e p r i n t e d  in S t o r i e s  of W r i t e r s  and A r t i s t s , ed. P . 0. 
M a t t h i e s s e n  (New York,/l944/^, p"i FI



and s u g g e s t  s o m e t h i n g  of the i r i d e s c e n t  q u a l i t y  of his 

pers onali tyo

So w h e n  N i c k  gives v e n t  to the e x a s p e r a t e d  p e r p l e x i t y

N a s h  p r o d u c e s  in hi m  he speaks not just for h i m s e l f  and

p e r h a p s  for Peter, but for the r e a d e r  too. His o u t b u r s t

is r e a l l y  a c h a l l e n g e :  "... do y o u  m i n d  m e n t i o n i n g  to me

w h e t h e r  y o u  are the g r e a t e s t  h u m b u g  a n d  c h a r l a t a n  on earth, or 

a g e n u i n e  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  one that has s i f t e d  things for 

i t s e l f ? "  (1, ix, 160) The o t her c h a r a c t e r s ,  exc e p t  for 

M i r i a m  wh o ins i s t s  on t r e a t i n g  h i m  w i t h  an amused, even 

i n d u l g e n t  s c e p t i c i s m ,  r e g a r d  h i m  w i t h  a c o n t e m p t  t h e y  can 

s c a r c e l y  be b o t h e r e d  to hide. W h a t e v e r  our o p i n i o n  of N a s h  

and his a e s t h e t i c  ideas, we m u s t  a c k n o w l e d g e  that he r e p r e 

sents an e f f e c t i v e  c o u n t e r p o i s e  to the w o r l d ' s  v i e w  of 

things, a n d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  to th at a n t a g o n i s m  felt for art 

by L a d y  A g n e s  and her circle. He is in fa c t  a p o w e r f u l  

e l e m e n t  in the p o l a r i t y  on w h i c h  the n o vel is fo unded. By 

w a y  of an a n s w e r  to N i c k ' s  q u e s t i o n  he i n s i s t s  on his 

s i n c e r i t y  a n d  claims to be u t t e r l y  candid. The fact r e m a i n s  

t h o u g h  that t h r o u g h o u t  the n o v e l  he is d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by an 

i n s c r u t a b i l i t y  w h i c h  J a m e s ' s  mode of p r e s e n t a t i o n  is c a l c u l 

a t e d  to enhance. As w i t h  M i r i a m ,  but w i t h  t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  

effect, J a m e s  can c l a i m  "an a b s o l u t e l y  objec t i v e " ^  G a b r i e l  N a s h

 ̂ p. 89.
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He n e v e r  goes b e h i n d  N a s h  an d a b s t a i n s  fr o m  a n y t h i n g  but 

the r a r e s t  scraps of i n f o r m a t i o n  and comment. N a s h  exists 

for us o n l y  as a c o m p o s i t e  p r o j e c t i o n  of other p e o p l e ' s 

e x p e r i e n c e  of him. S t r a n g e l y  e n o u g h  too, in spite of the 

fact that he figu r e s  so c o n t r o v e r s i a l l y  in the novel, he 

is not so m u c h  as m e n t i o n e d  in the P reface, t h o u g h  James 

is m u c h  c o n c e r n e d  there w i t h  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  of his p i c t u r e  

of a r t i s t - l i f e .  To all i n t e n t s  and p u r p o s e s  N a s h  exists in 

a vacuum, as N i c k  makes quite p l a i n  (ill, xvii, 221). He 

has no home or p e r m a n e n t  a d d r e s s  of a n y  kind, no f a m i l y  ties 

or d u t i e s  an d  no a p p a r e n t  m e a n s  of s u b s i s t e n c e  for the 

i t i n e r a n t  life he leads. On these g r o u n d s  a lone D.¥. J e f f e r s o n  

q u e s t i o n s  his v a l i d i t y  as a c h a r a c t e r :

If we c o n s i d e r  h i m  as a serious figure, ho w can we 
not ask c e r t a i n  a w k w a r d  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  him? For 
example, has he no sexual life, no c o m m i t m e n t s ,  no 
o b l i g a t i o n s  ? One does not n e e d  to be a M a r x i s t  to 
a s k  w h e r e  the m o n e y  comes from for a life so pure 
of all p r o d u c t i v e n e s s  and social p u r p o s e .  H o w  can 
one a v o i d  the f e e l i n g  that he is a v e r y  d e f i c i e n t  
h u m a n  being, an d  that the i m p e r t u r b a b l e  ease is a 
disg u i s e ? ^

All the same we do well to r e m e m b e r  th at he is f r i e n d l y  

e n o u g h  w i t h  M a d a m e  Carre to ask her as a f a v o u r  to give an 

o p i n i o n  of M i r i a m ' s  talent. A n d  it can o n l y  be f r i e n d s h i p  

a g a i n  —  or go o d  n a t u r e  —  that ind u c e s  h i m  to lend t h i r t y

In H e n r y  J a m e s  an d the M o d e r n  R e a d e r , pp. 123-1 24.
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po u n d s  to Mrs. B o o t h  (I, x i , 196-197). To d e s c r i b e  —  or 

d i s m i s s  —  h i m  as an a e s t h e t e  is no s o l u t i o n  to the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  he poses since eve n  an a e s t h e t e  is s u b j e c t  to 

the o r d i n a r y  c o n d i t i o n s  of life.

The t r u t h  is that N a s h  does seem to exist in a mode 

d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  the other p e o p l e  in the novel, all of w h o m  

are u n d e r  v a r i o u s  kinds of c o n s t r a i n t .  This m i g h t  seem to 

offer some s u p p o r t  to the v i e w  of h i m  as a " m a n i f e s t a t i o n  

of the e t e r n a l  B e i n g  of Art", h a v i n g  a p p a r i t i o n a l  r e a l i t y  

only. He c e r t a i n l y  i m p r e s s e s  N i c k  w i t h  a sense of m y s t e r y  

a l m o s t  s u p e r n a t u r a l ,  "the sense of the t r a n s i e n t  and o c c a 

sional, the l i k e n e s s  to v a p o u r  or m u r m u r i n g  w i n d  or s h i f t i n g  

li g h t "  (ill, xvii, 221). On his f i r s t  a p p e a r a n c e  he m i g h t  

be s a i d  to have a c t u a l l y  m a t e r i a l i s e d  in a n s w e r  to Nick's  

u n s p o k e n  need. His d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  the scene is as u n o b t r u 

sive and i n c o n s e q u e n t  as his f irst a p p e a r a n c e  is p h a n t a s m a l .  

This i m p r e s s i o n  is s t r e n g t h e n e d  by his s o m e t i m e s  d i s c o n 

c e r t i n g  c l a i r v o y a n c e .  C o m m i t t e d  to canvas, ev en his image 

seems p e r c e p t i b l y  to fade. Ho w e v e r ,  to see N a s h  p r i m a r i l y  

as a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of the s p i r i t  of art i n v o l v e s  a c o n t r a 

d i c t i o n  since art exists e s s e n t i a l l y  in the a rtefact, w h a t e v e r  

the media. J o h n  D e w e y  d e f i n e s  art as "a q u a l i t y  of d o i n g
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and of w h a t  is d o n e . A n d  to "d oing" N a s h  is, as he 

c laims hims e l f ,  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  opposed.

His i^resence in the novel, is l i m i t e d  v i r t u a l l y  to his 

talk: he exists in e ffect as an e m b o d i e d  voice. We see 

h i m  f i r s t  t h r o u g h  B i d d y ' s  —  B r i t i s h  —  eyes in w h a t  is 

a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  pose, " e n g a g e d  in i m p a r t i n g "  to M r s .

B o o t h  and M i r i a m  " ... his ideas ...." S i g n i f i c a n t l y  it 

is his s p e e c h  w h i c h  m a k e s  a d i s t i n c t i v e  i m p r e s s i o n  on 

B i d d y  : " ... the w o r d s  p r o c e e d i n g  fr o m  his m o u t h  r e a c h e d

her ear and i m p o s e d  t h e m s e l v e s  as a rare v a r i e t y  of E n g l i s h  

.... He s e e m e d  to d r a w  r i c h  e ffects and w a n d e r i n g  airs 

f r o m  it —  to m o d u l a t e  and m a n i p u l a t e  it as he w o u l d  have 

done a m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t "  (1, ii, 20-21). L a t e r  Nas h  

h i m s e l f  adm its, as he urges N i c k  to try his talent, that 

it is his m e t i e r  to s p e a k  f r a n k l y  to people. He goes on:

"1 sa^y the things that other p e o p l e  don't, that t h e y  can't, 

that t h e y  w o n ' t "  (11, ix, 128). A n d  N i c k  in r e p l y  a c k n o w 

ledges N a s h ' s  m a s t e r y  of his i n s t r u m e n t .  His tal k  —  an d 

t h r o u g h  it his p e r s o n a l i t y  —  p e r m e a t e s  t h e . novel. E v e n  

w h e n  he is a b s e n t  from the scene he is o f t e n  p r o m p t l y  

b r o u g h t  to m i n d  by an a l l u s i o n  made by some other c h a r a c t e r .

 ̂ Art as Experience (1934), p. 214.
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At the h e i g h t  of his final d ebate w i t h  M i r i a m  Peter 

a c c u s e s  her, w i t h  some j u s t i c e , of t a l k i n g  like Nash.

We m i g h t  we l l  as k  the q u e s t i o n  w h i c h  J ames raises a b o u t  

H e n r i e t t a  S t a c k p o l e  in the P r e f a c e  to The P o r t r a i t  of a 

L a d y . W h y  has he a l l o w e d  N a s h  "so o f f i c i o u s l y ,  so s t r a n g e l y ,  

so a l m o s t  i n e x p l i c a b l y ,  to p e r v a d e " ? ^  He cites H e n r i e t t a  

as a case in p o i n t  of his t e n d e n c y  to o v e r t r e a t . A n d  he 

goes on to e xplain: "There was the d a n g e r  of the n o t e d

'thinness' —  w h i c h  was to be a v e r t e d  t o o t h  and nail, by 

c u l t i v a t i o n  of the l i v e l y  .... H e n r i e t t a  m u s t  ha ve been
2at that time a part of m y  w o n d e r f u l  n o t i o n  of the l i v e l y . "

The same fear, that the s t o r y  m i g h t  be "too thin", crops 

up in J a m e s ' s  N o t e b o o k  e n t r y  for 2nd F e b r u a r y  1889 w h i l e
3he was still w r i t i n g  The T ragic M u s e . C e r t a i n l y  the c o m e d y

that g l a n c e s  t h r o u g h  the n o v e l  is p a r t l y  d e r i v e d  fro m  Nash.

His d e b o n a i r  m a n n e r  c o n c e a l s  an acute eye and a c a p a c i t y

for ironic exposure, e x p r e s s e d  n e a t l y  w i t h i n  the u r b a n i t i e s

of s o c i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e ,  as in this e x c h a n g e  b e t w e e n  Grace

and N a s h  at P e t e r ' s  tea p a r t y  :

"You w e r e  t a l k i n g  w i t h  my cousin, Mrs. D a l l o w . "
"To her r a t h e r  than w i t h  h e r , " N a s h  smiled.
"Ah, she's v e r y  c h a r m i n g , "  said Grace.

 ̂ AM, p . 5 5.
^ p. 57-
^ N, p. 92.
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"She's v e r y  b e a u t i f u l , "  N a s h  rej o i n e d .
"And v e r y  c l e v e r , "  Mis s  D o r m e r  cont i n u e d .
"Very, v e r y  i n t e l l i g e n t . "  His c o n v e r s a t i o n  
w i t h  the y o u n g  lady w e n t  little f u r t h e r  than 
this .... (1, viii, 145)

In this f r a g m e n t  both J u l i a  and G r a c e  are n i c e l y  c h a r a c 

te rised.

N a s h  can be seen in fac t  as a k i n d  of ficelle, h a v i n g  

m u c h  the same f u n c t i o n  as c h a r a c t e r s  like H e n r i e t t a  

S t a c k p o l e  an d  M a r i a  G o s t r e y . A l t h o u g h  he fig u r e s  c o n 

s p i c u o u s l y  in the a r t i s t i c  life of the novel he does not 

c o n s t i t u t e  a m a i n  f a cet of the su bject; J a m e s  a dmits to 

three cases only. But the f i c e l l e  by d e f i n i t i o n  b elongs 

less "to the s u b j e c t  d i r e c t l y "  t h a n  " i n t i m a t e l y  to the 

t r e a t m e n t " . ^  N a s h  serves the fo r m  more o b v i o u s l y  than the

essence. All the same he has the d i s t i n c t i o n ,  like M a r i a

G o s t r e y , of a c h i e v i n g  " s o m e t h i n g  of the d i g n i t y  of a prime 
2idea" in the c o urse of his role. For J a mes the f i c e l l e  

has at l e a s t  a dual f u n c t i o n .  He is, p r e - e m i n e n t l y ,  the 

" re a d e r ' s  f r i e n d "  ~  "an enrolled, a direct, aid to luci d i t y " , 

as he calls M aria. But he al so e nables the n o v e l i s t  to 

t r e a t  s c e n i c a l l y  m a t t e r  w h i c h  m i g h t  o t h e r w i s e  prove p o n d e r o u s  

or "lumpish". N a s h  in fac t  serves bo t h  these ends. V i e w e d  

in this w a y  his status in the n o vel seems less a n o m a l o u s .

It has to be a d m i tted, though, that he o p e r a t e s  w i t h  s o m e t h i n g

 ̂ M.» P ” 53-
^ p. 324 -
^ p. 322 .
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of c a t a l y t i c  force in the lives of N i c k  and M i r i a m .  But 

it takes more than N a s h ' s  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  to pr o p e l  N i c k  

out of p o l i t i c s  into art, mor e  even t h a n  the s a t i s f a c t i o n  

of p a i n t i n g  —  u n d e r  his f r i e n d ' s  a u s p i c e s  —  the p o r t r a i t  

of the Tragic Muse. It can of c o urse be c l a i m e d  that N a s h  

is r e s p o n s i b l e  for b r i n g i n g  M i r i a m  to M a d a m e  C a r r 4 and 

thus in a w a y  i n a u g u r a t i n g  her t h e a t r i c a l  career. But his 

p ar t  in this is p u r e l y  fo r m a l  and m e c h a n i c a l ;  he e m p h a t i c 

a l l y  d i s o w n s  M i r i a m  h e r s e l f  a n d  the a b h o r r e n t  i n t e n t i o n  of 

m a k i n g  her an actress.

It is c h i e f l y  N a s h  w h o  ena b l e s  James to d e v e l o p  in d r a m a t i c  

f o r m  an i m p o r t a n t  a s p e c t  of his theme. W i t h i n  the c o m p l e x  

of r e l a t i o n s  p o s i t e d  for them, M iriam, N i c k  and Peter

t o g e t h e r  e n act J a m e s ' s  idea of the n a t u r e  of art, the c o n 

d i t i o n s  it im poses, the o p p o s i t i o n  it p r o v o k e s ;  they prove 

i n d e e d  " t h o r o u g h l y  s y m b o l i c  ... f u n c t i o n a l ,  for i l l u s t r a t i o n  

of the i d e a . "  ̂ But Jam es has a f u r t h e r  p r e o c c u p a t i o n ,  none 

the less i m p o r t a n t  for no t g e t t i n g  e x p l i c i t  a t t e n t i o n  in 

the Pr e f a c e .  He does no mor e  tha n  r e f e r  to it in passing, 

but w i t h  p u n g e n t  i r o n y  that is in i t s e l f  r e v e a l i n g :  "Art

i n d e e d  has in our da y  t a k e n  on so m a n y  h o n o u r s  and e m o l u m e n t s

 ̂ AN, p. 91.
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that the r e c o g n i t i o n  of its i m p o r t a n c e  is more t h a n  a 

custom, has b e c o m e  an o c c a s i o n  a l m o s t  a f ury." Then, 

s a r d o n i c a l l y ,he makes his p o i n t  : "... the line is d r a w n  --

e s p e c i a l l y  in the E n g l i s h  w o r l d  —  onl y  at the i m p o r t a n c e  

of h e e d i n g  w h a t  it m a y  m e a n . "  ̂ It is w i t h  the m e a n i n g  of 

art that J a m e s  u l t i m a t e l y  c o n c e r n s  h i m s e l f  in The Tragic 

Mus e . In one sense at least the w h o l e  novel is an a n s w e r  

to the q u e s t i o n  Peter asks h i m s e l f  a f ter he has been d i s 

m i s s e d  b y  M i r i a m :  "What was the m e a n i n g  of this su d d e n

o f f e n s i v e  i m p o r t u n i t y  of 'art* ...? (ill, xiv, 179) But 

P e ter does no t r e a l l y  w a n t  an a n s w e r  : s a f e t y  for him lies 

in i g n o r a n c e .  All the c h a r a c t e r s  in the n o vel c o n t r i b u t e  

in some w a y  to J a m e s ' s  e x p l o r a t i o n  of the meaning of art, 

but it is of co u r s e  the a r t i s t s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  n o t a b l y  M i r i a m  

a n d  Nick, w h o  by total s u b m i s s i o n  to the claims ma de on them 

by art p r o v i d e  a d r a m a t i c  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  of its meaning.

For J a m e s  —  a d m i t t e d l y  in an ironic m o o d  —  the a r t i s t
2is "the d i v i n e  e x p l a n a t o r y  g enius", the p u r v e y o r  of m e a n i n g .  

But he m u s t  n e c e s s a r i l y  exp r e s s  his a p p r e h e n s i o n  of m e a n i n g  

t h r o u g h  the m e d i u m  of his art. "The t u r n e d  back" of the

 ̂ p. 83

" AE, p. 84
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artist, a r e c u r r e n t  image in James as Maurice Beebe

points o u t ,  ̂ is of the essence of his theme, signifying

as it does "contraction, c o n c e n t r a t i o n  and a seemingly
2deplorable indifference to everything but itself." It 

is Nash's f unction as ficelle to explicate some of the moral 

and aesthetic issues involved. Dubbed by M i r i a m  "the great 

explainer" (11, xii, 154), he more than ju stifies his title.

Not only does he elicit Nick's sense of his dilemma and P e t e r ’s 

convictions about the theatre, but he evaluates too, according 

to his d i s t inctive criteria, certain principles and modes of 

conduct in the novel. Most notably, he fu rnishes in scenic 

form w h a t  amounts to a moral rationale of the life of art.

Nash is, of course, the supreme advocate in the novel of 

the aesthetic life; his talk is c hiefly dire c t e d  to this 

end. This kind of p r o s e l y t i z i n g  he sees as his particular 

m etier in life and he gives h imself to it whol e h e a r t e d l y .

The v i e w  of Nash as an ae sthete appears early on. It is first 

put forward by B i d d y  and occurs as a suspicion, soon f o r m u 

lated t e n t a t i v e l y  as an accusation. It is shared, i n e v i t a b l y

 ̂ In "The Turned Back of H enry James", South Atlantic 
Q uarterly (1954), r e p r i n t e d  in Henry James; M o d e r n  J u d g e m e n t s , 
pp. 71 - 8 8 o

^ AN, p. 83.
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by Lady Agnes and Julia Dallow, as Nick is well aware.

He has no doubt that they see Nash as a member of "a 

dreadful coterie of u n c a n n i l y  clever and d e s p e r a t e l y  

r efined people, who wear a kind of loose, faded uniform 

and w o r s h i p  only b e auty ..." (ill, v , 50). D a s h w o o d  too,

with his usual knowingness, asserts one day that Na sh knew 

"the aesthetic people —  the worldly, semi-smart ones, not 

the f rumpy sickly lot who wore dirty drapery" (11, xvi, 222).

All the same in spite of the a p p r e h e n s i o n  Nick feels from 

time to time about the com p a n y  Nash keeps, he has to admit 

that he had never caught "the smallest aesthetic ululation"

(ill, xvii, 221) from the o u tback of his life. C ertainly 

there is noth i n g  to show that he belongs to any aesthetic 

clique; his b r and of a e s t h e t i c i s m  is e s s e n t i a l l y  autonomous.

His p r o c l a i m e d  doctr ines bear the u n m i s t a k a b l e  imprint 

of aestheticism. He declares himself from the first an 

artist, but an artist who has chosen to w o r k  in life. An 

apostle of beauty, he sees it as his m i s s i o n  in life to 

cu ltivate his feelings and, eschewing formulas, to take the 

w o rld "in the free, brave, personal way" (1, ix, 170). At 

his first appe a r a n c e  he admits to h a ving w r i t t e n  a novel, an 

a c h i e v e m e n t  of which he is t h o r o u g h l y  ashamed. In some respects 

he anticipates Oscar Wil de's ideal c r i t i c — a r t i s t . His p e p —
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talk to Nick on his aesthetic duty involves the syllogism 

"being is doing, and if doing is duty, being is duty"

(11, ix, 127). Taken together with the a ccount he later 

gives of himself: "1 shall only bje, more and more, wi th

all the a c c u m u lations of experience, the longer 1 live"

(ill, Xvii, 229), it constitutes an expr e s s i o n  of that 

critical spirit which Wilde saw as giving "the c o n templative 

life, the life that has for its aim not doing but b e i n g , 

and not being m e r e l y  but b e c o m i n g . In the terms of Nash's 

own life it means d i s c l a i m i n g  his novel and adopting a 

pose of indulgent cynicism towards creative a c t i v i t y  of any 

k i n d . He dismisses the collector's e n t husiasm as he discounts 

Peter's belief in the theatre as nothing more than a phase.

The crudities of practice and p r o d u c t i o n  off end him. He 

denounces as irre l e v a n t  and u n w o r t h y  of "the esoteric do ctrine" 

(1, ix, 169) the no t i o n  of having something to show for one's 

w ay of life. It seems to him a conf e s s i o n  of failure.

M i r i a m  reports him as sallying "he doesn't like the k i t c h e n  

fire —  he only wants the pudding.'" (ill, viii, 81 ) What 

Wilde wrote of Thomas Griffiths W a i n e w r i g h t  is an u n c a n n i l y  

apt r e f l e c t i o n  of Nash and his views: " ... it is only the

P hilistine who seeks to estimate a p e r s o n a l i t y  by the vulgar

 ̂ "The Critic as Artist", Intentions (1891), p. 143.
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test of production. This young d a ndy sought to be somebody, 

rather than to do something. He r e c o g n i s e d  that Life itself 

is an art, and has its modes of style no less than the arts 

that seek to express it.

The essence of Nash's "little system —  the aesthetic

life" (I, ix, 168) is the pursuit of beauty, the cu l t i v a t i o n

of sen s a t i o n  and of the a b i l i t y  to appreciate. The advice

o ffered by Lord Henry Wotton, Wil de's aesthete, might well

be Nash's: "Live ! Live the w o n derful life that is in you I

Let n o t h i n g  be lost upon you. Be always s e a r ching for new 
2s e n sations," The co mplex echo here from The Ambassadors 

and The Art of F iction is u n m i s t a k a b l e  and suggestive. For 

Nash this means in practice a w i nter in Sicily, or even 

hours spent s t r e tched out on the grass in "a delightful 

little spot: a place where a wil d  fig-tree grows in the 

south wall ... of an old Spa n i s h  city" (1, ix, 167), The 

ugly, disagreeable, of course, have no place in his "spectacle 

of the world"; Nash looks always in preference at what is 

pleasing. He refuses to make the concession, as he calls it, 

"that we are only here for dreari n e s s "  (I, ix, 163).

His system is b u t t r e s s e d  by certain moral convictions 

bro ught out in his dialogues with Nick, some at least of

 ̂ "Fen, Pencil, and Poison", I n t e n t i o n s , p. 54.
^ The Picture of Do r i a n  Gray (l89l), p. 33.
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which are e licited by Nick's u n c o nscious need of some 

ethical j u s t i f i c a t i o n  for aban d o n i n g  politics and becoming  

an artist. Nash maintains that "life consists of the

personal experiments of each of us, and the point of an

experiment is that it shall succeed. What we contribute 

is our treat ment of the material, our r e n d ering of the 

text, our style" (I, ix, 163). It follows that "we must 

write our best; it's the great thing we can do in the world, 

on the right side." For Nash —  as for Ar n o l d  who m  in this 

respect at least he echoes -—  such a c o n v i c t i o n  imposes on 

the individual an unm i s t a k a b l e  duty. A r n o l d  claims that 

"lean's business on earth" is to bring to p e r f e c t i o n  "the 

gifts c o m m i t t e d  to h i m ."  ̂ N ash puts it more specifically:

"... we must be as p e r ceptive as we can. We must recognise 

our p a r t i c u l a r  form, the inst r u m e n t  that each of us —  each 

of us who carries a nything —  carries in his being. M a s t e r i n g  

this instrument, learning to play it in p e r f e c t i o n  —  that's 

what I call duty, what I call conduct, what I call success" 

(II, ix, 128). In accordance with this code Nash sets about 

making Nick "his business for a while" (II, ix, 129), an

enterprise, incidentally, w h i c h  he cites as proof that he

 ̂ M a t t h e w  Arnold, Culture and A n a r c h y  (Cambridge, 1966),
Po 30.
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subs c r i b e s  to a moral law. He ha d in fact i n v o k e d  it 

ear lier to accuse N i c k  of the g r o s s e s t  i m m o r a l i t y  in 

n e g l e c t i n g  his talent. For him the indi v i d u a l  c o n s c i e n c e  

is the u l t i m a t e  a u t h o r i t y  in such matters. He insists 

to Nick: "One must do one's best to find out the right,

and your c r i m i n a l i t y  appears to be that you have not taken 

the c o m m o n  t rouble" (II, ix, 127)»

N i c k  r e a d i l y  acknowl edges that Na s h  has been a help 

to him (III, xvi, 214-215). D .W. J e f f e r s o n  remarks h o w e v e r  

that "it is d i f f i c u l t  to see in what way" Nas h  h e l p e d  Nick.

He asks: "How could Nas h's i n h u m a n  d e t a c h m e n t  from all

c o m m i t m e n t  have been r e l e v a n t  to h i m ? "  ̂ N i c k  h i m s e l f  

p r a c t i c a l l y  prov i d e s  the answer. In the first place, he 

blames N a s h  half-humo\{.rously for c o m m u n i c a t i n g  the p o i s o n  

to him at Oxford, for a w a k e n i n g  his a e s t hetic sense. He 

tells him : "Since then, little by little, it has been w o r k i n g

w i t h i n  me; vag uely, covertly, i n s e n s i b l y  at first, but du r i n g  

the last ye ar or two w i t h  violence, pertinacity, cruelty"

(I, ix, 172). Nas h  is thus a s s o c i a t e d  in Nick 's m i n d  w i t h  

the v e r y  springs of his e ruptive a esthetic life. So his 

r e a p p e a r a n c e  du r i n g  the Dormers' v i s i t  to Paris just w h e n  

Nic k  is f e e l i n g  that his affairs have come to a crisis seems

 ̂ Henry James and the Modern Header, p. 124.



not just o p p o r t u n e  but mi r a c u l o u s .  Nas h  bri ngs him, 

c l a i r v o y a n t l y  it appears, comf o r t  and consolation, the 

r e a s s u r a n c e  of his "equal r e s p o n s e "  (I, ix, 166) to his 

own a p p r e c i a t i o n  of a e s t h e t i c  experience. But the 

p r a c t i c a l  hel p  that he supplies is a d m i t t e d l y  negligible.

In his p r e s e n c e  alone, an i n d e f i n a b l e  influence, Nick  

finds the c o n f i r m a t i o n  he needs. Nas h  seems to exert an 

i n e x p l i c a b l e  a u t h o r i t y  felt not by N i c k  only but even by 

Peter in spite of his a n t i p a t h y  for him. As his fr i e n d 

studies his p a i n tings and s ketches N i c k  re f l e c t s  that "it 

was the oddest thing h o w  at p r e s e n t  in fact he found h i m s e l f  

a t t r i b u t i n g  v a lue to G abriel Nas h  —  a t t r i b u t i n g  to h i m , 

a m ong a t t r i b u t i o n s  more confused, the d i g n i t y  of judgement, 

the a u t h o r i t y  of i n t elligence. Nash was an a m b i guous being, 

but he was an e x c e l l e n t  t o u c h s t o n e "  (II, ix, 125). As for 

Peter, he is o p p r e s s e d  w i t h  the sense that Nas h  "had got 

up earlier than he .... S o m e t h i n g  of a u t h o r i t y  and p r i v i l e g e  

stuck to him from this" (III, iv, 33).

All the same Nash does get a c t i v e l y  i n v o l v e d  in his 

p r o m i s e d  a t t e m p t  to "save" N i c k  —  and the verb carries here 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  J a m e s i a n  impli c a t i o n s .  He plays, for instance, 

most s k i l f u l l y  on J u lia D a l l o w 's a n t a g o n i s m  to art
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and i n d e e d  to himself, c a p i t a l i z i n g  on both. At his 

first m e e t i n g  w i t h  her he implies that N i c k  has defin i t e  

ideas of b e c o m i n g  a p ainter and urges Julia, to her 

e vident disco m f i t u r e ,  to "keep him up to it" (I, viii, 144). 

W he n  they me e t  a g ain at the door of Nick's studio he 

ignores the u n e a s y  a t m o s p h e r e  and, w i t h  an i r r i t a t i n g  

d i s p l a y  of preciosity, assumes b l a t a n t l y  that J u l i a  had 

v i s i t e d  N i c k  s o l e l y  to see M i r i a m  sitt i n g  to him. "You 

came for a g limpse of the great model? D o e s n ' t  she sit? 

That's w h a t  I w a n t e d  too, this m o r n i n g  —  just a look, for 

a b l e s s i n g  on the day" (II, xii, 159). By e x p l o i t i n g  

J ulia's dislike of art and her n atural j e a l o u s y  Nas h  hopes, 

no doubt, to cause an e s t r a n g e m e n t  and thus ach i e v e  his 

aim of "saving" Nick. In the same way, h a v i n g  d i v i n e d  that 

M i r i a m  is in love wit h  Nick, he tells Peter that he w o u l d  

never a l l o w  N i c k  to be M i r i a m ' s  "box-keeper": that he sees 

him as " b e a u t i f u l l y  arranged, in quite a d i f f e r e n t  line" 

(ill, iv, 40). He does his best too to a w a k e n  Peter's 

j e a l o u s y  by h a r p i n g  on M i r i a m ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  N i c k  in 

an a t t e m p t  to p rovoke him into e n t a n g l i n g  h i m s e l f  with 

a n o t h e r  woman.^ The object is to arouse M i r i a m ' s  in t e r e s t

 ̂ The Tragic Mu s e  (1890), II, xvii, 226 and 242;
III, iv, 39.



in Peter and thus ensure Nick's safety. He tells N i c k  

frankly: "if you'll s i m p l y  do your part I'll take care

of the rest" (ill, iii, 32).

Once N i c k  has made his d e c i s i o n  and given h i m s e l f  

up to art, he r ealises that Na sh can no lon ger he lp him:

"he s e emed to h i m s e l f  to be a l t o g e t h e r  on his own. G a briel 

was w o n d e r f u l ,  but no G a briel c o uld as s i s t  him mu c h  h e n c e 

forth" (III, iii, 29). He ha d  been for N i c k  a "private 

p h i l o s o p h e r "  (ill, xvii, 219), c o m p e l l i n g  his a t t e n t i o n  

though not alw ays his assent. The term " p h i l o s o p h e r "  is 

one that crops up from time to time in the novel w i t h  ^

r e f e r e n c e  to Nash. In fact he c ombines the role of p h i l o 

sopher —  h o w e v e r  eccentric —  w i t h  that of ae sthete. In 

the a c c o u n t  he gives of Nas h  to Miriam, N i c k  p r o v i d e s  what 

a mounts to a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  for the use of this term: "The

only thing he r e a l l y  takes s e r i o u s l y  is to s p e c ulate and 

unders t a n d ,  to talk about the reasons and the essence of things: 

the people who do that are the h i g h e s t "  (ill, xvi, 214-215).  

W h e t h e r  or not we agree w i t h  Nic k's v a l u a t i o n  there can be 

little doubt that Nas h  p e r f o r m s  this function: he is after 

all "the great explainer". His obvious u n e a s i n e s s  while 

s i t t i n g  for his p o r t r a i t  r e i n f o r c e s  for N i c k  this v i e w  of
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hi m and. offers f urther e l u c i d a t i o n :  "He was so a c c u s t o m e d

to living upo n  irony and the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of things that 

it was strange to him to be h i m s e l f  i n t erpreted, and ••• 

i n t e r p r e t e d  ironically. From being o u t s i d e ^ t h e  u n i v e r s e  he 

was s u d d e n l y  b r o u g h t  into it, and from the p o s i t i o n  of a 

free c o m m e n t a t o r  and critic, a sort of a m a t e u r i s h  editor 

of the w hole affair, r e d u c e d  to that of humble i n g r e d i e n t  

and c o n t r i b u t o r "  (III, xvii, 228-229). I shall wa nt to 

look at this pass a g e  more c l o s e l y  in a nother context. The 

irony w h i c h  N i c k  sees as c n a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Nash's v i s i o n  

was for James, like his inde p e n d e n c e ,  an e s s e ntial q u a l i t y  

in the a r t i s t .  ̂ So it is h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  then to find 

that Nash, as "free c o m m e n t a t o r  an d critic" often speaks 

for James; the accent is u n m i s t a k a b l e .  Just as Nas h's v i e w  

of the d r a m a t i s t ' s  pl i g h t  is Jam e s ' s  own (I , iv, 63), so 

in a d v o c a t i n g  s p o n t a n e i t y  and i n d e p e n d e n t  j u d g e m e n t  he 

r e p r e s e n t s  the novelist. W h e n  Nash tells N i c k  that "we mus t  

r e c o g n i s e  ... the i n s t r u m e n t  that each of us ... carries 

in his being" (II, ix, 128) and ins ists that l e a r n i n g  to 

p la y  it p e r f e c t l y  is his idea of duty, conduct, success, he

 ̂ " Geo rge Du M a u r i e r "  (1883), p r i n t e d  in Partial 
P ortrai ts (1888), p. 349.



not only a n t i c i p a t e s  in much the same terms Pater's i n t e r 

p r e t a t i o n  of Plato's doctrine^ but he voices too one of 

Jam e s ' s  d e e p e s t  convictions. In his e s s a y  on T h é o phile  

G a u t i e r  as e arly as 1873 he m a i n t a i n s  wh a t  N a s h  later r e 

affirms for him that "a man's supreme use in the w o r l d  is
2to m a s t e r  his ... i n s t r u m e n t  an d pla y  it in p e r f e c t i o n . "

The p r i n c i p l e  is e x e m p l i f i e d  for hi m in G a u t i e r ' s  life as 

an arti st and enac t e d  in The Tragic Muse in the careers of 

M i r i a m  ajid Nick.

The i m p o r t a n c e  of Nash's p h i l o s o p h y  is h e i g h t e n e d  by 

his rh e t o r i c  w h i c h  has a k e y  f u n c t i o n  in the novel. It 

p rovides in fact a c o n s i s t e n t  means of e l u c i d a t i n g  the con- 

f i g u r a t i o n s  of i m a g e r y  that occur and u l t i m a t e l y  a way of 

s u g g e s t i n g  value. Some of these images are drawn, a p p r o p r i a t 

ely enough, fr om art, e s p e c i a l l y  l i t e r a t u r e  and music. To 

e x p o u n d  his ideas Na s h  takes the image of the book of life, 

a l r e a d y  use d  twice by M i r i a m  in wha t  Peter judges to be a

 ̂ In d e a l i n g  wit h  wha t  he calls "the s econd c o n s t i t u e n t  
p r i n c i p l e  of Plato's a e s t h e t i c  scheme," Pater w r ites : "We
are to become .... like p e r f o r m e r s  rather, i n d i v i dually, it 
ma y  be, of more or less importance, but each w i t h  a n e c e s s a r y  
and i n a l i e n a b l e  part, in a p e r f e c t  m usical exercise w h i c h  is 
well w o r t h  while, or in some s a c r e d  l i t u r g y  .... We are to 
find, or be put into, and keep, everyone his natu r a l  place ; to 
c u l t i v a t e  those q u a l ities w h i c h  will secure m a s t e r y  over o u r 
selves, the s u b o r d i n a t i o n  of the parts to the whole, mus i c a l  
p r o p o r t i o n . "  Plato and P l a t o n i s m  (1893) pp. 249-250.

^ " Théophile Gautier*‘( 1873 ) p r i n t e d  in F r e n c h  Poets and 
N o v e l i s t s  (1884), p. 32.
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p l a t i t u d i n o u s  way, and d evelops c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  its

co n n o t a t i o n s .  He m a i n t a i n s  to Nick; "... the w o r l d  is

full of the crudest r e m p l i s s a g e . The bo ok of life is

padded, ah but pa d d e d  —  a d e p l o r a b l e  wan t  of editing"

(II, ix, 128). He had earlier d i l a t e d  on his v i e w  of man

as a c o n t r i b u t o r  to this vas t  book:

"What we c o n t r i b u t e  is our t r e a t m e n t  of the 
material, our r e n d e r i n g  of the text, our 
style. A sense of the q u a l ities of a style 
is so rare that m a n y  persons s h ould d oubtless 
be f o r g i v e n  for not being able to read, or 
at all events to enjoy us; but is that a 
r e a s o n  for g iving it up —  for not being, in 
this other sphere, if one p o s s i b l y  can, a 
M a c a u l a y ,  a Buskin, a B enan? Ah, we must 
w rite our best .... Pe o p l e  m a y  not rea d  yo u 
at sight, ma y  not like y o u , but there's a 
cha nce they'll come round". (I, ix, 163)

In this c o n t e x t  Nick's v i e w  of him as "a free c o m m e n t a t o r

and critic, a sort of a m a t e u r i s h  editor of the whole

affair"^ becomes a s i g n i f i c a n t  j u d g e m e n t  on Nash's self-

a p p o i n t e d  role in life, and the e pithet "ama t e u r i s h "  a

c r i t i c i s m  of his achi e v e m e n t .  An i n t e r e s t i n g  contr a s t  is

s u p p l i e d  by Mr. C a r t e r e t  w h o , we m a y  remember, "had never

p r o c e e d e d  in any ironic w a y  fro m  the p a r t i c u l a r  to the

general ; c e r t a i n l y  he ha d never made a r e f l e c t i o n  upon

a n y t h i n g  so u n p a r l i a m e n t a r y  as Life" (II, ii, 30-31). The

 ̂ See above p.1A5.
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flare of h u mour here, c o m b i n e d  w i t h  the comm e n t  on his

lack of a p t i t u d e  for irony, prep a r e  us for the c r i t i c i s m

i m p l i e d  in wh a t  follows : "Life, for him, was a p u r e l y

p r a c t i c a l  function, not a q u e s t i o n  of p h r a s i n g  . If

N a s h ’s a d v o c a c y  of the art of life is to be deplored, so

too is an a t t i t u d e  that debases life to the level of r e f l e x

action. It is Nick, though, who re f l e c t s  wha t  is the focal,

the r e c e i v e d  value w i t h i n  this complex. C o n t e m p l a t i n g  the

great p o r t r a i t s  of the past, he finds in them the most

c o n s u m m a t e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  to the "book of life"; "As he stood

before them s ometimes the p e r f e c t i o n  of their survival

st r u c k  him as the supreme e l o q u e n c e , the r e a s o n  that i n c l u d e d

all the others, thanks to the language of a r t , the r i c h e s t
2and m o s t  u n i v e r s a l ."

C o m p l e m e n t i n g  this b o d y  of m e t a p h o r s  is a nother group 

of images w h i c h  seems a lmost a c o m m o n p l a c e  of a e s t h e ticism.

It has its nucl e u s  in that i n j u n c t i o n  of N a s h ’s w h i c h  I 

have a l r e a d y  quoted: "We mu s t  r e c o g n i s e  ... the i n s t r u m e n t

that each of us ... carries in his being. M a s t e r i n g  this 

instrument, l e a r n i n g  to play it in p e r f e c t i o n  —  that's wha t
3I call d u t y  ...." This v i e w  of h u m a n i t y  as a vast o r c h e s t r a  

M y  italics.
^ The Tragic Muse (1890), III, xvi, 210. My italics.
3 See above p. lf+6-
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might seem s o m e t h i n g  of a p h i l o s o p h i c  platitude, but the 

•way Nash devel o p s  it i l l u m i n a t e s  the moral and a e s t hetic 

values a s s e r t e d  in the novel. In N a s h ’s terms, N i c k ’s 

artistic talent, "of a w o n d e r f u l l y  pure s train," is "a 

r e gular Str a d i v a r i u s " ,  s u p e r b l y  fi t t e d  for a concerto in 

w h i c h  there are of course "pipes and pipes —  little 

q u a v e r i n g  flutes for the c o n c e r t e d  m o v e m e n t s  and big c o r n e t s - 

a - p i s t o n  for the great solo s" (II, ix, 1 28-1 29). a c c o r d i n g  

to this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  N i c k  is g r o s s l y  immoral in " n e g l e c t i n g  

his own fiddle to blunder a w a y  on that of one of his fellows". 

N a s h ’s s peech is an element in this o r c h e s t r a  and others 

make their c o n t r i b u t i o n  too; M a d a m e  C a r r d , w h ose m outh was 

" v i s i b l y  a rare i n s t r u m e n t "  (I, vii, 110), and M a d e m o i s e l l e  

Voisin, who seems "an i n s t r u m e n t  for p r o d u c i n g  rare sounds, 

to be ha ndled, like a l e g e n d a r y  violin, w i t h  a r e c o g n i t i o n  

of its v a l u e "  (II, vii, 98). Then there is M i r i a m  who, 

once h a v i n g  f o und her voice, becomes an "instr ument, and 

i n c o n t e s t a b l y  a fine one" (I, xii, 214), and listens to h e r s e l f  

"with an ear as v i g i l a n t  as if she had been a P aganini d r a w i n g  

a f i d d l e - b o w "  (II, v , 68). In this con t e x t  N a s h ’s v i e w  of

her as "a p r i e s t e s s  of h a r m o n y "  (II, xvii, 240) r e i t e r a t e s 

her s i g n i f i c a n c e  in the novel bo th as v i r t u o s o  a rtist and
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as the epitome of art itself. This o n s l a u g h t  of •'melody** 

is h e a r d  by Peter's u n i n i t i a t e d  ears as a "senseless m o c k i n g  

catch, like some i r r i t a t i n g  chorus of c o n s p i r a t o r s  in a 

bad opera, in w h i c h  M i r i a m ' s  v o ice was so i n c o n g r u o u s l y  

c o n j o i n e d  w i t h  Nick 's and in w h i c h  Biddy's sweet little pipe 

had not s c r u p l e d  still more b e w i l d e r i n g  to m i n g l e "  #11, xiv, 179). 

The s o l i c i t a t i o n s  of the w o r l d  have d i s t o r t e d  for Peter the 

i m p o r t u n a t e  appeal of art. In this w a y  the image c o m m u n i c a t e s  

an i m p o r t a n t  moral d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .  Nash's d i s c o u r s e  thus 

helps to define and to int e g r a t e  w i t h i n  a co h e r e n t  p a t t e r n  a 

whole range of values. It p r e s e n t s  also a moral v i e w  of art 

as a w a y  of life w h i c h  serves as a hub for J a m e s ' s  own d i s 

cr i m i n a t i o n s  .

The moral p r i n c i p l e s  w h i c h  Nas h  p r o c l a i m s  are, as we 

have seen, e x e m p l i f i e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  by M i r i a m  and Nick. Both  

r e c o g n i s e  their i n s t r u m e n t  and do their best "to pla y  it in 

p e r f e c t i o n " ;  they enact in fact what James calls in the 

Pre f a c e  the " i n d ividual v i s i o n  of decency, the critical as 

well as the p a s s i o n a t e  j u d g e m e n t  of it under sharp stress."^

This v i s i o n  is for James quite s i m p l y  a q u e s t i o n  of "seeing".

The idea of seeing is d e p l o y e d  t h r o u g h o u t  the novel as an 

index to d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  w h i c h  is as mu c h  moral as aesthetic#

' AN, pp.92-93.
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N i c k  says of his family: "They were all blind as bat s,"

and tells Nash: "you opened my eyes" (I, ix, 171-172).

If there is any truth in P a ter's a s s e r t i o n  that "the service  

of p h i l osophy, of s p e c u l a t i v e  culture, towards the h u m a n  

spirit is to rouse, to startle it into sharp and eager 

o bserv a t i o n , " ^  Nick 's a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t  must tend to c o n f i r m  

Nash's p h i l o s o p h i c  function. Nas h  h i m s e l f  draws on the 

same image to insist on N i ck's poten tial as an artist; he 

says of him to Biddy: "But Mi ss Dormer, he had eyes. He

was made to see —  to see all over, to see everything. There 

are so few like that" (I, ii, 33). W h e n  B i d d y  defends her 

b r other Nas h  a ccuses him of w e a r i n g  blinkers: "He sees his

side". For Nash, as for James, those who see c o n s t i t u t e  an 

elect; the re st are vic t i m s  of "the t r a d i t i o n  of dreariness, 

of stodginess, of dull, dense, lit eral prose " (I, ix, 161)

w h i c h  has s e a l e d  their eyes. Hence his injunc t i o n :  "we must

be as p e r c e p t i v e  as we can" (II, ix, 128). N i c k  too values 

the a b i l i t y  to see, w i t h  all that this implies: a h e i g h t e n i n g  

of o b s e r v a t i o n  is one of the benefits Paris bestows. He is, 

as we know, s h a r p l y  aware of the d i s p a r i t y  b e t w e e n  his v i s i o n  

and Mr. C a r teret's. There is ironic comm e n t  on his own case 

in P eter's g r a t u i t o u s  advice to Miriam: "If yo u  see the

1 rThe Renaissance (1888), p. 249.
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things to do, the art of d o ing th em will come, if you

h a mmer away. The great p o int is to see them" (I, viii, 148).

Peter's aberration, his immorality, though, is not p r e c i s e l y  

bli n d n e s s  but a d e p e n d e n c e  on illusion, only d i s s o l v e d  

f i n a l l y  "in the intense light of genius" (ill, xix, 255) 

shed by M i r i a m ' s  p e r formance, the c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t h r o u g h  art 

of the real. Nash, though d a z z l e d  by Miriam, is not capable 

of this a e s t h e t i c  myopia. He de s c r i b e s  for her in his own 

terms the effect she has had on him: "You have s topped

acting, you have r e d u c e d  it to the least that will do, y o u 

simply are —  y o u  are just the v i s i b l e  image, the picture

on the wall. It keeps you w o n d e r f u l l y  in focus. I have

never seen you so b e a u t i f u l "  (II, xii, 154). In James's 

view, the a b i l i t y  to see in this sense, to see c l e a r l y  w i t h o u t

distortion, was a cardinal virtue. For M i r i a m  and Nic k  —

and for N a s h  a c c o r d i n g  to his lights —  the v i s i o n  of d e c e n c y  

is r e a l i s e d  t h r o u g h  the life of art; in their total c o m m i t 

ment they d e m o n s t r a t e  their morality.

It is evi d e n t  from the d i s c u s s i o n  of moral standards she

has wi th Mrs. R o oth that M a d a m e  Carré shares the same vision. 

Mrs. R o oth is p r e o c c u p i e d  w i t h  genteel values; she insists 

on her r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and w o u l d  have M i r i a m  appear only in 

plays w h i c h  p r e s e n t  a more or less i m p e c c a b l e  "picture of
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c onduct" (I, vii, 116). Social p r o p r i e t y  is her pri n c i p a l 

concern, no t morality. A c c o r d i n g l y  she flaunts the N e v i l l e -  

Nugents of Cast le Nu g e n t  and urges M i r i a m  "to m u l t i p l y  her 

p oints of c o n t a c t  only wit h  the h i g h e r  orders" (II, xvii, 232). 

She d i s a p p r o v e s  of her f r i e n d s h i p  w i t h  F a n n y  R o ver and works 

to b r ing a b o u t  a m a t c h  b e t w e e n  M i r i a m  and Peter. Miriam, 

intent on b e c o m i n g  the g r e a t e s t  actress of the age, is s c o r n 

ful of such c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  The a d m o n i t i o n  w h i c h  Ma d a m e  

Carré deliv e r s  to Mrs. R o o t h  is p r a c t i c a l l y  definitive, 

e n d o r s i n g  as it does Nash's morality: "To be too r e s p e c t a b l e

to go w h e r e  things are done best is, in my opinion, to be 

v e r y  v i c i o u s  indeed; and to do them b a d l y  in order to pr e s e r v e 

yo ur v i r t u e  is to fall into a gr o s s n e s s  more s h o c k i n g  than 

any other. To do them well is vi r t u e  enough, and not to 

make a mess of it the only r e s p e c t a b i l i t y "  (I , vii, 117).

In its r e l i a n c e  on the arti s t i c  c o n s c i e n c e  as a s a f e g u a r d  

this p r e c e p t  w o u l d  seem to have s o m e t h i n g  in co m m o n  w i t h  

R o w l a n d ' s  i d e a l i s t i c  faith in the n e c e s s a r y  virtue of genius. 

But Ma d a m e  Carré and Na s h  i m p l y  the n e e d  for u n s p a r i n g  effo rt 

and d e t e r m i n a t i o n  in the artist. The stress is on self- 

d i s c i p l i n e  and a p p l ication, not inspiration.
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M r s , B o o t h ' s  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  social status gives a 

new p e r s p e c t i v e  on the v a l u e s  h e l d  by L a d y  A g n e s  and her 

circle. N a s h  helps to make the c o n n e c t i o n  ex plicit. He 

tells J u l i a  that Mrs. R o o t h  is p a r t i c u l a r  "about the sor t  of 

people they m e e t  —  the tone, the s t a n d a r d "  (1, viii, 143).

He adds w i t h  m a l i c i o u s  irony: "I'm b o u n d  to say they're

like you: t h e y  d o n ' t  go ev e r y w h e r e .  That spirit is m e r i t 

orious; it s h o u l d  be r e c o g n i s e d  an d r e w a r d e d . "  J u l i a  seems 

u n c o n s c i o u s  of his sarcasm, only r e p l y i n g  that M i r i a m  is 

" d r e a d f u l l y  vulga r " ;  a re mark, though, that n e a t l y  bears 

N a s h  out. L a d y  Agnes, we know, is s i m i l a r l y  o c c u p i e d  w i t h  

soci al d i s t i n c t i o n s .  N i c k ' s  w i l f u l  r e j e c t i o n  of a f ortune 

is t a n t a m o u n t  to a crime b e c a u s e  it invol v e s  the s u r r e n d e r  

not just of m a t e r i a l  c o m f o r t  but of social s t a n d i n g  an d 

p restige. It is of cour se a crime he k n o w i n g l y  commits w h e n  

he a b a n d o n s  —  in p i q u a n t  c o n t r a s t  —  t h e " g r o s s n e s s  of 

i m m o r a l i t y "  w i t h  w h i c h  N a s h  charges him. The w h o l e  novel 

is v i r t u a l l y  a r e p u d i a t i o n  of a m o r a l i t y  w h i c h  is n o t h i n g  

more than social d e c o r u m  in d isguise. For M a d a m e  C a rré it 

is a t y p i c a l l y  E n g l i s h  c o n fusion. She tells Mrs. Roo th: "You

mix things up .... I believe it's r a t h e r  the case w i t h  y o u  

other English, an d I have n e v e r  be e n  able to l e a r n  that either 

you r  m o r a l i t y  or y o u r  t a l e n t  is the g ainer by it" (I, vii, 117).
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It is the "individual v i s i o n  of decency", by its nature 

d e f y i n g  definition, w h i c h  is e s t a b l i s h e d  as a t r a n s c e n d e n t  

value in this novel, r e a l i s e d  s u p r e m e l y  in artistic c o m m i t 

ment. In Jul i a ' s  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  to r e ject Nic k  we m a y  see 

the same kin d  of i n t e g r i t y  in d i f f e r e n t  form. Biddy, 

p erc e p t i v e l y ,  explains it to feter: "It's for his happiness,

Peter —  that's the wa y  she reasons .... She does it for an

idea" (II, x v , 203). There is indeed a hint of this d e v o t i o n

to, and s a c r i f i c e  for, an idea in what J u l i a  says to N i c k  on

that Good Friday: "When I t h i n k  I'm doing s o m e t h i n g  I m u s t n ' t

do just the opposite .... There are things I've thought of,

the things I like best; and they are not wha t  you mean. It

w o u l d  be a great dece ption, and it's not the wa y  I see my

life, and it w o u l d  be m i s e r y  if we don't u n d e r s t a n d "  (I I ,x i i i ,171).

Such c ommi t m e n t , active and s h a r p l y  focus sed, also has v a l u e .

As philosopher and "explainer", then, Nas h  projects for us 

in his own terms, the meaning, the moral significance, of art 

as a w a y  of life. But this role by no means insulates him 

from d e r ogation. While his p h i l o s o p h y  evaluates the choice 

made by M i r i a m  an d Nick, they, in their turn, supply i m p l i c i t l y  

t hrough the p r a c t i c e  of their art an a p p r a i s a l  of his ideas.

In the v e r y  act of e n g a g i n g  in creative w o r k  the y  refute that 

p r i n c i p l e  of his w h i c h  exalts being over doing. T h r o u g h o u t
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the novel Nash, his d o c t r i n e  and his system, are s u b m i t t e d  

to the c r i t i c i s m  of w h a t  F.R, Leavis calls "the w h ole 

cr e a t i v e  cont ext",^ In this r e s p e c t  he can u s e f u l l y  be 

c o m p a r e d  w i t h  B i r k i n  in L a w r e n c e ’s W o m e n  in Love.

N a s h  is h i m s e l f  r e s p o n s i b l e  to a large extent for s u b 

v e r t i n g  the a u t h o r i t y  of his own p e r s o n a l i t y  and ideas.

His c l aim to be n a t u r a l  is b e l i e d  by his a f f e c t e d  ma n n e r  

and style, above all by his air of l a n g u i d  s u p eriority. 

Th o u g h  N i c k  p r o f e s s e s  to fin d  hi m  simple (I , v , 77), he does 

r e act fro m  time to time w i t h  all the re a d e r ' s  impatience, 

once a c c u s i n g  him p o i n t  b l a n k  of a f f e c t a t i o n  (I, ix, 169). 

'Nash is quite aware of the equ i v o c a l  r e s p o n s e  he arouses: 

he a p o l o g i s e s  to N i c k  for the b e w i l d e r m e n t  he causes but 

still i nsists on his sine e r i t y  ana goo d  faith. His s y stem  

is p e r f o r a t e d  by i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s ,  as |iiriam is q u i c k  to 

detect. W h e n  N i c k  echoes Na s h ' s  o p i n i o n  that to come down 

to "the s i m p l i f i c a t i o n s  of p r a c t i c e — is for the superior 

p e r s o n  a r e a l l y  fatal d e s c e n t "  (ill, x v i , 215), she p o oh-

poohs N a s h  a n d  comm e n t s  s hrewdly: "What was it but a little

q u e s t i o n  of a c t i o n  w h e n  he p r e a c h e d  to you... to give up 

your seat?" He d e n o u n c e s  d o ing in any form, yet the v i r t u e  

and d e l i g h t  of art is just that "there is always more to

D.H. L a w r e n c e ;  N o v e l i s t  (Peregrine Books 1964), p . 183.
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learn an d more to do" (l, ix, 164). He can in s i s t  that it 

is man's d u t y  to d e v e l o p  his gifts to the best of his a b i l i t y  

w i t h o u t  a p p a r e n t l y  r e c o g n i s i n g  that this n e c e s s a r i l y  invol v e s 

action. In the same w a y  he holds f o r t h  to Peter on the 

truth e x e m p l i f i e d  in M i r i a m ' s  career: "You can't eat

y ou r  cake and ha ve it, and y o u  c a n't make o m e l ettes 

w i t h o u t  b r e a k i n g  eggs .... If y o u  do your b u s i n e s s  at 

all yo u  s h o u l d  do it h a n d s o m e l y ,  so that the costs m a y  

run up t r e m e n d o u s l y "  (ill, iv, 38). Yet these are just 

the c o n s e q u e n c e s  of e x e r t i o n  he is q u i c k  to decry.

N i c k ' s  a t t i t u d e  does m u c h  to c o n d i t i o n  the v i e w  we 

take of Nash: i n e vitably, since it is he who m e d i a t e s  Nas h 

to usi In spite of his sense of o b l i g a t i o n  an d the d e f e r 

ence he pays to his o pinions N i c k  is c o n s i s t e n t l y  sce p t i c a l  

a b o u t  him. He knows v e r y  well that his r e s p o n s e  is a m b i 

v alent: he has "two states of m i n d "  in l i s t e n i n g  to him, one 

"in w h i c h  he laughed, doubted, s o m e t i m e s  even r e p r obated, 

and at an y  rate f a i l e d  to f o l l o w  or to accept; the other in 

w h i c h  this contemjlative genius see m e d  to take the words out 

of his mouth, to u t ter for him, be t t e r  a n d  mo re compl e t e l y , 

the v e r y  things he was on the p o i n t  of saying" (II, xii, 152). 

This latter f a c u l t y  is r e g a r d e d  by Emerson, for one, as a
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1m a r k  of genius, N i c k  in fact c o n s t a n t l y  s ubjects Nas h  

and his ideas to e n e r getic criticism. He does not h e s i t a t e  

to m a t c h  Na s h ' s  parade of c a n d o u r  w i t h  a f r a n k n e s s  that on 

one o c c a s i o n  r e a l l y  strikes home: a d e s c r i p t i o n  of his 

m a n n e r  as " i m p e r t i n e n t "  raises an i n v o l u n t a r y  p r o t e s t  and 

a b l u s h  (I, ix, 161). As always N a s h  j u s t i f i e s  h i m s e l f  

m o s t  p l a u s i b l y :  his m o t i v e s  are e n t i r e l y  benev o l e n t .  He 

is set on b e c o m i n g  "a p e r c e p t i b l e  force for good" (I, ix, 162). 

To his e x c l u s i v e  p u r s u i t  of the a g r e e a b l e ,  the effect in 

p r a c t i c e  of his r e f u s a l  to a c c e p t  that "we are only here 

for d r e a r i n e s s " ,  N i c k  f o r m u l a t e s  the o b j e c t i o n  a l r e a d y  r a i s e d  

by B i d d y  at their first m e e t i n g .  She ha d  d r a w n  his a t t e n t i o n  

to the s u f f e r i n g  in the w o r l d  and i m p l i e d  that it was the 

d u t y  of e v e r y o n e  to try to r e m e d y  it. N a s h  e v a d e d  the 

c h a l l e n g e  t h e n  as he eva des N i c k ' s  p r o t e s t  w h i c h  simmers in 

the ironic gloss he gives for " d r e a r i n e s s " :  "Many good

things are d r e a r y  —  v i r t u e  and d e c e n c y  and c h a r i t y  and 

p e r s e v e r a n c e  an d c ourage and h o n o u r "  (I , ix, 163). A 

c r i t i c i s m  of N a sh's w h o l e  w a y  of life is c o n t a i n e d  in the 

c o m m e n t  N i c k  makes later: "You're l u c k y  to have m o n e y  for

you r  t r a v e 1 1 i n g - e x p e n s e s " (l, ix, 168). Eac h  time t h o u g h

N a s h  s u c c e e d s  in p a r r y i n g  N i c k ' s  c r i t i c i s m  but not in 

r e s o l v i n g  the moral issues raised.

 ̂ R.W. Emerson, "Self Reliancej' Essays: F i r s t  Seri es 
(Boston, 1885), p. 43.
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To this subtle d e r o g a t i o n  James himself, as narrator, 

also c o n t r i b u t e s ,  if only frugally. W h e n  he does i n t e r p o s e  

a c o m m e n t  the tone is equivocal, b l a n d l y  ironic. A q u a l i 

f i c a t i o n  a p p a r e n t l y  p r o m p t e d  by a s c r u p u l o u s  d esire for 

a c c u r a c y  c onveys much else b esides: " ... if s u f f e r i n g  c o u l d

on any o c c a s i o n  be predicated of G a b r i e l  Nash. His p r e t e n s i o n  

was, in truth, that he had p u r g e d  his life of such i n c o n 

g r u i t i e s  ..." (I, viii, 141). It is no t only N a sh's c a p a c i t y

for f e e l i n g  w h i c h  is q u e s t i o n e d  here; the use of the w o r d  

" i n c o n g r u i t i e s "  to denote " s u f f e r i n g "  also invites c r i t i c i s m  

of his w a y  of l o o k i n g  at life. The d e s c r i p t i o n  of N a s h  later 

as "that m a s t e r  of e v ery s u b j e c t "  (ill, iv, 41) c e r t a i n l y  

r e f l e c t s  P e t e r ' s  r e s e n t m e n t  but it mocks too N a sh's p r e p o s 

terous o m n i s c i e n c e .  There is ye t a n o t h e r  means —  e s s e n t i a l l y  

i m p l i c i t  —  by w h i c h  James exposes N a s h  to criticism, or 

if he does not do this, comes c u r i o u s l y  close to f o g g i n g  

the v i e w  of art p r e s e n t e d  in the novel. As a p h i l o s o p h e r ,

N a s h  is g i v e n  to c l a i r v o y a n t  ob s e r v a t i o n s . ^  But it is onl y  

at the end of the novel that this a p p a r e n t  p r e s c i e n c e  of 

his b ecomes at all s i g n i f i c a n t .  It is clear, I think, that 

the value to be a t t a c h e d  to N ick's s a c r i f i c e s  for art mus t

 ̂ For example: The Tragic Muse (l890). I, ii, 23; I,
viii, 146; II, ix, 123.
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d e p e n d  to a large extent on w h e t h e r  he m a i n t a i n s  his 

i n t e g r i t y  as a painter. This, N a s h  s e r i o u s l y  q u e s tions, and

the d o u b t  thus r a i s e d  is by no means r e s o l v e d  at the end.

He p r e d i c t s  for N i c k  an e v e n t u a l  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i t h  J u l i a  

in w h i c h  she w o u l d  take the first step by s e n d i n g  for him 

to p a int her por t r a i t :  "She'll put up w i t h  the p a l e t t e  if

y o u ' l l  put up w i t h  the c o u n t r y - h o u s e "  (ill, xvii, 225).

He sees N i c k  b e c o m i n g  a f a s h i o n a b l e  s o c i e t y  p a i n t e r  —  a n e g a t i o n  

in fact of his e x p r e s s e d  a e s t h e t i c  ideal .

This f o r e c a s t  m i g h t  se em we ll on the w a y  to f u l f i l m e n t

w h e n  at the end of the novel N i c k  is r e c o r d e d  as s p e n d i n g  

two days at H a r s h  to c e l e b r a t e  Peter and B iddy's e n g a g e m e n t  

and there a r r a n g i n g  the c o n d i t i o n s  u n der w h i c h  J u l i a  should 

sit for him. He h a d  a l r e a d y  h a d  cause to r e m e m b e r  it wit h  

e m b a r r a s s m e n t  during the three days he spen ds at B r o a d w o o d  

for C h r i s t m a s  w h e n  he finds himself, as N a s h  had foretold, 

s k e t c h i n g  the company. A m o n g  such p o r t e n t s  it is useful to 

re call N i c k ' s  c o n v i c t i o n  that to p a int J u l i a  is to invi te 

a e s t h e t i c  d i s a ster. He makes the p o i n t  at M i r i a m ' s  last 

sitting. The two of them have d i s c u s s e d  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  

b e t w e e n  p a i n t e r  and sitter and a g r e e d  that p a i n t i n g  pe o p l e  

is such an "absorbing, e x c l u s i v e  o c c u p a t i o n "  that it
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e f f e c t i v e l y  kills a n y  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r e s t  of the ar t i s t  in 

the s itter (ill, xvi, 212). It is an honour, as M i r i a m  

obser v e s  wryly, not to be c o n f e r r e d  on p e ople the a r t i s t  

likes. To her m o c k i n g  s u g g e s t i o n  that he s h o u l d  t h e r e f o r e  

p a i n t  Mrs. D a l i o w  if he w a n t s  to kill a n y  l i n g e r i n g  

a f f e c t i o n  for her, N i c k  r e p l i e s  that he w o u l d  expect the 

usual law to be reversed, an d  the re s u l t  w o u l d  p r o b a b l y  

be an a p p a l l i n g  pictu re.

The p r o j e c t  of p a i n t i n g  J u l i a  crops up from time to 

time in the novel, w i t h  m y s t i f y i n g  effect. Ün M i r i a m ' s  

first v i s i t  to N i c k ’s studio he h a d  told her that J u l i a  

" d o e s n ’t like me to p a i n t  her" (II, xii, 151 ), a s t a t e m e n t  

c l e a r l y  c o n t r a d i c t e d  by events. On two occ a s i o n s  she 

offers to sit for N i c k  and on one of the m  r e c e i v e s  an a b r u p t  

refusal.^ Her one and on l y  express r e f u s a l  to sit —  d u r i n g  

the E a s t e r  r ecess —  is to be a t t r i b u t e d  to her fear of b e i n g  

alone wit h  Nick. He is n e v e r t h e l e s s  c o n v i n c e d  that he has 

"often w a n t e d  and p r o p o s e d "  (ill, xv, 198) to p a int Julia, 

a c o n v i c t i o n  for w h i c h  there is a c t u a l l y  little warra n t .

This r e l u c t a n c e  of Nick's, c a r e f u l l y  d i s s i m u l a t e d ,  m a y  well 

s pring fro m  a fear of p r o d u c i n g  a da ub as a r e s u l t  of his 

i n a b i 1 ity to v i e w  his m o del w i t h  p r oper a e s t h e t i c  d e t a c h -

 ̂ The Tragic Muse (1890), II, i, 19 ; II, viii, 118.
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1
ment. It is sig n i f i c a n t ,  then, that the p i c t u r e  he

e v e n t u a l l y  paints is p r o n o u n c e d  a "noble p o r t r a i t  of a

lady" (III, xix, 257), an d a t t r a c t s  gen e r a l  a t t e n t i o n

w h e n  it is exhibited. The i n f e r e n c e  w o u l d  seem to be

that Nick, w h a t e v e r  he m a y  feel, has a c q u i r e d  in his

r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  J u l i a  the a r t i s t i c  i m p e r s o n a l i t y  he d i s p l a y s

t owa r d s  Miriam. His a b i l i t y  to p a i n t  her s u c c e s s f u l l y  is

in fact an a f f i r m a t i o n  not, as Nash i n s i n u a t e s ,  a n e g a t i o n

of his a r t i s t i c  integrity. This v i e w  seems to be c o n f i r m e d

by a r e v i s i o n  J a mes made in the N e w  Y o r k  edi tion: " ... N i c k

a r r a n g e d  w i t h  J u l i a  D a l l o w  the c o n d i t i o n s  ... u n d e r  w h i c h  she

s h o u l d  sit to hi m  ...." (Ill, xix, 257) b e c o m e s  " ... N i c k

a r r a n g e d  w i t h  the for m e r  m i s t r e s s  of his fate the c o n d i t i o n s
2... u n d e r  w h i c h  she s h o u l d  sit to him ...." The change 

i n d i c a t e s  that James felt the n e e d  to s u g g e s t  more s t r o n g l y  

Nick's s t e a d f a s t n e s s  of purpose, in v i e w  p e r h a p s  of c r i t i c i s m s  

such as W i l l i a m  James's, q u o t e d  by P.O. M a t t h i  ess en in his 

H e n r y  James: The M a j o r  P h ase (New York, 1963), p. 182:

" ... the final w i n d i n g  up is, as usual w i t h  you, r a t h e r  a 

l o s i n g  of the s t o r y  in the sand, yet that is the w a y  in w h i c h  

things lose t h e m s e l v e s  in real life."

 ̂ In "James's The Tragic Muse - Ave a t que Vale", r e p r i n t e d  
in H e n r v  J ames: M o d e r n  J u d g e m e n t s  p. 200, Lyall H. Powers 
a c c o u n t s  f o r t h i s  r e l u c t a n c e  of Nick's by a t t r i b u t i n g  to h i m  a 
firm b e l i e f  in the law c i t e d  by M i r i a m  that to p a i n t  s o m e o n e ' s  
p o r t r a i t  "is to as s u r e  the d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of the s u b j e c t  fr o m  the 
a r t i s t ' s  li f e . "  H e n c e  Nick, a n x i o u s  not to lose Julia, r e f r a i n s  
from p a i n t i n g  her.

^ The Tragic M u s e  (1909), II, li, 440. M y  italics.



N a s h ’s gloomy predictions about Nick's future are 

matched by those he makes about Miriam's. He tells Peter 

that eventually her "uivine voice" will crack and "her 

clever manner" lose all quality. "Then she would be at 

the fine climax of life and glory, still young and 

insatiate, but already coarse, hard and raddled, with 

nothing left to do and nothing left to do it w i t h ." Her

fate and Nick's exemplify vividly for Nash the eventual 

and inevitable state of all "wretched people who have 

the incurable superstition of 'doing'" —  what he designates 

to Nick as "the ignoble collapse you prepare for yourselves 

when you cease to be able to do" (ill, xvii, 229). He 

regards doing in fact as a cause of vitiation in the artist. 

In this context, seen as the expression of his distaste for 

action, his prophecies are bound to forfeit validity.

The erosion to which Nash is sy stematically subjected 

throughout the novel is epitomized by means of the portrait 

Nick paints of him. It is yet another instance of James's 

use of a work of art to communicate value. To Nick's fancy, 

"the picture he had begun had a singular air of gradually 

fading from the canvas. He couldn't catch it in the act, 

but he could have a suspicion, when he glanced at it, that

 ̂ The Tragic Muse (1890), III, iv, 35. My italics.
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the hand of time was rubbing it away little by little

making the surface indistinct and bare —  bare of all

resemblance to the model" (ill, xvii, 230-231). Earlier,

Nick had been struck by the im mutability of the great 

portraits of the past, by "the perfection of their survival"; 

they had "known nothing of death or change, and the ages 

had only sweetened their freshness" (ill, xvi, 21O). The 

apparent dissolution of Nash's portrait is a quaint r e f u t a 

tion of his claim to be imperishable. He had insisted to 

Nick: " ... I shall only b e , more and more, with all the

accumulations of experience, the longer 1 live" (ill, xvii, 229) 

Yet, ironically, the "hand of time", powerless against the

portraits of the past, is dist inctly specified as oeing

responsiole for effacing Nash's image. In this way James 

stresses the evanescence of uhe aesthetic impulse that fails 

to fulfil itself in creative activity.

Nick's experience in painting the portrait contributes 

expressive comment not only on his relation to his sitter 

but also on Nash's final significance in the novel. He 

perceives Nash afresh; he feels that "he had never seen 

his subject before, and yet somehow this revelation was not
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produced by the sense of actually seeing it . .. What

he saw was the indefinite and the elusive" (ill, xvii, 228). 

This amounts to what is a definitive evaluation of Nash for 

the reader as for Nick. Early in the novel when discussing 

Nash with Peter, Nick is told by his cousin that his 

"portrait of the complicated Nash is lamentably dim" (l,v,77). 

By way of a reply he explains: " ... he's as neat as an

outline cut out of paper with scissors .... in intercourse 

with him you know what you've got hold of". His attempts to 

paint Nash's portrait gives him a new understanding of his 

subject which makes his earlier impression seem almost a 

presumptuous simplification. Later James stresses the nature 

of this insight in a revision he made for the New York edition. 

He alters "what he saw was the indefinite and the elusive" 

to read "what he saw was not the measurable mask but the 

ambiguous meaning."^ The tension of wisdom and fatuity in 

Nash is thus sustained to the end.

Among the many revisions James made for the New York 

edition there are several which have significant reference 

to his portrayal of Nash. Most notable are those which suggest 

that he was unwilling to have Nash convicted of a t h o r o u g h 

going aestheticism. Twice in the course of Nash's talk he

 ̂ The Tragic Muse (l909), II, xlix, 409.
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substitutes "the fine" for "the beautiful",^ a term

comparatively untainted by jargon. He also amends a

reference to him as a "properly- constituted aesthete"

(II, ix, 123) to read a "thorough connoisseur, let alone
2a faithful friend." In the light of these changes the 

substitution of "a futile aestheticism"^ for "volatility" 

in "/Peter^7 remembered that the last impression he ought 

to wish to produce there was that of volatility" (I, xii, 203) 

introduces a distin ction of special meaning in the novel.

James also makes a significant interpolation in the record 

he provides of Nick's reflections during his "twilight of 

the soul" when will-power alone keeps him at work, an i n t e r 

polation which strikes at the heart of Nash's philosophy:

"Art was doing —  it came back to that —  which politics in
4most cases weren't." In dissociating Nash as far as 

possible from orthodox aestheticism and at the same time 

submitting his philosophy to the fullest range of opinion 

in the novel, James reveals his desire that Nash should be 

appraised by means of criteria established in the context 

of the total drama and not by recourse to external sanctions.

The Tragic Mus e (1909), I, ix, 174 and 180
64 and 170 .
The Tragic Mus e (1909), II , xxiii, 21 .
The Tragic Mus e (1909), I, xii, 215.
The Tragi c Muse (1909), II , xlii. 267; cf.

Ill, X, 99.
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James's values must be elicited ultimately by a complex 

process of collation and cross-reference more intuitive 

than rationale

In an entry in his Notebooks for 22 October 1891 

after he had recovered a little "from all the déboires 

and distresses" which acc ompanied the staging of The 

A m e r i c a n , James wrote:

Ah, the terrible law of the artist —  the law 
of fructification, of fertilization, the law 
by which everything is grist to his mill —  
the l a w , in short, of the acceptance of all 
experience, of all suffering, of all life, of 
all suggestion and sensation and illumination.
To keep at it —  to strive toward the perfect, 
the ripe, the only best; to go on, by one's 
own clear light, with patience, courage and 
continuity, to live with the high vision and 
effort, to justify one's self —  and oh, so 
greatly! —  all in time: this and this alone
can be my only lesson from a n y t h i n g .1

The passage expresses in inten sely personal terms the c o n 

viction at the heart of The Tragic M u s e , demonstrated 

cogently by Miriam and Nick, a sense of the transcendent  

value of the artist's attempt to realise in integrity his 

vision, his idea. For James the attempt had all the moral 

and emotional compulsion of a religious quest. This kind 

of consummation, Nash, in spite of his insight and his

’ N, p. 111 .
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ability to elucidate, decisively declines. From the 

sanctum of art James proclaims fervently: "I believe, I

see, I d^.

James's intense personal involvement in his account

of artist-life, his anxiety to expound his values, have

left their mark upon the novel. It has been called his

experiment in the genre of the "roman à thèse which is
2also something else," Certainly the d i s q u i stional element 

is one of its dominant features, in spite of the use of 

Nash to provide dramatic utterance. In this connection 

the comment from The Notebooks quoted earlier is of p a r t 

icular interest. James writes: "I have undertaken to tell

and describe too much —  given my d a t a , such as they are...." 

In the Preface, as we have seen, he makes much of the fact 

that the subject required dramatic, or scenic treatment.

¥e need only recall his rejection there of the "usurping 

consciousness" on the grounds that it offends dramatic 

decorum. Yet in spite of his concern with specifically 

dramatic modes in The Tragic Muse James does not hesitate 

to obtrude himself upon the action in his function as omni

scient narrator. Once again we find that avuncular tone

’ N, p. Ill
2 W.¥. Robson, "Henry James's The Tragic M u s e ", Mandrake 

II (Autumn and Winter 1954-1955), p. 295.
 ̂ N, p. 92.
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r emarked already in Roder i c k  H u d s o n ; he refers indulgently, 

for instance, to "the liberal intercourse of these young 

people" (I, xii, 205). These intrusions seem designed 

moreover to r e mind us that James has the power tonanipulate 

the story in the interests of form. He transports his 

concern with composition into the novel itself. At one 

stage he writes: "With much of our story left to tell, it

is a pity that so little of this rich c olloquy may be 

t r a n s c r i b e d  here ..." (ll, ix, 124). Later we find him 

j ustifying os t e n t a t i o u s l y  what might seem an arbitrary  

narrative procedure expressly on grounds of technique; "... 

that m y s t e r y  w o uld be cle ared up only if it were open to us 

to regard this young lady through some other medium than 

the mind of her friends. We have chosen, as it happens, 

for some of the advantages it carries with it, the indirect 

v i s i o n  ..." (ll, xi, 143). Comments of this kind clearly

are inimical to the dramatic effects he is so insistent

about in the Preface.

It seems reas onable enough to conclude from all this 

that James was p a r t i c u l a r l y  an%ious that the nar rator as 

c r a f tsman should be glimpsed beh ind the scenes of The Tragic

M u s e and was w i lling on this account to waive the dramatic



7O

principle. Form and compos i t i o n  were for him, after all, 

essential constituents of artistic meaning. S i g n i f i c a n t l y 

in the Preface he asserts: "A picture w ithout composition

slights its most precious chance for beauty" and then goes 

on to ask with reference to novels like The Newc ome s , Les 

Trois Mousq u e t a i r e s  and War and P e a c e , a l l e g e d l y  deficient 

in composition, what "such large loose oaggy monsters, 

with their queer elements of the accidental and the arbitrary, 

a r t i s t i c a l l y  m e a n ? I n  a novel designed, like The Tragic 

M u s e . to present a view of the nature and mea n i n g  of art, 

an overt, an express concern with technique has a special 

relevance. The means by w h i c h  the novel takes shape becomes 

in a sense an aspect of its theme.

James's concern with ideas, with communi c a t i n g  his sense 

of "the terrible law of the artist", also affects the p r e 

sentation of character in the novel. In Daniel Deronda: A 

C o n v e r s a t i o n  (1876) P u l c heria asks Th eodora why Daniel is

"always g rasping his coat-collar, as if he wished to hang 
2himself up?" S imilarly in The Tragic Muse we may feel 

inclined to ask why Mrs. Rooth is c o n t inually losing and 

r e t r ieving her shawl. This is only a cavil, admittedly, but

’ p. 84.
^ Partial Portraits, p. 71.
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the device it pinpoints may be seen as symptomatic of a 

perva sive tendency in the novel. In the same essay James 

distinguishes sharply between "the figures based upon 

observation and the figures based upon invention" and he 

concludes that where invention has had the upper hand only 

"brilliant failures" have been achieved. It seems to me 

that this disti n c t i o n  can usef u l l y  be applied to the 

characters of Nick, Peter and Nash, if not to others. All 

three lack reverberation; they produce as James himself  

would say "no illusion." They exist p r i m a r i l y  to embody 

an idea and there is no overspill of dynamism; each is 

strictly c i r c u m s c r i b e d  by the n e c e s s i t y  which produced him. 

Only M i r i a m  seems a b u n d a n t l y  realised; the friction of 

vigorous incompatibles which go to make up her p e r s o n a l i t y  

has rende r e d  the idea she embodies w h o l l y  incandescent.

These characters in fact e xemplify the pro blem which R ichard  

Poirier deals wi th in The Comic Sense of H e nry James (i960). 

He writes : "Because of this consc i o u s l y  felt tension between

dramatic and allegorical impulses, / J a m e s ' s /  early fiction 

provides a beaut i f u l l y  full example of a problem that has 

beset almost all the great A m e r i c a n  novelists. Their works

 ̂ F artial P o r t r a i t s , p. 72.
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offer evidence of the p e r sistent diff i c u l t y  of using  

characters to illustrate ideas while at the same time i n v e s t 

ing them with a dramatic and personal v i t a l i t y  that breaks 

the bounds of any assigned represen t a t i o n a l  function."^

As we can see from the Preface, James found pre c i s e l y

this d e f i c i e n c y  in Nick, but only in Ni ck apparently. He

records there that Nick instead of tur ning out to be, as he

had reckoned, "the best thing in the book", had "insisted

in the event on looking as simple and flat as some mere

brass check or engraved number, the symbol and guarantee
2of a stored treasure." The e x p l anation James offers for 

Nick's failure as a chara cter is not, in^trinsically, very 

different from that implied in Poirier's account. It is a 

failure arising from the use of characters "to illustrate  

ideas", to p roclaim values, p a r t i c u l a r l y  those to which the 

n ovelist is p a s s i o n a t e l y  committed. In such conditions 

characters are much less likely to elude complete m a n i p u l a t i o n  

and achieve a degree of autonomy. As an embodiment of "the 

artist in triumph" Nick was i n e v i t a b l y  a ssigned to failure. 

James makes the point clearly;

Any p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the artist in triumph must 
be flat in p r o p o r t i o n  as it r e ally sticks to 
its subject —  it can only smuggle in relief

^Page 9
p. 97.
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and variety. For,to put the ma t t e r  in an 
image, all we then —  in his t r i u m p h  —  
see of the c h a r m - c o m p e l l e r  is the back he 
turns to us as he bends over his work. 'His' 
triumph, decently, is but the t r i u m p h  of what  
he produces, and that is anot h e r  affair. ^

The fierce c o m m i t m e n t  w i t h  w h i c n  N i c k  applies h i m s e l f  to

art d i s q u a l i f i e s  him, in J a m e s ' s  view, from ope r a t i n g  as

a d y n a m i c a l l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  hero. That is to say, his e f f i c a c y

as a c h a r a c t e r  is i n e v i t a b l y  i m p a i r e d  by those v e r y  values,

moral as well as aesthetic, he is d e s i g n e d  to embody.

I r o n i c a l l y  enough, this v i e w  of James's crops up, with

rather d i f f e r e n t  i m p lications, in The P i cture of D o r i a n

G r a y . Lor d  Henry's cynical c o mment that "good artists

exist s i m p l y  in what they make, and c o n s e q u e n t l y  are p e r f e c t l y
2u n i n t e r e s t i n g  in wha t  they are " is o r t h o d o x  a e s t h e t i c i s m  

and follows i n e v i t a b l y  from the e x a l t a t i o n  of being at the 

expense of doing. M i r i a m  of course, is exempt from the 

c o n d i t i o n s  of this law by the very nature of her art, as 

Nas h  makes plain: "You bave s t o p p e d  a c ting ... y o u  simply

a r e " (II, xii, 154), he tells her on one occasion. For hi m  

she is a "real producer", but a "pronucer whose p r o d u c t i o n  

is her own p erson" (III, iv, 36). Her f a s c i n a t i o n  subsists 

in the p e r s o n a l i t y  she proj e c t s  as an artist and her 

k a l e i d o s c o p i c  nature is an u n f a i l i n g  source of v i t a l i t y

p. 96
2 The P icture of D o r i a n  Gray, p. 83.



'74-

in the novel. James's r efusal to "go behind" M i r i a m  is 

thus c o m p l e t e l y  vindicated.

In r e t r o s p e c t  James sees that his p urpose is best

s e rved by the artist "deluded, diverted, f r u s t r a t e d  or

v a n q u i s h e d , " ^  none of w h i c h  terms eventually, despite the
2a m b i g u i t y  at the end of the novel, applies to Nick.

Si g n i f i c a n t l y ,  The Tragic Mus e  is J ames's final att e m p t  

to explore in a long novel the i n t e r a c t i o n  of moral and 

a es t h e t i c  v i s i o n  in the p e r s o n  of the artist. For his 

later p r o t a g o n i s t s  he seeks "the p r i v i l e g e  of the hero —  

that is of the m artyr or of the i n t e r e s t i n g  and a p p e a l i n g  

and c o m p a r a t i v e l y  f l o u n d e r i n g  p e r s o n ," but in doing so he

has to refuse on their b e half "the cake of the ver y  r a rest
3p rivilege, the most luscious baked in the oven of the gods"

—  the d e d i c a t e d  p u r s u i t  of art. N e v e r t h e l e s s  people like 

Fleda Vetch, L a m b e r t  St r e t h e r  and M a g g i e  V e r v e r  bring 

v a r i o u s l y  to their expe r i e n c e  of life the eager sen sibility, 

the c reative intelligence, w h i c h  d i s t i n g u i s h  M i r i a m  and Nick.

’ p. 97.
2 They m i g h t  seem to a p p l y  more a p t l y  to Peter. And we

m i g h t  t h e r e f o r e  expect him to g e n e r a t e  the dramatic v i t a l i t y
that N i c k  lacks. But Peter embodies wha t  is e s s e n t i a l l y  a static 
idea —  he was c o n c e i v e d  as a n o n - a r t i s t  —  and he is the r e f o r e 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  inc a p a b l e  of development, as the a c t i o n  of the 
novel c l e a r l y  shows. D.W. Jefferson, for instance, finds the 
m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  of encounters b e t w e e n  Peter and M i r i a m  a r t i s t i 
c a lly c l u m s y  since their r e l a t i o n s h i p  remains unchanged. (H e n r y  
James and the M o d e r n  H e a d e r , p. 129).

^ ^  pp. 97-98.
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In The A m b a s s a d o r s  we ha ve J a m e s ' s  m o s t  c o m p r e h e n s i v e

r e c o r d  of h o w  a s e n s i t i v e  n a t u r e  r e s p o n d s  to a e s t h e t i c

e x p e r i e n c e .  S t r e x h e r  c o n f o r m s  s u p r e m e l y  to J a m e s ' s  n o t i o n

of a p r o t a g o n i s t  e n j o y i n g  "the p r i v i l e g e  of the hero", "the

i n t e r e s t i n g  and a p p e a l i n g  an d c o m p a r a t i v e l y  f l o u n d e r i n g

p e r s o n . "* His a t t e m p t s  to see make the novelo In the

P r e f a c e  J a m e s  d e c l a r e s  flatly: "the b u s i n e s s  of my tale

and the m a r c h  of ray action, not to say the p r e c i o u s  moral

of ev e r y t h i n g ,  is just m y  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  of this proc e s s  of 
2v i s i o n . "  A l m o s t  t h i r t y  y e a r s  b efore in R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  

he had s h o w n  Rowland, s i m i l a r l y  bedazzled, g r o p i n g  his w a y  

to lucidity. H owever, his m a i n  c o n c e r n  then ha d  been not 

w i t h  R o w l a n u / s  own e x p e r i e n c e  of E u r o p e  out w i t h  his a t t e m p t  

to u n d e r s t a n d  R o d e r i c k  a n d  the eff e c t  E u r o p e  has on him. 

T h r o u g h o u t  his a d v e n t u r e  R o w l a n d ' s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  is d o m i n a t e d  

by R o d e r i c k  and his plight. In The A m b a s s a d o r s  S t r e t h e r ' s  

r e a c t i o n  to the b e g u i l i n g  s p e c t a c l e  of E u r o p e  supp l i e s  the 

c e n t r a l  i nterest. In bot h  n o v e l s  James makes use of a s ingle 

r e g i s t e r  of c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  w h i c h  p r o v i d e s  the c o n s i s t e n t  

and d e t a i l e d  n o t a t i o n  of i m p r e s s i o n s  e s s e n t i a l  to his p u r p o s e  

In the same w a y  as R o w l a n d ' s ,  S t r e t h e r ' s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  is 

d e s i g n e d  to c o n t a i n  and i l l u m i n a t e  the drama. James is out

 ̂ PP* 96-97.
^ AN, p. 3UW.
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to c o n v e y  the d i s t i n c t i v e  f l a v o u r  of one man's a p p r e h e n s i o n

of e x p e r i e n c e .  He says of S t r e t h e r  in the Preface: "The

t h ing was to be so m u c h  this w o r t h y ' s  i n t i m a t e  a d v e n t u r e

that even the p r o j e c t i o n  of n i s c o n s c i o u s n e s s  u p o n  it fro m

b e g i n n i n g  to end w i t h o u t  i n t e r m i s s i o n  or d e v i a t i o n  w o u l d

p r o b a b l y  still leave a part of its v ^ l u e  for him, an d ^
;

f o r t i o r i  for ourselves, u n e x p r e s s e d . "  But S t r e t h e r ' s  

i n a b i l i t y  to supply a c o m p l e t e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of his a d v e n 

ture is no loss for James since m u c h  of the i n t e r e s t  of his 

s i t u a t i o n  lies in his t e n t a t i v e  e f forts to make sense of his 

i m p r e s s i o n s ,

The m i n u t e  detail in w h i c h  James d e m o n s t r a t e s  S t r e t h e r ' s  

d e v e l o p i n g  v i s i o n  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  The A m b a s s a d o r s  not onl y

from R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  but also fro m  The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y ,
2w h ere Isabel A r c h e r ' s  "'exciting' i n w a r d  life" is so m u c h  

J a m e s ' s  p r e o c c u p a t i o n .  He traces the c o n s t a n t  m o d u l a t i o n  

in S t r e t h e r ' s  "seeing" as he abs o r b s  every f r e s h  i m p r e s s i o n .

In R o d e r i c k  H u d s o n  we are m a d e  aware of each m a j o r  m o d i f i c a 

tion in R o w l a n d ' s  v i s i o n  on ly as a fait a c c o m p l i , and m u c h  

the same is true in The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y , th o u g h  here 

I s a b e l ' s  a p p r e h e n s i o n  of things as t h e y  r e a l l y  are is p r e s e n t e d  

not at all as a p r o c e s s  but as one c l i m a c t i c  act 6f seeing.

 ̂ M ,  P* 317. -
^ AN, ÿ. 56.
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James re f e r s  to the scene in q u e s t i o n  as "a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  

s i m p l y  of her m o t i o n l e s s l y  seeing, and an a t t e m p t  w i t h a l  to 

make the mer e  still l u c i d i t y  of her ac t as 'i nteresting® 

as the s u r p r i s e  of a c a r a v a n  or the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of a 

p i r a t e ."*

As one of J a m e s ' s  "intense p e r c e i v e r s , "  a t r e t h e r  has 

m u c h  in c o m m o n  w i t h  both R o w l a n d  and Isabel, The y  are made 

of b a s i c a l l y  the same stuff, S t r e t h e r  too has a q u i c k  s e n s i 

bility, p r o l i f i c  i m a g i n a t i o n  and an e x a c t i n g  m o ral sense.

Such q u a l i t i e s  in the J a m e s i a n  he ro or h e r o i n e  signal an 

exotic, even a wa y w a r d ,  i d e a lism- U s e f u l  p a r a l l e l s  m a y  be 

drawn, p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  b e t w e e n  the e x p e r i e n c e  of Isabel and 

that of S t r e ther, in spite of the d i s p a r i t y  in age and the

d i f f e r e n c e  in sex and c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  T h e y  share a f e e l i n g
2for w h a t  C h r i s t o f  R e g e l i n  calls "social beauty", a f e e l i n g

w h i c h  begu i l e s  them into a l a b y r i n t h  of i l l u sion. T h r o u g h o u t  

her a d v e n t u r e  Isabel is e n g a g e d  in se eking a w a y  of life 

w h i c h  will r e a l i s e  her ideal, in c o n f o r m i n g  h e r s e l f  in e ffect 

to "the p o r t r a i t  of a lady". J a mes def i n e s  her idea of the 

a r i s t o c r a t i c  life as a c o m b i n a t i o n  of great K n o w l e d g e  w i t h  

great liberty. her a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i t h  M a d a m e  M e r l e  gives rise

 ̂ The scene occurs in The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  ( 1 8 8 1 ) , 111, 
iii, 29-45, For J a m e s ' s  c o m m e n t  on it see p. 57.

^ The Image of E u r o p e  in H e n r y  James (Dallas, 1958), "The
L e s s o n  of Social B e a u t y , "  pp, 86 f f .
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to the r e f l e c t i o n :  "To be so graceful, so gracious, so wise,

so good, a n d  to make so l i ght of it all —  that was r e a l l y
1to be a g r eat lady." G i l b e r t  Osmond, w i t h  his own

o s t e n s i b l y  s i m i l a r  ideal of the a r i s t o c r a t i c  life, has the

i m m e d i a t e  a p p e a l  for Isabel that M a d a m e  M e rle had had. His
2ad v i c e  "to make one's life a w o r k  of art" ans w e r s  a v i t a l  

i n s t i n c t  of I s a b e l ' s  nature. Like Nash, O s m o n d  w o rks "in 

life", but he lacks even such c a p a c i t y  as N a s h  has for m o r a l  

feeling, not to m e n t i o n  his r e l i s h  for s e l f - p a r o d y  which, 

h o w e v e r  i r r i t a t i n g ,  is a s a v i n g  grace. O s m o n d  shares w i t h  

Isabel a d i s p o s i t i o n  to take h i m s e l f  too s e r i ously. The 

t i m e l y  w a r n i n g  that R a l p h  gives his c o u s i n  to take life mo re 

e a s i l y  an d leave her c h a r a c t e r  to f o r m  its e l f  goes u n h e eded.

In The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y , as in The A m b a s s a d o r s , James is 

e x p l o r i n g  d i f f e r e n t  modes of life. Like R owland, Isabel 

finds that o v e r w h e l m i n g  a e s t h e t i c  a p peal is no g u a r a n t e e  of 

the m o r a l  f u l f i l m e n t  she is loo k i n g  for. W i t h  this t r u t h  

8 brother also has to come to terms. Their e t h e r e a l  ideals 

doom them to d i s i l l u s i o n .  A r t i s t s  m a n q u e . they lack the m e ans 

to express in c o n c r e t e  terms the r e q u i r e m e n t s  of their i m a g i n a 

tion. It is the c o n s t a n t  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  r e f r a c t o r y  m a t e r i a l  

to r e a l i s e  an iaea w h i c h  p r o v i d e s  for M i r i a m  a n d  Nick, at

 ̂ The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  (1881 ), I, 246.
^ The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  (1881 ), II, 132-133.
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least, the s a l u t a r y  a b r a s i o n  of reality.

James a s s e r t s  that it is I s a b e l ’s t e e m i n g  i m a g i n a t i o n

that is r e s p o n s i b l e  for the w o r s t  c o m p l i c a t i o n s  of her

dilemma. The same m a y  we ll be said of S t r e t h e r  who has, we

are told, "and w o u l d  always have felt he had, i m a g i n a t i o n  
1g a l o r e . "  Ün both it con f e r s  their p e c u l i a r  c a p a c i t y  for

r e f l e c t i o n .  James c o m m e n t s  in the P r e f a c e  as well as in
2the novel on S t r e t h e r ' s  h a b i t  of inte n s e  r e f l e c t i o n .  Its 

i m p o r t a n c e  for the n o v e l i s t  needs no s t r e ssing. It is a 

f a c u l t y  w h i c h  b e l o n g s  as m u c h  to the t r e a t m e n t  as to the 

s u b j e c t  its elf. And, as we have seen, it is in The A m b a s s a d o r s  

that J a m es a v ails h i m s e l f  m o s t  f u l l y  of its p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  

by f i l t e r i n g  events e x c l u s i v e l y  t h r o u g h  his h e r o ' s  c o n s c i o u s 

ness. S t r e t h e r ' s  r e s p o n s e  to experi e n c e ,  not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  

has m u c h  in c o m m o n  w i t h  the a r t i s t ' s  h a n d l i n g  of his s u b j e c t  

as James saw it. C o m m e n t i n g  on S a r g e n t ' s  gi ft of q u i c k  p e r 

c e p t i o n  to w h i c h  "a c e r t a i n  f a c u l t y  of b r o o d i n g  r e f l e c t i o n  

is a d d e d , "  he goes on "... I m e a n  the q u a l i t y  in the light of 

w h i c h  the a r t i s t  sees dee p  into his subject, u n d e r g o e s  it, 

a b s o r b s  it, d i s c o v e r s  in it ne w  things that we re no t on the
3surfa ce, b e c o m e s  p a t i e n t  w i t h  it, an d a l m o s t  r e v e r e n t  . "

 ̂ p. 310.
^ , p. 316 and The A m b a s s a d o r s  (1903), v. 67. S u b s e q u e n t

r e f e r e n c e s  to this e d i t i o n  of the novel will a p p e a r  in the text.
^ "John S. S a r g e n t "  (1893). R e p r i n t e d  in The P a i n t e r ' s  Eye, 

ed. J o h n  L, S w e e n e y  (1956), p. 228.
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It is this rare and subtle c a p a c i t y  of S t r e t h e r ' s  w h i c h  makes

the novel w h a t  James calls it, a "drama of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n " . ^

He st r e s s e s  its i n c a l c u l a b l e  i m p o r t a n c e  to the n o v e l i s t  in the

P r e f a c e  to The P r i n c e s s  C a s a m a s s i m a ; "the p e r s o n  c a p a b l e  of

f e e l i n g  in the g i v e n  case m o r e  than a n o t h e r  of w h a t  is to be

felt for it, and so s e r v i n g  in the h i g h e s t  de g r e e  to r e c o r d  it

d r a m a t i c a l l y  and o b j e c t i v e l y ,  is the onl y  sort of p e r s o n  on

w h o m  we can c o unt no t to betray, to c h e a p e n  or, as we s a y ,
2give away, the v a l u e  and b e a u t y  of the t h i n g . "  For all this, 

iiijspite of J a m e s ' s  d e l i g h t e d  i n d u l g e n c e  in this "rich r i g o u r "  

of t e c hnique, S t r e t h e r ' s  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s ,  like R o w l a n d ' s ,  have 

no a b s o l u t e  v a l i d i t y .  As e l s e w h e r e  in James we have i n s t e a d  

a c o m p l e x  of values. T h r o u g h o u t  The A m b a s s a d o r s  S t r e t h e r ' s  

va l u e s  are to be h e l d  in e q u i l i b r i u m  w i t h  J a m e s ' s  own, w h i c h  

are e x p r e s s e d  o b l i q u e l y  t h r o u g h  v a r i o u s  modes of k i n e t i c  

a l i e n a t i o n .  S i m u l t a n e o u s l y  w i t h  S t r e t h e r ' s  sense of things 

we a p p r e h e n d  J a m e s ' s  a p p r a i s a l  of it, r e n d e r e d  p e r h a p s  in a 

turn of phrase, a w r y  a s s o c i a t i o n  or an ironic echo. In this 

w a y  J a m e s ' s  v a l u e s  serve as the cont r o l  for S t r e t h e r ' s  and 

e s t a b l i s h  the d o m i n a n t  c r i t e r i a  in the novel.

Unlike Isabel a n d  Rowla n d ,  S t r e t h e r  does not come to 

E u r o p e  bent on a e s t h e t i c  a d v e n t u r e .  lie is bound on a m i s s i o n

 ̂ AN, p. 316. 
^ a N, p. 67.
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of m o ral r e c l a m a t i o n .  In the P r e f a c e  James dwells w i t h

a m u s e d  i r o n y  on his h ero's p r e d i c a m e n t .  He tells us that

S t r e t h e r  a p p e a r s  in the social jungle of Paris, "pr i m e d  w i t h

a m o ral scheme of the mo st a p p r o v e d  p a t t e r n "  f r e s h  fro m  the

h e a r t  of N e w  England.^ As Mrs. N e w s o m e ' s  a m b a s s a d o r ,  he is

c o m m i t t e d  to a s trict code of "c o n s c i o u s  p r o p r i e t y "  —  wha t
2H e n r y  James Se n i o r  l i ked to call "'flagrant m o r a l i t y "  —  

a l r e a d y  f a m i l i a r  to us as the moral c l i m a t e  of N o r t h a m p t o n ,

Mass, There is the same w a r y  s u s p i c i o n  of b e a u t y  and p l e a sure,  

a s u s p i c i o n  S t r e t h e r  finds so h a r d  to shake off. He tells 

M a r i a  G o s t r e y  that " w o o l l e t t  isn't sure it o ught to enjoy"

(i, 13). L a t e r  he taxes h i m s e l f  s e v e r e l y  w i t h  "his odious

i n b r e d  s u s p i c i o n  of any f o r m  of b e a u t y "  (x, 143). Ironic a l l y ,

in v i e w  of his s u b s e q u e n t  illu s i o n s ,  he a s s u r e s  h i m s e l f  that he 

will n e v e r  get at the t r uth until he rids h i m s e l f  of this 

p r e j u d i c e .  his i m p u l s e  at f irst to i n d u l g e  in m oral s i m p l i 

f i c a t i o n s  has the same origin. W o o l l e t t  p r e s c r i b e s  for its 

c i t i z e n s  a s y s t e m  of m o ral c a t e g o r i e s ,  a P r o c r u s t e a n  bed, to 

w h i c h  all e x p e r i e n c e  m u s t  be v i o l e n t l y  c o n f ormed. Chad N e w s o m e ' s  

p r o l o n g e d  s t a y  in Paris is g i v e n  this s u m m a r y  treatment. S t r e t h e r  

e x p l a i n s  the if o o 11 e t t-News ome v i e w  for M a r i a ' s  uenef i t , 

u n u e t e r r e d  by her tone of a m u s e d  s c e p t i c i s m .  There can be no

 ̂ p. 315.
^ H e n r y  James, n Small Bo.y an d  Others (1913), p. 72.
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doubt that Chad is in the toils of a w o m a n  "base, v e n a l  —  

out of the s t r e e t s "  (iv, 41). The L o n d o n  thea t r e  has a l r e a d y  

s u p p l i e d  a s a t i s f y i n g  image. In the p l a y  "there was a bad 

w o m a n  in a y e l l o w  frock, who made a pleasant, weak, g o od- 

l o o k i n g  y o u n g  m a n  in p e r p e t u a l  e v e n i n g  dress do the m o s t  

d r e a l f u l  t h i n g s "  (iv, 40). It is ironic that S t r e t h e r  ev en 

at this stage is a n x i o u s l y  a ware of the i n d u l g e n c e  he feels 

for the v i c t i m  of the y’̂ ellow frock. M u c h  is to h a p p e n  before 

"the y^ellow fr o c k "  bec o m e s  the chief focus for this sy mpathy,

X f u n d a m e n t a l  irony^ of the b o o k  c onsists in the d i s p a r i t y  b e t w e e n  

W o o l l e t t * s  n a r r o w l y  a c c u r a t e  a s s e s s m e n t  of Chad's s i t u a t i o n  

and S t r e t h e r ' s  a b e r r a n t  r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n s  of it, w h i c h  none 

the less r e f l e c t  m u c h  of the c o m p l e x  truth.

The m o ral t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m  e m b o d i e d  by Mrs. N e w s o m e  is a 

p e r v a s i v e  a n d  u n e q u i v o c a l  v a l u e  t h r o u g h o u t  the novel. A l t h o u g h  

her i n f l u e n c e  has, as J a mes puts it, "to r e c k o n  w i t h  the 

A t l a n t i c  Ocean, the G e n e r a l  Post Office and the e x t r a v a g a n t  

curve of the gl o b e "  (ix, 129), there is narer a n y  d i m i n u t i o n  

in the "moral p r e s s u r e "  b t r e t h e r  comes to see as her essence.

The r i g i d i t y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of her —  she d i d n ' t  "admit 

s u r p r i s e s "  (xxix, 392) is d i s p l a y e d  also by her h e n c hmen,

W a y m a r s h  and S a rah Pocock. S o o n  after their f i r s t  m e e t i n g



/âlf

s t r e t h e r  e n v i s a g e s  the " posture of p r o l o n g e d  i m p e r m a n e n c e "  

in w h i c h  W a y m a r s h  was "to sit t h r o u g h  the ordeal of E u r o p e "

(ii, 20), There is s larkness in the pose S a r a h  adopts m u c h  

later w h e n  she calls on S t r e t h e r  at the hotel to d e l i v e r  her 

u l t i m a t u m :  he n o t i c e s  "the i m m o b i l i t y  w i t h  w h i c h  she h e l d  her 

tall p a r a s o l - s t i c k  u p r i g h t  an d  at arm's length, quite as if 

she ha d  s t r u c k  the place to p l a n t  her flag" (xxvii, 359).

She an d  W a y m a r s h  p r o j e c t  v i v i d l y  the a b s o l u t i s m  to w h i c h  

S t r e t h e r  goes on p a y i n g  t r i b u t e  even a f ter his d e f e ction. In 

fact he r e f l e c t s  its m o ral code all the more s h a r p l y  as he 

di v e r g e s  fr o m  it.

F r o m  the b e g i n n i n g  we r e a r i s e  that S t r e t h e r ' s  v i e w  of 

his m i s s i o n  is no t as simple as it seems. The a m b i v a l e n c e  

is there in the o p e n i n g  s e n t e n c e  w h i c h  gives us our f i rst hint 

that he is gla d  to have his m e e t i n g  w i t h  W a y m a r s h  put off for 

a time. His f i r s t  hours in E n g l a n d  give h i m  a f e e l i n g  of 

r e m a r k a b l e  freedom, to be d e f i n e d  more p r e c i s e l y  later on as 

"an e x t r a o r d i n a r y  sense of esc a p e "  (v, 60). This ne w  e x h i l a r 

at i o n  is e x p r e s s e d  in his d e t e r m i n a t i o n  as soon as he has l a n d e d  

to give h i m s e l f  up to i m m e d i a t e  p l e a s u r e s ,  even if this does 

turn out just then to be no more than a h a l f - d a y  s p ent beside  

the Mer s e y .  To the e x i l e d  W a y m a r s h  E u r o p e  a p p e a r s  only as
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"an e l a b o r a t e  engine for d i s s o c i a t i n g  the c o n f i n e d  A m e r i c a n  

f ro m  that i n d i s p e n s a b l e  k n o w l e d g e "  (v, 59) of w h a t  was

h a p p e n i n g  in the worl d. His w i l f u l  d i s c o m f o r t  menac e s 

S t r e t h e r ' s  own enjoyment, r e p r e s e n t s  in fact w h a t  S t r e t h e r  

h i m s e l f  w i t h  one of his h u m o r o u s  f l a s h e s  e n v i s a g e s  as "his 

doom" (i, 1b). James makes g r e a t  p l a y  in the novel w i t h  the

m oral i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y  of the two m e n . E a r l y  on it p r o v i d e s  

him w i t h  a m e ans of d e f i n i n g  d r a m a t i c a l l y  the n e g a t i o n s  of 

S t r e t h e r ' s  a m b i v a l e n c e :  W a y m a r s h 's d i s a p p r o v a l  p r o v i d e s  a 

u s eful m e a s u r e  of his f r i e n d ' s  f i r s t  d e v i a t i o n s  fr om the 

W o o l l e t t  n o r m . Its p o s i t i v e  a s p e c t s  are b r o u g h t  out m o s t  

c o n s p i c u o u s l y  by M a r i a  Gost r e y .  As S t r e t h e r  p r e p a r e s  h i m s e l f  

for their f i rst outing t o g e ther, he is a c u t e l y  c o n s c i o u s  of 

e m b a r k i n g  at that m o m e n t  on an e n t i r e l y  n e w  w a y  of life. He 

has a l r e a d y  felt p r o m p t e d  to take "a sha r p e r  s u r v e y  of the 

e l e m e n t s  of A p p e a r a n c e  th&n he h a d  for a long time bee n  m o v e d  

to m a k e "  (i, 7). The a c q u a i n t a n c e  p r o m o t e s  in h i m  an i n v o l u n t a r y

c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  Mrs. N e w s o m e  w h i c h  for a time res i s t s  f o r m u l a t i o n .  

He gets only as far as: " ii^ell, she's more s u b t l y  c i v i l i s e d  "

(i, 8) Three days later at di n n e r  w i t h  Maria, S t r e t h e r  a l lows

the c omp ari s on its full r e v e r b e r a t i o n ,  as p e r c e p t i o n s  c r o w d  i n .

The o c c a s i o n  p r o v i d e s  the f u l l e s t  r e v e l a t i o n  we have h a d  of 

his s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  to sensuous ex p e r i e n c e .  In C h e s t e r  he ha d
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r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  r e a d y  sens es to "the o r d e r e d  E n g l i s h  garden, 

in the f r e s h n e s s  of the day"; he l i k e d  "the sound, u n d e r  

his feet, of the tight, fine g r a v e 1, p a c k e d  w i t h  the chronic  

damp, and (he) h a d  the i d l e s t  eye for the deep s m o o t h n e s s  

of turf and the clear curv es of p aths" (iii, 27). N o w  he 

rises e a s i l y  e n o u g h  to the al l u r e  of "the r o s e - c o l o u r e d  

shades and the small table a n d  the soft f r a g r a n c e  of the lady" 

tiv, 37). He notes e v e r y  d e tail of M a r i a ' s  a p p e a r a n c e :  her 

dress, "'cut down', as he b e l i e v e d  the te rm to be, in r e s p e c t  

to s h o u l d e r s  and bosom, in a m a n n e r  quite other than Mrs. 

N e w s o m e ' s " ;  the b r o a d  v e l v e t  b a n d  r o u n d  her t h r o a t  "with an 

an t i q u e  jewel —  he was r a t h e r  c o m p l a c e n t l y  sure it was 

a n t i q u e  —  a t t a c h e d  to it in f r ont" (iv, 38). The c o n t r a s t  

w i t h  Mrs. N e w s o m e  is i n s i s t e n t :  "Mrs. N e w s o m e ' s  dress was n e v e r

in a n y  d e g r e e  'cut down*, and she n e v e r  wor e  r o u n d  her th r o a t  

a broad red v e l v e t  b a nd." He is a w are w i t h  some m i s g i v i n g s  

of n e w  c o m p l i c a t i o n s  in his v ision: his o b s e r v a t i o n s  seem dis- 

c one e r t i n g l y  i r r e l e v a n t  to the tas k  he has in hand. The m o r a l  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  of the o c c a s i o n  is i m p l i c i t l y  s u g g e s t e d  by his 

a n a l o g i e s .  He sees M a r i a  as M a r y  b t u a r t  to Mrs. N e w s o m e ' s  

Q u e e n  E l i z a b e t h .  E l a b o r a t i o n  is u n n e c e s s a r y :  Mrs. Newso m e ,  

a u s t e r e  in her b l a c k  sil k  dress and ruff, in her role of the



V i r g i n  Q u e e n  a c q u i r e s  s u d d e n l y  for S t r e t h e r  a v a g u e  pathos#

M a r y  S t u a r t  of c o urse p r o v i d e s  a t e l l i n g  contrast#

Such o s c i l l a t i o n  is onl y  the b e g i n n i n g  of S t r e t h e r ' s  

d ilemma. In Paris the tempo quickens. As a r e s u l t  of the 

i m p r e s s i o n s  w h i c h  a ssail him there he d i s p l a y s  a s t a r t l i n g  

v o l a t i l i t y .  All th at has gone be f o r e  he looks bac k  on as but 

his " f o r e t a s t e " #  His p r i m a r y  a p p r e h e n s i o n  of the cit y  m a y  wel l  

be c a l l e d  sensual, as J a m e s  m a kes clear: "the air had a taste

as of s o m e t h i n g  m i x e d  w i t h  art, s o m e t h i n g  that p r e s e n t e d  n a t u r e  

as a w h i t e - c a p p e d  m a s t e r - c h e f " (v, 59). On only his se c o n d

m o r n i n g  w h i l e  W a y m a r s h  c o n s o l i d a t e s  his r e f u g e  in the bank, 

S t r e t h e r  finds his in the L u x e m b o u r g  G a r d e n s  "on a p e n n y  chair 

fro m  w h i c h  t e r r aces, alleys, v istas, f o u n t a i n s ,  l i ttle trees 

in g r e e n  tubs, l i t t l e  w o m e n  in w h i t e  caps and shrill little 

girls at p l a y  all s u n n i l y  'composed* toge t h e r " ,  an d he p asses 

an hour "in w h i c h  the cup of his i m p r e s s i o n s  s e e m e d  t r u l y  to 

o v e r f l o w "  (v, 60)# Later, bac k  at his h o t e l  a f t e r  his f i r s t

m e e t i n g  w i t h  L i t t l e  Bilham, the Paris e v e n i n g  was "in the v e r y  

taste of the soup, in the g o o d n e s s ,  as he was i n n o c e n t l y  p l e a s e d  

to think, of the wine, in the p l e a s a n t  c o arse t e x t u r e  of the 

n a p k i n  and the c r u n c h  of the t h i c k - c r u s t e d  b r e a d "  (v i , 78). All 

is g r i s t  to S t r e t h e r ' s  a e s t h e t i c  mill; an d the q u a l i f i c a t i o n
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"innocently" here i n d i c a t e s  n i c e l y  the c o m p l a c e n t  if t r i f l i n g  

d e l u sion.

P a r i s - c a s t s  its mos t  p o t e n t  spell as S t r e t h e r  begins 

to p a r t i c i p a t e  in the life of the city. B r e a k f a s t  w i t h  

L i t t l e  Bilham, made p o s s i b l e  by Chad's c o n t r i v e d  absence, 

has a c a p t i v a t i n g  effect, t h o u g h  he does w o n d e r  w h e t h e r  he 

has bee n  l u r e d  into a trap. The i m p o r t a n c e  of the o c c a s i o n  for 

hi m  lies in the c o n v i c t i o n  that "he was in the p r e s e n c e  of 

n e w  m e a s u r e s ,  other stan d a r d s ,  a d i f f e r e n t  scale of r e l a 

t i o n s "  ( v i , 85). The v i s i t  to L i t t l e  B i l h a m ' s  rooms in the 

a r t i s t  q u a r t e r  has a g l a m o u r  w h i c h  owes m u c h  to his a c q u a i n 

tance w i t h  " m e l a n c h o l y  Mur g e r ,  w i t h  F r a n c i n e  and M u s e t t e  and 

R o d d ^ h e "  (v, 68) in the pages of the n o w  f a d e d  l e m o n - c o v e r e d

books w h i c h  ha d  been the b o o t y  of his v i s i t  to Paris more 

t h a n  t w e n t y - f i v e  y e a r s  before. He gives h i m s e l f  up f r e e l y  

to the e n a c t e d  r o m a n c e  of B o h e m i a n  life. In such a c o n t e x t  

he can a s s i m i l a t e  w i t h o u t  d i f f i c u l t y  the fact that L i t t l e  

B i l h a m ' s  onl y  o c c u p a t i o n  is "an o c c u p a t i o n  d e c l i n e d "  (vii, 94). 

He can al so enjoy M a r i a ' s  h u m o r o u s l y  e x a l t e d  p r a i s e  of L i t t l e  

B i l h a m ' s  i d l e n e s s  in a tone he comes to a p p r e c i a t e  as that  

of "talk for t alk's sake" (xxv, 338). It is a v i e w  w o r t h y  

of Nash; "He w o n ' t  do the l e ast d r e a d f u l  little thing. We
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shall c o n t i n u e  to e n j o y  hi m  just as he is" (vii, 98), In

M a r i a ' s  e n t r e s o l  he e xtends his g l i m p s e  of the p a s s i o n  for

spoils, so a l i e n  to the W o o l l e t t  w a y  of life. He had

a l r e a d y  e x p e r i e n c e d  its a p p e a l  in C h e s t e r  w h e r e  the sh op

w i n d o w s  ha d  m a d e  him s h a r p l y  aware that he l a c k e d  the

a c q u i s i t i v e  i n s t inct. All the same his d e l i g h t  in M a r i a ' s

rooms bears the N e w  E n g l a n d  stamp: "the lust of the eyes and

the pride of life h a d  i n d e e d  thus their temple. It wa s  the

i n n e r m o s t  n o o k  of the sh r i n e  —  as b r o w n  as a p i r a t e ' s  cave.

In the b r o w n n e s s  we r e  glints of gold; p a t c h e s  of p urple we r e

in the gloom; objects, all, th at c a u g h t  t h r o u g h  the muslin,

w i t h  t h eir h i g h  rarity, the light of the low w i n d o w s "  ( v ii,89). 
/

He finds a e s t h e t i c  s a t i s f a c t i o n  also in the grace of 

p e r s o n a l  and soc ial decorum; it sounds a r e c u r r e n t  if m u t e d  

note in his e x p e r i e n c e .  He r e c o g n i s e s  it f i r s t  in Maria.

Her " p e r f e c t  p l a i n  p r o p r i e t y ,  an e x p a n s i v e  s u b d u e d  suitabiliiy" 

(i, 7) i m p r e s s e s  hi m  as s o m e t h i n g  quite new. On his w a l k  

w i t h  her the f i rst e v e n i n g  he b e c o m e s  a l m o s t  m o r b i d l y  conscious 

of d e f i c i e n c i e s  in his own sense of w h a t  is fitting. He 

de b a t e s  w h e t h e r  he s h o u l d  hav e  w o r n  gloves and then feels  

quite n e e d l e s s l y  g u i l t y  of "a d e v i a t i o n  in one of those 

d i r e c t i o n s  he c o u l d n ' t  yet m e a s u r e "  (i, 11). He r e l i s h e s  the
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o p p o r t u n i t y ,  w h e n  it occurs, to p l a y  his own pa r t  in an act 

of decorum, as James a l m o s t  c o m i c a l l y  reveals. The o c c a s i o n  

is m e a n i n g f u l  in more than one r espect. It is S t r e t h e r ' s  

fi rst e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  Chad —  in a bo x at the Français.

B e c a u s e  C h a d  makes his e n t r a n c e  a f ter the c u r t a i n  has r i s e n  

sp e e c h  is e f f e c t u a l l y  que n c h e d .  In these c i r c u m s t a n c e s  it 

comes to S t r e t h e r  —  and J a m e s  i n t e r p o l a t e s  s u g g e s t i v e l y  

"being a t h i n g  of the sort th at di d come to him" —

... that these wer e  the a c c i d e n t s  of a hig h  
c i v i l i z a t i o n ;  the i m p o s e d  t r i b u t e  to p r o p r i e t y ,  
the f r e q u e n t  e x p o s u r e  to c o n d i t i o n s ,  u s u a l l y  
br i l l i a n t ,  in w h i c h  r e l i e f  has to a w ait its 
time. R e l i e f  was n e v e r  quite near at h a n d  for 
kings, queens, c o m e d i a n s  and other s u c h  people, 
and t h o u g h  y o u  m i g h t  be y o u r s e l f  not e x a c t l y  
one of those, y o u  c o u l d  y e t , in l e a d i n g  the life 
of h i g h  p ressure, guess a little how t h e y  s o m e 
times felt. It was t r u l y  the life of h i g h  
p r e s s u r e  that S t r e t h e r  h a d  s e e m e d  to feel h i m s e l f  
l e a d i n g  w h i l e  he sat there .... (vii, 101).

S t r e t h e r ' s  c o n c l u s i o n s  are of course p e r f e c t l y  sound; it is

the d i s p a r i t y  b e t w e e n  the m  and the c o m p a r a t i v e l y  triv i a l

i n c i d e n t  w h i c h  p r o v o k e s  the m  that is so r e v e a l i n g .  The

r o m a n t i c  p i t c h  at w h i c h  S t r e t h e r  is l i v i n g  t r a n s f i g u r e s  the

m u n d a n e .

Ch a d ' s  sup e r b  aplomb, his ea sy m a n n e r  and g e n e r a l  air = 

of k n o w i n g  h o w  to live make the s t r o n g e s t  i m p a c t  on Str e t h e r .
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His f i r s t  s t a r t l e d  r e c o g n i t i o n  rem a i n s  a c h e r i s h e d  s e n s a t i o n .

In L o n d o n  he had d i s m i s s e d  M a r i a ' s  s u g g e s t i o n  that Paris

m i g h t  have r e f i n e d  Chad, but he is n o w  quite r e a d y  to own

that this has i n d e e d  b e e n  the case, to be e n j o y e d  for its

rarity. His t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  into a poised, u r b a n e  m a n  of the

w o r l d  proves a r i c h  source of a e s t h e t i c  p l e a s u r e  to S t r e t h e r

who is by n o w  a l r e a d y  q u a l i f i e d  to a p p r e c i a t e  the finer s hades

of social b e h a v i o u r .  The trace of s h yness he detects in

Chad is to be a t t r i b u t e d  to "mere good t a ste" (viii, 112).

It is a j u d g e m e n t  r e m i n i s c e n t  of one of Isabel's, for w h o m

Osmon d ' s  shyness, "the s hyness of t i c k l i s h  ne r v e s  and fine

p e r c e p t i o n s  —  was p e r f e c t l y  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  the bes t  b r e e ding.

Indeed, it was a l m o s t  a p r o o f  of s u p e r i o r  q u a l i t i e s . "^ Isabel

o n l y  a n t i c i p a t e s  S t r e t h e r  in the p o r t e n t o u s  i n f e r e n c e  she d raws

They b o t h  find in social m a n n e r  of this k i n d  an e l e m e n t  of

their ideal. S t r e t h e r ' s  a n x i e t y  to c o n f o r m  to the a p p r o v e d

style comes out w i t h  some a b s u r d i t y  as he looks f o r w a r d  to

m e e t i n g  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  an d  her d aughter. P r e p a r e d  by his

ta lk w i t h  M a r i a  to c o n s i d e r  the m  ladies, he s o l e m n l y  r e s o l v e s

that "they t h e m s e l v e s  s h o u l d  be, to the ex t e n t  of his r e s p o n -
2sibility, in the p r e s e n c e  of a g e n t l e m a n . " By the time Cha d

 ̂ The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  ( 1881 ), II, 73.
The A m b a s s a d o r s  (1903), x, 144. M y  italics.
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c o n f i d e n t l y  a c c e p t e d  L i t t l e  B i l h a m ' s  a s s u r a n c e  that the 

a t t a c h m e n t  is a v i r t u o u s  o n e . On the s t r e n g t h  of Chad 's 

m e t a m o r p h o s i s ,  in spite of the w a r n i n g s  of M a r i a  and L i t t l e  

Bilham, he is no w  c o n v i n c e d  that "Chad was ••• as good as 

he t h o u g h t . It s e e m e d  s o m e h o w  as if he c o u l d n ' t  but be as 

g oo d  fro m  the m o m e n t  he w a s n ' t  as bad" (ix, 127).

Be f o r e  S t r e t h e r ' s  a d v e n t u r e  is f a i r l y  under w a y  Paris 

has bec o m e  for him a p o s i t i v e  entity, a p a l p a b l e  p r e s e n c e  to 

be r e c k o n e d  with. It is r e p r e s e n t e d  p e r v a s i v e l y  in terms of 

light, an image that re c u r s  c o n s t a n t l y  t h r o u g h  the novel.

To S t r e t h e r  the c i t y  seems a "vast b r i g h t  Babylon, like some 

huge i r i d e s c e n t  object, a jewel b r i l l i a n t  and hard, in w h i c h  

parts wer e  not to be d i s c r i m i n a t e d  nor d i f f e r e n c e s  c o m f o r t a b l y  

marked. It t w i n k l e d  and t r e m b l e d  and m e l t e d  t o g e t h e r  ; and 

w h a t  s e e m e d  all s urface one m o m e n t  s e e m e d  all d e p t h  the n e x t "

(V , 67). By the time the n e w  a m b a s s a d o r s  have a r r i v e d  he is 

even more k e e n l y  aware of the p r o p e r t y  of such light, " a 

cool, full s t u d i o - l i g h t ,  b e c o ming, y e t  t r e a c h e r o u s "  (xx, 268). 

He h a d  r e g i s t e r e d  f e a r f u l l y  f r o m  the start, w i t h  his c o m m i s s i o n  

in m i n d  that to give h i m s e l f  up to the spell of Paris w o u l d  

be to u n d e r m i n e  his a u t h o r i t y ,  a n d  he is soo n  f o r c e d  to



r e c o g n i s e  that his i m a g i n a t i o n  has s l i p p e d  its leash. His 

m i s g i v i n g s  at the s o r c e r y  of Paris are a m p l y  r e i n f o r c e d  by 

his friends' w a r n i n g s ,  but he is h e e d l e s s  of his cond i t i o n .

At G l o r i a n i ' s  r e c e p t i o n  he can impute to P a r i s i a n s  an excess  

of the v i s u a l  sense w i t h o u t  a p p a r e n t l y  s u s p e c t i n g  that he 

is s i m i l a r l y  a f f e cted. Yet Miss B a r r a c e  even a n a l y s e s  the 

state for him : "We're all l o o k i n g  at each other —  and in

the l i ght of Paris one sees w h a t  things res e m b l e .  That's 

w h a t  the l i ght of Paris seems al w a y s  to show. It's the f a u l t  

of the l i ght of Paris —  dear old light ! " ( x , 153).

The ef f e c t  of the s e d u c t i v e  light of Paris on S t r e t h e r ' s  

a l r e a d y  b e g u i l e d  senses is d i s p l a y e d  m o s t  b r i l 1 i a n t i y at 

G l o r i a n i ' s  g a r d e n  party. His e x p e r i e n c e  there affe c t s  him as 

a r e v e l a t i o n ,  the impetus of w h i c h  is felt in e v e r y t h i n g  that 

comes after. It also p r o v o k e s  the o u t b u r s t  w h i c h  James tells 

us was the do n n é e  of the tale. E v e n  b e f o r e h a n d  S t r e t h e r  is 

p r e p a r e d  for s o m e t h i n g  spec i a l  and gives h i m s e l f  up to 

p l e a s u r a b l e  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  Fro m  the b e g i n n i n g  his f e l l o w  

guests, "their liberty, their intensity, their variety, their 

c o n d i t i o n s  at large, wer e  in f u s i o n  in the a d m i r a b l e  m e d i u m  

of the s c e n e "  (x, 144). The a n c i e n t  h o tel in the F a u b o u r g  

Saint G e r m a i n  w i t h  its s e c l u d e d  g a r d e n  p r o v i d e s  a rare s e t t i n g



The c o n s u m m a t i o n  comes for hi m  in the few m o m e n t s  he spends 

w i t h  the s culptor, as all his r e c e n t  f e e l i n g s  and i m p r e s s i o n s

m e r g e  in a f l a s h . He has "a g e n e r a l  sense of g l o r y ,"

p r e c i p i t a t e d  by his a w a r e n e s s  of G l o r i a n i ' s  d i s t i n c t i o n  

w h i c h  crowns him "with the light, w i t h  the r o m a n c e  of gl o r y "

(x, 145). He m a kes the m o s t  of the e x p e r i e n c e ,  " o p e n i n g  to 

it ... all the w i n d o w s  of his m i n d  ... l e t t i n g  this r a t h e r  

g r a y  i n t e r i o r  d r i n k  in for once the sun of a clime not m a r k e d  

in his old g e o g r a p h y "  (x, 145-146). The p r e t e n t i o u s  l a n g u a g e

Ja mes uses her e  s u b t l y  q u e s t i o n s  the t r u t h  of S t r e t h e r ' s

i m p r e s s i o n .  For him the c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  G l o r i a n i  is "the 

d e e p e s t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s o u n d i n g  to w h i c h  he had ever bee n  exposed", 

an d he is by no m e ans sure that he has not b e e n  f o und w a n t i n g .

But it is not the f i r s t  time th at S t r e t h e r  has felt h i m s e l f  

the o b j e c t  of suc h  scrutiny. One of his e a r l i e s t  i m p r e s s i o n s  

of M a r i a  is of her eyes w h i c h  "had t a k e n  h o l d  of him s t r a i g h t 

way, m e a s u r i n g  him up and down, as if the y  k n e w  how; as if he

we re h u m a n  m a t e r i a l  t h e y h a d  a l r e a d y  in some sort h a n d l e d "  (i, 8).

James h i n t s  at the e x o r b i t a n t  in S t r e t h e r ' s  v i e w  of the e n c o u n t e r  

w h e n  he tells us that "he was in fact quite to c h e r i s h  his 

v i s i o n  of it, to p l a y  w i t h  it in idle hours ; onl y  s p e a k i n g  of 

it to no one an d quite a w a r e  he c o u l d n ' t  have s p o k e n  w i t h o u t

a p p e a r i n g  to t a l k  n o n s e n s e "  (x, 146).
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In spite of the s c e p t i c i s m  w h i c h  r i d d l e s  this episode, 

its m e a n i n g  for S t r e t h e r  is p o w e r f u l l y  and s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  

conveyed. This m a y  perh a p s  be put d o w n  to J a m e s ' s  r e c o l l e c 

tio n  of a b o y h o o d  e x p e r i e n c e  of his own, s o m e t h i n g  like 

S t r e t h e r ' s ,  later d e s c r i b e d  in A Small B o y  and O t h e r s . He 

tells us there that in the G a l e r i e  d ' A p o l l o n  he h a d  " i n h a l e d  

... a g e n e r a l  sense of g l o r y . The g l o r y  m e a n t  ever so m a n y  

things at once, not onl y  b e a u t y  and art and sup r e m e  design, 

but h i s t o r y  and fame and power, the w o r l d  in fine r a i s e d  to 

the r i c h e s t  and n o b l e s t  e x p r e s s i o n . "  T h o u g h  G l o r i a n i ' s  

g a r d e n  p r o v i d e s  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  setting, it does impress 

S t r e t h e r  as "a c h a m b e r  of st a t e "  (x, 145). For h i m  an d the 

y o u n g  James "the res t  of m o n u m e n t a l  P a r i s "  f r ames the scene

"as a told s t o r y  ... a v a s t  b r i g h t  gage, ev e n  at m o m e n t s  a
2felt a d v e n t u r e ,  of e x p e r i e n c e . "  Bo t h  are a w are of an o n s l a u g h t  

of images "too t h i c k  for p r o m p t  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n "  (x, 146). The 

e f f e c t  of the o c c a s i o n  for J a mes ha d  b e e n  to fix for the senses 

"their s u p r e m e  symbol of the fair or the strange". A n d  the 

g a l l e r y  b e c a m e  for y e a r s  w h a t  he terms "a s p l e n d i d  scene of 

things, even of the quite i r r e l e v a n t ,  or, as m i g h t  be, a l m o s t
3u n w o r t h y . "  For S t r e t h e r  too the scene is symbolic, but he

 ̂ P age 361.
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is i n c a p a b l e  at this stage of d i s m i s s i n g  its c o m p o n e n t s  

as either "quite i r r e l e v a n t "  or "almost u n w o r t h y " .  J a mes 

c l a i m e d  that his e a r l y  e x p e r i e n c e  of the G a l e r i e  d ' A p o l l o n  

i n i t i a t e d  him into an a w a r e n e s s  of "Style". In the same w a y  

the a f t e r n o o n  S t r e t h e r  spends at G l o r i a n i ' s  is for hi m  the 

r e v e l a t i o n  of a style of life w h i c h  seems to a n s w e r  his i d e a l #

The r e p e r c u s s i o n  of the e x p e r i e n c e  does not come u n til later 

the same a f t e r n o o n  w h e n  he finds h i m s e l f  alone. The effect  

is then t u m u l t u o u s .  U n c e r e m o n i o u s l y  s e p a r a t e d  fr om M a d a m e  

de V i o n n e t  m i n u t e s  after t h e y  have bee n  i n t r o d u c e d ,  S t r e t h e r  

is left r e f l e c t i n g  on the d i s c o u r t e s y  w i t h  w h i c h  he has bee n  

treated. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  he is c o n s c i o u s  of it as "a 

t r i c k  p l a y e d  w i t h  a social art of w h i c h  / h ^ /  ... felt h i m s e l f  

no m a s t e r "  ( x i , 159). But he does not r e g i s t e r  its b e a r i n g  

on his e v o l v i n g  values. He is o v e r w h e l m e d  i n s t e a d  by a sense 

of i n a d e q u a c y  an d of i r r e p a r a b l e  d e p r i v a t i o n .  This finds 

i m m e d i a t e  e x p r e s s i o n  in his u r g e n t  t h o u g h  o b v i o u s l y  u n n e c e s s a r y  

charge to L i t t l e  Bilham: "Live all y o u  can; it's a m i s t a k e  not

to" (xi, 161). It is w o r t h  n o t i n g  that J a mes sees this as 

d e l i v e r e d  " o f f i c i o u s l y . L i t t l e  Bilham, by S t r e t h e r ' s  c u r r e n t  

c riteria, o b v i o u s l y  has no n e e d  of such adv ice. It can be

' p. 307.



'97

j u s t i f i e d  o n l y  by the issue it gives to S t r e t h e r ' s  m i n g l e d  

pa i n  and f r u s t r a t i o n  at m i s s e d  o p p o r t u n i t y  an d w a s t e d  youth.

The s o p h i s t i c a t e d  social e x c h a n g e s  he has w i t n e s s e d  at 

G l o r i a n i ' s  r e p r e s e n t  for h i m  a r i c h e r  and more s t i m u l a t i n g  

life than he has led in W o o l l e t t . But the d i s c o v e r y  has come 

too late. He r e c o g n i s e s  th at he lacks i r r e m e d i a b l y  the p o ise 

and u r b a n i t y  n e e d e d  to comp e t e  in such a milieu. This is b r o u g h t  

home to him as he sees the Duche s s ,  in spite of her s u p e r b l y  

i n s o l e n t  m a nner, m e e t  her m a t c h  in G l o r i a n i .  The deft a p p r o p 

r i a t i o n  of M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t ,  her own f a i l u r e  to i n t r o d u c e  hi m 

to her c o m p a n i o n s ,  s u p p l y  hi m  w i t h  r e a d y  e v i d e n c e  of his social 

and sexual shortcoming's. G l o r i a n i ' s  w a y  w i t h  the D u c h e s s  in 

its a s s e r t i v e  m a s c u l i n i t y  comes to hi m  as a hi n t  of the jungle; 

he finds h i m s e l f  e n v y i n g  "the g l o s s y  male tiger, m a g n i f i c e n t l y  

m a r k e d "  (xi, 162). S u d d e n l y  he can f o r m u l a t e  the désire that 

h a d  s t i r r e d  o b s c u r e l y  in h i m  w h i l e  he was w i t h  the sculptor.

C ha d  had f i g u r e d  then as "a k i n d  of link for h o p e l e s s  fancy, 

an i m p l i c a t i o n  of p o s s i b i l i t i e s  —  oh, if e v e r y t h i n g  ha d  bee n

d i f f e r e n t  j " (x, 146) N o w  he p r o v i d e s  the focus for S t r e t h e r ' s
I I  P ctrtx

i d e a l . Once a c k n o w l e d g e d ,  his sense of d e p r i v a t i o n  adds 

p o i g n a n c y  to his e x p e r i e n c e  of Paris. The city, like Chad, 

p r o j e c t s  b r i l l i a n t l y  w h a t  he has missed. The p e c u l i a r  p o w e r  

Paris has to c o n f r o n t  him w i t h  his lost y o u t h  is b r o u g h t  out



p l a i n l y  by J a mes towards the end of the n o v e l  w h e n  S t r e t h e r  

spends an hour in Chad's r o o m  late one n i g h t  after W a y m a r s h  

and the P o c o c k s  have left. As the life of the c i t y  v i b r a t e s  

a r o u n d  him, he r e a l i s e s  for h i m s e l f  that

... the m a i n  t r u t h  of the actual a ppeal of 
e v e r y t h i n g  was none the less that e v e r y t h i n g  
r e p r e s e n t e d  the s u b s t a n c e  of his loss, put 
it w i t h i n  reach, w i t h i n  touch, made it, to a 
d e g r e e  it ha d  n e v e r  been, an a f f a i r  of the 
senses. That was w h a t  it became for him at
this s i n g u l a r  time, the y o u t h  he h a d  long ago
m i s s e d  —  a queer, c o n c r e t e  p r e s ence, full of 
m y s t e r y ,  yet full of r eality, w h i c h  he c ould 
h andle, taste, smell, the deep b r e a t h i n g  of 
w h i c h  he c o u l d  p o s i t i v e l y  hear, (xxviii, 368)

But S t r e t h e r  is not one to w a l l o w  in n o s t a l g i a  ; c o m p e n s a t i o n  

takes a d i f f e r e n t  f o r m  for him. E u r o p e  offers him the chance 

to be y o u n g  as he n e v e r  had b e e n  before, or at least to e n j o y  

some of the b e n e f i t s  of you th, and he is d e t e r m i n e d  to make 

the m o s t  of the o p p o r t u n i t y .  He tells M a r i a : "  ... it's my 

s u r r ender, it's m y  tribute, to youth. One puts that in w h e r e

one can —  it has to come in somewhere, if o n l y  out of the

lives, the c o n d i t i o n s ,  the f e e l i n g s  of other p e r s o n s "  ( x v i i i ,251) 

In Cha d  an d M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  he finds the y o u t h  he ha d  f a i l e d  

to g r a s p  so lon g  ago.

The life w h i c h  he enj oys v i c a r i o u s l y  in Cha d  a n d  M a d a m e  

de V i o n n e t  is r i c h  in the s a t i s f a c t i o n s  he desires. His



r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  in fact p r o v i d e s  the 

mo s t  s t r e n u o u s  e x e r c i s e  yet for his a e s t h e t i c  sense.

P r o m p t e d  by Maria, he is a l r e a d y  p r e p a r e d  to e n c o u n t e r  an 

a d m i r a b l e  woman; Chad is e n o u g h  e v i d e n c e  for that. C e r t a i n l y  

the i m p r e s s i o n  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  makes at their f irst m e e t i n g  

is e n t i r e l y  r e a s s u r i n g  —  and f r o m  the m o r a l  p o i n t  of view. 

S t r e t h e r  feels her " c o m m o n  h u m a n i t y "  (xi, 158): she seems to 

d i f f e r  s c a r c e l y  at all from Mrs. N e w s o m e  or even from Mrs. 

Pocock. This o p i n i o n  soon cha n g e s  t h o u g h  : only next da y  he 

is s t r u c k  by her rarity. It is no t lon g  b e f o r e  he b egins to 

d i s c e r n  in her the v a r i e t y  w h i c h  p r o v o k e s  the c o m p a r i s o n  w i t h  

Cl e o p a t r a .  But he seems o b l i v i o u s  to its i m p l i c a t i o n s .  Her 

a l l u r e  for S t r e t h e r  stems p a r t l y  from her g enius for dress.

He is al w a y s  v i v i d l y  aware of her a p p e a r a n c e .  He notices, 

for instance, "her discreet and d e l i c a t e  d r e s s "  (xxi, 280 ) 

for the m o r n i n g  call on Mrs. Pocock; she i m p r e s s e s  hi m  the n  

as she had at their m e e t i n g  in Notre Dame as d r e s s e d  w i t h  

u n e r r i n g  taste. Her c o s t u m e s  are h i g h l y  evoc a t i v e .  His last 

v i e w  of her in a w h i t e  dress set off by a b l a c k  f i c h u  elicits, 

as so often, a r o m a n t i c  analogy. This time he notes that 

"Madame Roland, on the scaffold, m u s t  have w o r n  s o m e t h i n g  like 

it" (xxxii, 421). In N o t r e  Dame the e f f e c t  h a d  b e e n  of "some



fine, firm, c o n c e n t r a t e d  h e r o i n e  of an old s t o r y  . . o r e n e w i n g  

her courage, r e n e w i n g  her c l e a r n e s s ,  in s p l e n d i d l y  p r o t e c t e d  

m e d i t a t i o n "  (xvi, 217-218). He re James i n t e r p o s e s  to p o i n t  

out that "it was the w a y  of n i n e - t e n t h s  of 8 t r e t h e r * s  c u r r e n t  

i m p r e s s i o n s  to act as r e c a l l s  of thin gs imag i n e d " .  We see 

this same p r o c e s s  at w o r k  in his r e s p o n s e  to J e a n n e  de V i o n n e t  

His a d m i r a t i o n  for her is from the b e g i n n i n g  t i n g e d  w i t h  

d e f e r e n c e  for her breeding. She figu r e s  for h i m  as "a small 

o l d - t i m e  p r i n c e s s  of w h o m  n o t h i n g  was k n o w n  but that she h a d  

d i e d  y o u n g "  (xiv, 191). In this w a y  his r e l a t i o n  w i t h  M a d a m e  

de V i o n n e t  is c o n s o l i d a t e d ,  n o u r i s h e d  by thin gs w h i c h  are, 

s t r i c t l y  speaking, i r r e l e v a n t .

U l t i m a t e l y ,  as J a mes o u t l i n e s  in his " S c e n a r i o "  for the

novel, M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  comes to r e p r e s e n t  for S t r e t h e r

"most of the things that make the c h arm of c i v i l i s a t i o n  as

he n o w  r e v i s e s  an d i m a g i n a t i v e l y  r e c o n s t r u c t s ,  m o r a l l y  r e c o n -
1siders, so to speak, c i v i l i s a t i o n . "  His c a p t i v a t i o n  is 

c o m p l e t e  by the time the P o c o c k s  loom. He no w  claims that a 

r e l a t i o n  w i t h  such a w o m a n  can be n e i t h e r  v u l g a r  nor coarse.

He sees M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  as Chad's s a v i o u r  and m e n t o r  w i t h  

r e s p e c t  to "his m a n n e r s  an d  morals, his c h a r a c t e r  a n d  life" 

(xv, 209). He is thus led to make w h a t  a m o u n t s  to a m o ral
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a f f i r m a t i o n ,  t e m p e r e d  only by a w r y  sense of i n c o n s i s t e n c y .

He a s s e r t s  that if Chad gives up M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  "he

ought to be a s h a m e d  of h i m s e l f "  (xv, 212). This d e c l a r a t i o n

ma rks a r e v o l u t i o n  in his c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  A e s t h e t i c  v a l u e s

have come to r e p r e s e n t  for hi m  u n d e r  the spell of Paris a

sub l i m e  m o r a l  r eality. An d  there can be no d o ubt th at M a d a m e

de V i o n n e t  is, as J a mes s uggests, the m a i n  cause of this 
1v o l t e - f a c e .

The ef f e c t  she has on Strether, t h o u g h  p e r h a p s  rare, is 

by no m e a n s  u nique. In a p a s s a g e  in B e a u c h a m p ' s  Car e e r  G e o r g e  

M e r e d i t h  gives w h a t  is a p e r t i n e n t  a c c o u n t  of "the ideal woma n, 

the w o m a n  of art, w h o s e  be auty, grace, an d wit offer her to 

our c o n t e m p l a t i o n  in an a t m o s p h e r e  above the o r d i n a r y  c o n 

d it i o n s  of the w o r l d . "  His a n a l y s i s  p r o v i d e s  an i l l u m i n a t i n g  

c o m m e n t a r y  on S t r e t h e r ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  M a d a m e  de V ionnet. 

A c c o r d i n g  to M e r e d i t h ,  only Pr a n c e  and G r e e c e  ha ve p r o d u c e d  

"the p e r f e c t  woman, the w o m a n  wh o c o n q u e r s  time, as she c o n q u e r s  

men, by v i r t u e  of the d i v i n i t y  of her blood; and she, as 

little as i l l u s t r i o u s  heroes, is to be j u d g e d  by the laws and 

s t a n d a r d s  of l esser c r e a t u r e s .  In f a s h i o n i n g  her, n a t u r e  and 

art have w o r k e d  t o g e ther: in her, p o e t r y  w a l k s  the earth. The 

q u e s t i o n  of goo d  or bad is e n t i r e l y  to be put aside: it is a

 ̂ N, p. 396.
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r u s t i c * s  i m p e r t i n e n c e  —  a b o u r g e o i s *  v u l g a r i t y .  She is

p r e - e m i n e n t ,  v o i l à  tout. Has she grace and b e a u t y ?  Th en

yo u  are a n s w e r e d ;  su ch p o s s e s s i o n s  are an a s s u r a n c e  th at
1her i n f l u e n c e  in the a g g r e g a t e  m u s t  be for go o d . "  The 

p a s s a g e  has a f u r t h e r  i n t e r e s t  in that it also r e p r e s e n t s  

the p o i n t  of v i e w  of M o n s i e u r  Livret, a m a n  of S t r e t h e r * s  

g e n e r a t i o n ,  "a s c h o l a r l y  little F r e n c h  g e n t leman, g o ing dow n 

the g r e y  slopes of s i x t y  to s e c o n d  c h i l d i s h n e s s "  and occurs 

in the c o n t e x t  of the trip N e vil makes a l o n g  the river in 

the r o w i n g  bo at w i t h  Renee, w h o s e  b e a u t y  has the same k i n d  

of p o w e r  to enchant. T h o u g h  there is no close a n a l o g y  

b e t w e e n  this an d  the river scene at the end of The A m b a s s a d o r s , 

both i n c i d e n t s  are f r a u g h t  w i t h  s i m i l a r  i m p l i c a t i o n s  for the 

b y s t a n d e r  i nvolved.

The ch a n g e  that has t a k e n  place in S t r e t h e r  can be st be 

m e a s u r e d  in the c o n t r a s t  he p r e s e n t s  not onl y  to W a y m a r s h  but 

also to the P o c o c k s  in their total e x p e r i e n c e  of Paris. W a y m a r s h ,  

a f ter p r e l i m i n a r y  sh u d d e r s  on the brink, Sarah, and p a r t i c u l a r l y  

Jim, i m m e r s e  t h e m s e l v e s  f r e e l y  in the i n s t a n t  d e l i g h t s  of the 

city. M o r a l l y  and a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  though, th e y  r e m a i n  u n t o u c h e d  

—  or u n p o l l u t e d ,  as th e y  m i g h t  be more i n c l i n e d  to put it.

The u n c o n s c i o u s  t r a v e s t y  that J i m  p r o v i d e s  of S t r e t h e r * s  d r a m a t i c

George Meredith, Beauchamp's Career (1876), II, 104.
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charge to L i t t l e  Bilham: " ••• I w a n t  to live w h i l e  I a ^

here t o o " (xx, 274), not o n l y  q u e s t i o n s  the v a l u e s  e x p r e s s e d  

in S t r e t h e r * s  o u t b u r s t  but also helps to d e f i n e  the d i f f e r e n c e  

in s e n s i b i l i t y  b e t w e e n  the two men. A l t h o u g h  u n a b l e  to 

f o r m u l a t e  to h i m s e l f  "his b e i n g  c h a n g e d  and queer", S t r e t h e r  

is all the same a c u t e l y  aware of the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n :  "it h a d

ta k e n  place —  the pro c e s s  —  s o m e w h e r e  deep d o wn" (xx, 267).

His sense of the d i f f e r e n c e  comes out in his a t t i t u d e  to his 

friends. He feels towa r d s  s o m e o n e  as i n h i b i t e d  as W a y m a r s h  

in the l i g h t  of his own f r e e d o m  "full of a l l o w a n c e s  and 

c h a r i t i e s  in r e s p e c t  to those c a b i n e d  an d c o n f i n e d "  (xix,254).

He c o m p a r e s  h i m s e l f  h a p p i l y  w i t h  Jim: "he was d i f f e r e n t  fro m

Pocock; he h a d  a f f i r m e d  h i m s e l f  d i f f e r e n t l y ;  a n d  he was held, 

after all, in h i g h e r  este e m "  (xx, 2 72-273). The s m a c k  of 

p r i g g i s h n e s s  and c o m p l a c e n c y  in these d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s  is p e r h a p s  

in e v i t a b l e ;  to be e x p l a i n e d  as a c o n s e q u e n c e  of his own r e c e n t  

c o n v e r s i o n .  T h e y  m a y  well p r o v i d e  an e m o t i o n a l  c o m p e n s a t i o n  for 

those other s e l f - a p p r a i s a l s  as a r e s u l t  of w h i c h  he feels 

d i m i n i s h e d .  E v e n  w i t h  L i t t l e  B i l h a m  he is h u m i l i a t e d  by his 

d i s c o v e r y  that he can l e a r n  m o ral poise fro m  som e o n e  so m u c h  

his junior. There is no d o u b t  that S t r e t h e r  does n e e d  to v i e w  

h i m s e l f  w i t h  a p p r o v a l .  His cr iteria, though, are e x a c t i n g  

an d  owe li t t l e  to the Vb o l l e t t  code.
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The c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  S t r e t h e r  and the N e w  E n g l a n d  

c o n t i n g e n t  is m o s t  ma rked, of course, in their r e a c t i o n s  to 

Chad. W a y m a r s h  and J i m  seem u n a w a r e  of the a e s t h e t i c  m e t a 

m o r p h o s i s  w h i c h  has c h a r m e d  S trether; w h i l e  Sarah, far fro m  

a p p r e c i a t i n g  the change in Chad, p r o n o u n c e s  it w i t h  b e l l i 

g e r e n t  e m p h a s i s  "h i d e o u s "  (xxvii, 365). S t r e t h e r ' s  a t t e m p t  

to e x p l a i n  their m i s t a k e  only a g g r a v a t e s  her a n t a g o n i s m :

"Our g e n e r a l  state of m i n d  had proc e e d e d ,  on its side, f r o m  

our f u n n y  igno r a n c e ,  our f u n n y  m i s c o n c e p t i o n s  and c o n f u s i o n s  —  

from which, since then, an i n e x o r a b l e  tide of l i ght seems to 

have f l o a t e d  us into our p e r h a p s  still f u n n i e r  k n o w l e d g e "

(xxvii, 362). He v i qws his n e w  i n s i g h t  as n o t h i n g  less tha n  

a r e v e l a t i o n ;  this at least is h o w  he d e s c r i b e s  for S a r a h  the
I

i m p r e s s i o n  mad e  on him by M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t ,  He b e c o m e s 

i r r i t a t i n g l y  p r e c i o u s  as he tries to get t h r o u g h  to her: "I

m e a n  ... that she m i g h t  have a f f e c t e d  y o u  b y  her e x q u i s i t e  

a m i a b i l i t y  —  a real r e v e l a t i o n ,  it has s e e m e d  to myself; her 

h i g h  rarity, her d i s t i n c t i o n  of e v e r y  sort (xxvii, 363). But 

S a r a h  clings t e n a c i o u s l y  to their f irst raw a s s u m p t i o n ,  fla u n t s 

it in fact as a c h a l l e n g e :  "Do yo u  c o n s i d e r  her even an a p o l o g y

for a d e c e n t  w o m a n ?  (xxvii, 363)

S a r a h ' s  i m m o v a b i l i t y  h i g h l i g h t s  S t r e t h e r ' s  r e m a r k a b l e  

p ower of a d j u s t i n g  to f r e s h  e x p e r i e n c e .  He m o v e s  t o w a r d s  v i s i o n



(3.0 S"

t h r o u g h  a series of m i s a p p r e h e n s i o n s ,  t r i u m p h a n t l y  d i s c a r d i n g  

one only to r e p l a c e  it w i t h  another. He e x p l a i n s  the p r o c e s s  

for M a ria: "I came out to find m y s e l f  in p r e s e n c e  of n e w  facts

~  facts that have kept s t r i k i n g  me as less and less met b y  

our old r e a s o n s "  (xviii, 246). It is as he v a i n l y  a t t e m p t s  

to a c c o m m o d a t e  the "new fa c t s "  to the "old r e a s o n s "  that m i s 

c o n c e p t i o n s  p r o l i f e r a t e .  His g r a s p  of the facts takes m a n y  

forms: he f r e q u e n t l y  feels a w are of "tr uth s p r e a d i n g  like a 

flood" (xii, 166), and J ames spares the r e a d e r  none of the 

i ronic effect. Chad's " virtuous a t t a c h m e n t "  has s u c c e s s i v e l y  

for S t r e t h e r  two objects, f i r s t  J e a n n e  de V i o n n e t  and then 

her mother. The g rounds for his a s s u m p t i o n s  are u n m i s t a k a b l y  

a e s t h e t i c .  The s ight of Cha d  e s c o r t i n g  "a y o u n g  girl in a 

w h i t e  dress and a s o f t l y  p l u m e d  w h i t e  hat" (xi, 163) at 

G l o r i a n i ' s  p a r t y  b a n i s h e s  all doubt. The s p e c t a c l e  of M a d a m e  

de V i o n n e t  at p r a y e r  in N o tre Dame b o l s t e r s  a d m i r a b l y  his m o s t  

r e c e n t  c o n c l u s i o n  a b o u t  he r c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  Chad: it can o n l y  

be innocent. But he is u n c o n s c i o u s l y  s e l e c t i v e  in his quest for 

truth. His a e s t h e t i c  bias c o m b i n e d  w i t h  his "too i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  

i n n o c e n c e "  (xxxii, 418) b l i n d  h i m  e f f e c t i v e l y .  He fails to

a s s i m i l a t e  w h a t  M a r i a  and L i t t l e  B i l h a m  give him of the truth, 
as for i n s t a n c e  that Chad "isn't u s e d  ... to b e i n g  so good"
(ix, 132). A n d  he fails to seize on the t r i v i a l  but none 
the less d e f i n i t i v e  clues that belie the a p p e a r a n c e s  t h r u s t  
on him. M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t * s  b e t r a y a l  on her p a r t  of
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"a d o m e s t i c a t e d  state" (xv, 201) at Chad's d i n n e r  p a r t y  m a kes 

S t r e t h e r  start bu t does no t give rise to r e f l e c t i o n .  In the 

same w a y  w h e n  Chad d i s p l a y s  towa r d s  her "a k i n d  of u n c o n s c i o u s  

i n s o l e n c e  of p r o p r i e t o r s h i p "  (xix, 262) the t e l l - t a l e  g l i m p s e  

does not lea d  to s p e c u l a t i o n .  But S t r e t h e r ' s  r e a d i n e s s  to 

r e j e c t  d i s c r e d i t e d  views, to s u b s t i t u t e  one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 

the facts for another, h o w e v e r  m i s t a k e n ,  r e v e a l s  a c a p a c i t y  

for v ision. It is an a s p e c t  of that m o r a l  s p o n t a n e i t y  w h i c h  

J a mes p r i z e d  so highly. S t r e t h e r  a c k n o w l e d g e s  f r a n k l y  to 

others as well as to h i m s e l f  the c o l l a p s e  of each f l i m s y  theory, 

b e c o m i n g  in the p r o c e s s  ever more a d ept in d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .

His tal k  w i t h  M a m i e  at the hot el, t h o u g h  o n l y  s u p e r f i c i a l ,  m a kes 

him r e a l i s e  that she ha d  o b s e r v e d  an d p o n d e r e d  the change in 

Chad and that she w a n t s  hi m  no m o r e  tha n  he w a n t s  her (xxv, 338) 

L a t e r  this needs r e v i s i o n  in the light of w h a t  Chad says of 

M a m i e  : " W e l l , I'd like her if s h e'd like me" (xxviii, 377).

W i t h  this a d m i s s i o n  Chad's "k n o w i n g  h o w  to live" begins to 

a c q u i r e  for S t r e t h e r  other, more du bious, c o n n o t a t i o n s .

It is p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  as he i n d u l g e s  that p r a c t i c e  of his 

whicrh does m o s t  to fo s t e r  illusion, to s u s t a i n  the "lie in 

the c h a r m i n g  a f f a i r "  (xxxi, 411), th at S t r e t h e r  d e v e l o p s  the 

p o wer to see. I m e a n  of c o urse his h a b i t  of a p p r o p r i a t i n g
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e x p e r i e n c e  in a e s t h e t i c  form, J a m e s ' s  use in this n o vel

of l a n g u a g e  and i m a g e r y  d r a w n  f r o m  ar t has b e e n  the s u b j e c t

of a n u m b e r  of studies w h i c h  make d e t a i l e d  t r e a t m e n t  he re

s u p e r f l u o u s .  ̂ But it is n e c e s s a r y  to note the p a r t i c u l a r

use he m akes of these d e v i c e s  to s u g g e s t  the q u a l i t y  of

S t r e t h e r ' s  v i s i o n  and its s i g n i f i c a n c e  in his total e v a l u a t i o n

of e x p e r i e n c e .  James gives us s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  w h a t  S t r e t h e r

sees an d w h a t  he makes of w h a t  he sees, the d i s p a r i t y  b e t w e e n

the two s u p p l y i n g  his a p p r e c i a t i o n  as , s t o r y t e l l e r  of this

process. S t r e t h e r ' s  bent for s h a p i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  into p i c t u r e s

can be seen in R o w l a n d  and also in Isabel, w h o s e  thoughts,

James tells us, could evoke "a m u l t i t u d e  of i n t e r e s t i n g
2pi c t u r e s  .... both l a n d s c a p e s  and figure p i e c e s . "  In all 

of th em it is an e x p r e s s i o n  of the a r t i s t ' s  i m p u l s e  to c reate 

form fr o m  the farr a g o  of life. D e n i e d  an o b j e c t i v e  medium,  

each is led to w o r k  in life. A g a i n  aid a g a i n  p e o p l e  and 

things fuse in S t r e t h e r ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n  to make a pict u r e :  a 

p o r t rait, a l andscape, an interior, a still life or a c o m b i n 

a t i o n  of these. It is a s t r i c t l y  s e l e c t i v e  p r o c e s s  an d his N e w

 ̂ See e s p e c i a l l y  E d w i n  T. Bowden, T he Themes of H e n r y  
J a mes (lale, 1956); V i o l a  H opkins, "Visual Ar t  D e v i c e s  and 
P a r a l l e l s  in the F i c t i o n  of H e n r y  James", an d W i l l i a m  M. Gibson, 
" M e t a p h o r  in the Plot of The A m b a s s a d o r s ", both p r i n t e d  in 
M o d e r n  J u d g e m e n t s :  H e n r y  J a m e s , ed, T o n y  Tanner (1968).

^ The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  (1881), II, 148.
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E n g l a n d  f r i e n d s  s c a r c e l y  ever f i gure as s ubjects: t h e y  offer  

no cue to his i m a g i n a t i o n .  H o w e v e r  there is the view, r e c a l l e d  

from his W o o l l e t t  days, of Mrs. N e w s o m e  in the guise of Q u e e n  

E l i z a b e t h .  W h a t e v e r  this i m p r e s s i o n  h a d  once m e a n t  for 

Strether, in its r e c o l l e c t e d  for m  it is fe lt o n l y  as a n u d g e  

from his c o n s c i e n c e .  It is like his other p i c t u r e s  in that  

it c o m m u n i c a t e s  a truth, but it is not a source of a e s t h e t i c  

s a t i s f a c t i o n :  he is not i n c l i n e d  to savour it.

The p i c t o r i a l  p o t e n t i a l i t y  of the de V i o n n e t s  is s u g g e s t e d  

at their f i r s t  a p p e a r a n c e .  S t r e t h e r  a n t i c i p a t e s  that at 

G l o r i a n i ' s  p a r t y  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  and her d a u g h t e r  will 

p r o b a b l y  be "on v i e w "  (x, 143) to h i m , but he is not made 

u n e a s y  by the e l e m e n t  of s h o w m a n s h i p  thus i m p u t e d  to Chad.

He gazes at J e a n n e  "as at a p i c t u r e "  (xi, 164) and on a n o t h e r  

o c c a s i o n  e n v i s a g e s  her as "a f a i n t  pa s t e l  in an oval f r ame"

(xiv, 191). The r o m a n t i c  aur a  w i t h  w h i c h  he i nvests her 

i n h i b i t s  d i r e c t  d e a l i n g  an d  he r e c o i l s  fro m  the n o t i o n  of her 

h a v i n g  "a y o u n g  man": "one d i d n ' t  treat such a p e r s o n  as a

m a i d s e r v a n t  s u s p e c t e d  of a ' f o llower'" (xiv, 192). It is on 

J e a n n e ' s  a c c o u n t  in fact that Strether, i n s t e a d  of d e t a c h i n g  

h i m s e l f  fro m  the de V i o n n e t  cause, c o n t r i v e s  o n l y  to c o n n e c t  

h i m s e l f  mor e  closely. The i m p r e s s i o n  made by M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t
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on the same o c c a s i o n  exists as a p o r t r a i t  in its own r i ght 

~  a p o r t r a i t  rich in subtle c olours and t e x t ures. It 

r e p r e s e n t s  S t r e t h e r * s  idea of her as the femme du monde: he 

sees he r h e a d  as "a n o t i o n  of the antique, on an old, p r e c i o u s  

medal, some si l v e r  coin of the R e n a i s s a n c e "  ( x v , 200). Such 

an image, a l o o f  fr o m  f l esh and b l o o d  i m p l i c a t i o n s ,  enables 

hi m  to see her as C l e o p a t r a  w i t h o u t  so m u c h  as a qualm.

His m o s t  f e r v e n t  m o m e n t s  of e x p e r i e n c e  have this i n t e n s e  

p i c t o r i a l  quality. There is his ddj euner w i t h  M a d a m e  de

V i o n n e t  w i t h  its touches of co l o u r  l a m b e n t  in the clear air,

r e m i n i s c e n t  of a R e n o i r .  ̂ He no longer feels the n e e d  to j u s t i f y

w h a t  he is doing: he "saw r e a s o n s  e n o u g h  in the mere w a y  the

bright, clean, o r d e r e d  w a t e r - s i d e  life came in at the open

w i n d o w "  (xvi, 222). For an hour at least S t r e t h e r ' s  "proper

field", like an I m p r e s s i o n i s t  p a i n t e r ' s ,  has b e c o m e  " s i m p l y  
2the actu a l " .  There is too his vigil in Chad's rooms w i t h  

"the g r e a t  flare of the l i g h t e d  city, r i s i n g  high, s p e n d i n g  

i t s e l f  afar", as a b a c k - d r o p  for "the m e l l o w e s t  l a m p l i g h t  

and the e a s i e s t  chair ... p l a c e d  at his d i s p o s a l  by B a p t i s t e  

—  s u b t l e s t  of servants; the novel h a l f  uncut, the novel

 ̂ F.O, M a t t h i  ess en m a kes this p o i n t  in H e n r y  J a mes: The 
M a j o r  Phase ( Galaxy Books, 1963), p. 34.

^ H e n r y  James, "The I m p r e s s i o n i s t s ,  187 6 , "  r e p r i n t e d  in 
The P a i n t e r ' s  E y e , p. 114.



l e m o n - c o l o u r e d  and tender, w i t h  the i v o r y  k n i f e  a t h w a r t  it 

like a d a g g e r  in a c o n t a d i n a ' s  hair ..." (xxviii, 367). The 

s u p e r l a t i v e s  " m e llowest", "easiest", "subtlest", and the 

i n c o n g r u i t y  of the e p i t h e t  "tender" and of the final simile 

f u r n i s h  a c r i t i c a l  c o u n t e r p o i n t  to a r i c h l y  e v o c a t i v e  c o m p o s 

ition.

The s e t t i n g s  in w h i c h  his su b j e c t s  move are an i n t e g r a l  

part of S t r e t h e r * s  p i c t u r e s  and c o n t r i b u t e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  to 

the total effect. This is es p e c i a l l y ,  but not e x c l u s i v e l y ,  

true of M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t .  "He l i k e d  the p l a c e  she l i v e d  in, 

the p i c t u r e  that, each time, s q u a r e d  itself, large and hig h  

and clear a r o u n d  her: e v e r y  o c c a s i o n  of s e e i n g  it was a p l e a s u r e  

of a d i f f e r e n t  sh a d e "  (xxxii, 4 1 8 - 4 1 9 ) .  His f i r s t  v i s i t  in 

the rue de B e l l e c h a s s e  speaks to him of an a n c i e n t  t r a d i t i o n  

of c h e r i s h e d  values, of b e a u t i f u l  p a s s i v i t y  "under the spell 

of t r a n s m i s s i o n "  (xiii, 180). He notes signs of a fine d i s c r i m 

i n a t i o n  at work. These i m p r e s s i o n s  ha ve for h i m  a moral  

meani n g ,  an air of "supreme r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  the c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  

small, still, reserved, but none the less d i s t i n c t  and d i f f u s e d ,  

of p r i v a t e  h o n o u r "  (xiii, 181). They fuse to mak e  a p i c t u r e  

e l o q u e n t  at its c entre w i t h  an i n t e n s e  s t i l l n e s s ,  felt mor e 

s h a r p l y  by c o n t r a s t  w i t h  the h i n t  of h o m e l y  a c t i v i t y  beyond:

She wa s seated, near the fire, on a small s t u f f e d



and f r i n g e d  chair, one of the few m o d e r n  a r t i c l e s  
in the room; an d she l e a n e d  bac k  in it w i t h  her 
hands c l a s p e d  in her lap and no m o v e m e n t , in all 
her person, but the fine, p r o m p t  p l a y  of her deep 
y o u n g  face. The fire, u n d e r  the low w h i t e  marble, 
u n d r a p e d  and a c a d emic, h a d  b u r n t  down to the silver  
ashes of light w o o d  ; one of the w indows, at a 
dis t a n c e ,  s t o o d  open to the m i l d n e s s  an d s t i llness, 
out of which, in the s h ort pau ses, came the f a int  
sound, p l e a s a n t  and homely, a l m o s t  rustic, of a 
p l a s h  and a c l a t t e r  of sabots from some c o a c h - h o u s e  
on the other side of the court, (xiii, 182)

S u c h  i m m o b i l i t y  is no t to be m i s t a k e n  for the f i x i t y  w h i c h

c h a r a c t e r i s e s  M r s . N e w s o m e  and Mrs. Pocock. There is n o t h i n g

in it of the d e f e n s i v e  or h ostile. M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t ' s

s t i l l n e s s  is the r e l a x e d  and r e c e p t i v e  s t i l l n e s s  w h i c h  b e l o n g s

to c o n t e m p l a t i o n .  B e c a u s e  it is r e a d i l y  r e s p o n s i v e  it can

c o m m u n i c a t e  immediately. S t r e t h e r  k n ows at once that she is

one of t h ose rare w o m e n  "whose v e r y  pre s e n c e ,  look, voice,

the mer e  c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s  fact of w h o m  ... ma d e  a r e l a t i o n

of mere r e c o g n i t i o n "  (xiii, 185). Her s t i l l n e s s  m o r e o v e r

s u g g e s t s  the m e ans by w h i c h  p e r p e t u a l  v a l u e s  are p r e s e r v e d

and h a n d e d  d o w n  from one g e n e r a t i o n  to the next. It has in

fact the stasis of art.

S t r e t h e r * s  f i r s t  s i ght of Cha d's h o use is s i m i l a r l y  e x p r e s 

sive . It e m b a r r a s s e s  h i m  by its elegance, c o m p e l l i n g  his 

a d m i r a t i o n .  He soon makes out that its p e c u l i a r  q uality, a 

q u a l i t y  " p r o d u c e d  by m e a s u r e  an d balance, the fine r e l a t i o n



of part to part and space to space, was p r o b a b l y  —  a i d e d  

by the p r e s e n c e  of o r n a m e n t  as p o s i t i v e  as it was discreet, 

and by the c o m p l e x i o n  of the stone, a cold, fair gray, 

w a r m e d  a n d  p o l i s h e d  a little by life —  n e i t h e r  mor e  nor 

less tha n  a case of d i s t i n c t i o n ,  such a case as he c o u l d 

o n l y  feel, u n e x p e c t e d l y ,  as a sort of d e l i v e r e d  c h a l l e n g e "  

(v, 72-73). This a n t i c i p a t e s  v i v i d l y  the i m p r e s s i o n  that 

Chad h i m s e l f  is to mak e  on St r e t h e r ,  an i m p r e s s i o n  later to 

be a n a l y s e d  in s e n s u o u s  and a e s t h e t i c  terms. There is an 

o bvious c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  of q u a l i t i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  of form 

a nd t extur e :

... that he was s m o o t h  was as m a r k e d  as in the taste 
of a sauce or in the rub. of a hand. The e f f e c t  of 
it was g e n e r a l  —  it h a d  r e t o u c h e d  his features, 
d r a w n  them w i t h  a c l e a n e r  line. It h a d  c l e a r e d  his 
eyes and s e t t l e d  his c o l o u r  and p o l i s h e d  his fine 
s q uare t e e t h  —  the m a i n  o r n a m e n t  of his face; and 
at the same time that it h a d  g i v e n  him a for m  and a 
s urface, aknost a design, it h a d  t o n e d  his voice, 
e s t a b l i s h e d  his accent, e n c o u r a g e d  his smile to more 
p l a y  and his other m o t i o n s  to l e ss." (viii, 112-113)

It is h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  t h e n  that C had's w a y  w i t h  his sis t e r

and her f a m i l y  s h o u l d  later a f f e c t  S t r e t h e r  "as he m i g h t

have b e e n  a f f e c t e d  by some light, ple a s a n t ,  p e r f e c t  w o r k  of

art" (xx, 270). The fact that it is the e x t e r i o r  of the

ho u s e  and not the i n t e r i o r  w h i c h  f u r n i s h e s  S t r e t h e r  w i t h
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this i m p r e s s i o n  of C h a d  u n d e r l i n e s  his s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  to 

a p p e a r a n c e s  a n d  also s u p p l i e s  u s e f u l  c o m m e n t  on C had's 

n a t u r e . The c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on s y m m e t r y ,  o r n a m e n t  and

p o l i s h  is m o r e  t h a n  e n o u g h  to a l e r t  the r e a d e r  at once to

s o m e t h i n g  s p e c i o u s  in suc h  an a p p e a l .

The d a y  S t r e t h e r  s p ends in th e  c o u n t r y  is a s u p e r l a t i v e

d e m o n s t r a t i o n  of his b e n t  for e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h ings p i c t o r i a l l y .  

On this o c c a s i o n  he sets out d e l i b e r a t e l y  to r e c a p t u r e  the 

g l a m o u r  of a small L a m b i n e t  t h a t  h a d  mad e  a d e e p  i m p r e s s i o n  

on h i m  y e a r s  b e f o r e  at a B o s t o n  art d e a l e r ' s .  The p r o c e s s  

he e n g a g e s  in is m a d e  q u i t e  e x p l i c i t :  the a r t e f a c t  he aims 

to c r e a t e  is to be the p i c t u r e  he h a d  y e a r n e d  to buy. He 

sees h i m s e l f  b e f o r e h a n d  a s s i s t i n g  at "the r e s t o r a t i o n  to 

n a t u r e "  no t  jus t  of the p i c t u r e  but of the total e x p e r i e n c e .

He is wel l  a w a r e  tha t  he w o u l d  no t  w i s h  to see the o r i g i n a l  

a g ain: that m i g h t  i n v i t e  d i s i l l u s i o n .  The r e m e m b e r e d  c h a r m  

n o w  lies m o r e  in the r o m a n c e  of the o c c a s i o n  —  "the o n l y  

a d v e n t u r e  of his life in c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  the p u r c h a s e  of a 

w o r k  of ar t "  (xxx, 397). All t h r o u g h  t h e  d a y  he is k e e n l y  

a l i v e  to the f r ame w h i c h  m u s t  c o n t a i n  the e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  he 

r e m a i n s  —  at l e a s t  u n t i l  e v e n i n g  —  " s u f f i c i e n t l y "  in c o m m a n d  

of the scene. Things go w e l l :  n o t  once does he o v e r s t e p  the
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e n c l o s i n g  lines of the g i l t  frame: "the p o p l a r s  a n d  w i l l o w s ,

the r e eds a n d  r i v e r  ••• fell into a c o m p o s i t i o n ,  full of 

f e l i c i t y ,  w i t h i n  t h e m  ; the sk y  was s i l v e r  a n d  t u r q u o i s e  a n d  

v a r n i s h ;  the v i l l a g e  o n  the left was w h i t e  a n d  the c h u r c h  

on the r i g h t  was g r a y ; it was all there, in s h o r t  —  it wa s 

w h a t  he w a n t e d  : it was Treraont S treet, it was P r ance, it 

was L a m b i n e t .  M o r e o v e r  he was f r e e l y  w a l k i n g  a b o u t  in it" 

(xxx, 398). In a m u c h  q u o t e d  p a s s a g e  f r o m  a l e t t e r  to H.G, 

W e l l s  J a m e s  was to w r i t e  : "It is art that m a k e s  life,

m a k e s  i n t e r e s t ,  m a k e s  i m p o r t a n c e ,  for our c o n s i d e r a t i o n  and 

a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h e s e  t hings, a n d  I k n o w  of no s u b s t i t u t e  

w h a t e v e r  for the f o r c e  and b e a u t y  of its p r o c e s s . " ^  In this 

e p i s o d e  we w a t c h  S t r e t h e r  s a v o u r i n g  this "force a n d  b e a u t y "  

to t h e  full.

Bu t  his a r t e f a c t  is no t  j u s t  a p i c t u r e ;  it b e c o m e s  b e f o r e  

the d a y  is out m o r e  t r u l y  a m i s e  en s c à n e , v i v i d  w i t h  his 

own drama. P a r t  of its c h a r m  a f t e r  all is tha t  "he was f r e e l y  

w a l k i n g  a b o u t  in it ." He m a k e s  out for h i m s e l f  t h a t  "it wa s 

e s s e n t i a l l y ,  mo r e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  else, a s c ene a n d  a stage, 

tha t  the v e r y  air of the p l a y  was in the r u s t l e  of the w i l l o w s  

and the to ne of the sky" (xxx, 403). This l a t e n t  s e n s e  of 

d r a m a  e n h a n c e s  for S t r e t h e r  the l u x u r y  of the e x p e r i e n c e ;  it

 ̂ Lubbock, II, 508.



is in f a c t  p a r t  of its spell. This is by no m e a n s  the 

f i r s t  time tha t  he has the s e n s e  of p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in a 

drama. R i g h t  at the b e g i n n i n g  of his a d v e n t u r e  he h a d  

s e e n  the a f f a i r  he h a d  come to l o o k  into as " Chad's own 

p r i v a t e  s t a g e "  (v, 66). W i t h i n  a f e w  w e e k s  he finds

h i m s e l f  w i t h  his own role to p l a y  in a p i e c e  w h i c h  has 

C h a d  an d  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  for its c h i e f  c h a r a c t e r s .  The 

scene e n a c t e d  b e f o r e  W a y m a r s h  a n d  Mrs, P o c o c k  w h e n  M a d a m e  

de V i o n n e t  pa ys her m o r n i n g  call shows S t r e t h e r  f u l l y  

i n v o l v e d  in the dram a. He feels t h e n  "as if t h e y  w e r e  

a r r a n g e d ,  g a t h e r e d  for a p e r f o r m a n c e ,  the p e r f o r m a n c e  of 

'E u r o p e ' by his c o n f e d e r a t e  a n d  h i m s e l f .  Well, the p e r f o r m 

ance c o u l d  o n l y  go on" ( x x i , 289). T h o u g h  he has a p a r t  in

the drama, his rol e  is e s s e n t i a l l y  a p a s s i v e  one ; he n e v e r  

feels he has the p o w e r  to m a n i p u l a t e  a n d  c o n t r o l  the a c t i o n  

as, for i n s t a n c e ,  M a g g i e  does in The G o l d e n  B o w l . As she 

gazes at the g r o u p  in the d r a w i n g - r o o m  f r o m  the t e r r a c e  at 

P a wns she is a c u t e l y  a w a r e  of "all the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  she 

c o n t r o l l e d " ;  she has the sense th at " t h e y  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  

f i g u r e s  r e h e a r s i n g  some p l a y  of w h i c h  she h e r s e l f  was the

a u t h o r ." T h o u g h  i n i t i a t i v e  of this k i n d  does not r e s t  w i t h

S t r e t h e r  he does c o m b i n e  the job of a c t o r  w i t h  tha t  of critic,

 ̂ The Golden Bowl (1905), p. 454.
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s c r u t i n i s i n g  the p e r f o r m a n c e  put up b o t h  b y  h i m s e l f  an d  

oth ers. He tells C h a d  on one o c c a s i o n :  "it's d o u b t l e s s

m y  p e r f o r m a n c e  t h at's a b s u r d "  (xxviii, 374). The i l l u s i o n s  

of the d r a m a  hav e  of c o u r s e  for S t r e t h e r  an i m m e d i a t e  

r e a l i t y .  At the L o n d o n  t h e a t r e  he ha d  i n s t a n t l y  s e e n  a 

w o r l d  in w h i c h  "the f i g u r e s  a n d  f a ces in the st a l l s  w e r e  

i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e  w i t h  those on the s t a g e "  (iv, 40); he is 

u n a b l e  to decide w h i c h  are m o s t  real, a c t o r s  or a u d i e n c e .

For S t r e t h e r  as for the y o u n g  J a m e s  "the h o u s e  of life an d  

the p a l a c e  of art / b e c o m ^ /  ... m i x e d  a n d  i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e . "

W h a t  he ha s come to t h i n k  of as "the p l a y  a n d  the c h a r a c t e r s "  

(xxx, 403) s e e m  to b e l o n g  in his L a m b i n e t  l a n d s c a p e  : t h e y  

o f f e r  t h e m s e l v e s  a l m o s t  i n e v i t a b l y .  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  f i g u r e s  

e a r l y  in the scene. S t r e t h e r 's c o m p l a c e n c y  at h a v i n g  a r r i v e d  

at a n e w  f o o t i n g  w i t h  her i r r a d i a t e s  his a f t e r n o o n .  As the 

d a y  c o mes to its c l i m a x  in the c o u r t  of the C heval Blanc 

s cene a n d  d r a m a  fu se w i t h  the e f f e c t  of r e v e l a t i o n .  The 

p r o p e r t i e s  of the in n s u d d e n l y  b e c o m e  a l m o s t  s y m b o l i c ;  in 

the m  he sees the q u i n t e s s e n c e  of his E u r o p e a n  e x p e r i e n c e .  

T r i u m p h a n t l y  he m a k e s  out tha t  "in these p l a c e s  suc h  t h i n g s  

were, an d  tha t  if it was in t h e m  one e l e c t e d  to m o v e  about,  

one h a d  to m a k e  one's a c c o u n t  w i t h  w h a t  one l i g h t e d  on" ( x x x , 403)1

 ̂ A Small Boy and Others (1913), p. 366.
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S u c h  an i n f e r e n c e  seems to c r o w n  not o n l y  the d a y  but 

his w h o l e  a d v e n t u r e .  As once b e f o r e  at G l o r i a n i ' s  p a r t y  

S t r e t h e r  is n o t  c o n t e n t  to e n j o y  the a p p e a r a n c e  for i t s e l f  

in L i t t l e  B i l h a m 's w i s e  s p i r i t  of a g n o s t i c i s m .  He g r a s p s  

at it as an i n t i m a t i o n  of the real. J a m e s ' s  i r o n y  i n d i c a t e s  

the f r a i l t y  of S t r e t h e r 's c o n f i d e n c e  here, b a s e d  as it is on 

n o t h i n g  m o r e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  a f t e r  all t h a n  the m e n u  for d i n n e r  ; 

"the p i c t u r e  an d  the p l a y  s e e m e d  s u p r e m e l y  to m e l t  t o g e t h e r  

in the g o o d  w o m a n ' s  b r o a d  s k e t c h  of w h a t  she c o u l d  do for 

her v i s i t o r ' s  a p p e t i t e "  (xxx, 4 0 3 - 4 0 4 ) .  O n l y  m i n u t e s  l a t e r  

we see h i m  g r a p p l i n g  wit h  the d i s c o n c e r t i n g  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of 

his " text" as "the r i g h t  t h i n g "  d r i f t s  into his ken. W i t h  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r e a d i n e s s  he r e c o m p o s e s  his p i c t u r e  to 

a s s i m i l a t e  it, o n l y  to see life at las t  e x p l o d e  his idyll.

He c o n f r o n t s  for the f i r s t  ti me the b e g u i l i n g  lie an d  b e g i n s  

to s o u n d  the "deep, d e e p  t r u t h  of the i n t i m a c y  r e v e a l e d "

( x x x i , 413).

T h r o u g h o u t  the n o v e l  we see S t r e t h e r  m o v i n g ,  as he 

e n v i s a g e s  for h i m s e l f , " a s  in a g a l l e r y ,  f r o m  c l e v e r  c a n v a s  

to c l e v e r  c a n v a s "  (xxxii, 420), o b s c u r e l y  c o n f i d e n t  that "the 

spell of his l u x u r y  w o u l d n ' t  be b r o k e n . "  E a c h  c a n v a s  is 

S t r e t h e r 's own a r t e f a c t ,  a u n i q u e  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  of e x p e r i e n c e .  

J o h n  D e w e y  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  "to p e r c e i v e ,  a b e h o l d e r  m u s t
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1c r e a t e  his own e x p e r i e n c e . "  This is just w h a t  S t r e t h e r

does, s e l e c t i n g  and a r r a n g i n g  as f a s t i d i o u s l y  as a n y

a r t i s t .  W i t h  h i m  t h o u g h  th e  p r o c e s s  is l a r g e l y  u n c o n s c i o u s ,

s e r v i n g  not to c o m m u n i c a t e  an idea but to s a t i s f y  a d e e p

p e r s o n a l  need. His g a l l e r y  of p i c t u r e s  is the y outh, the

life that he has m i s s e d .  The c r e a t i v e  i m p u l s e  he bri n g s  to

e x p e r i e n c e  has all the i n t e n s i t y  of I s a b e l ' s  a n d  M a g g i e

V e r v e r ' s .  I s a b e l  sets out to mak e  h e r s e l f  in h e r  i m age of

a g r e a t  lady, M a g g i e  to mak e  her m a r r i a g e  w i t h  A m e r i g o .

R i c h a r d  P o i r i e r  sees I s a b e l ' s  a t t e m p t  at s e l f - c r e a t i o n  as

"the i m p u l s e  w h i c h  m a k e s  her into a k i n d  of n o v e l i s t  of her
2ow n e x p e r i e n c e . "  To so me e x t e n t  all J a m e s ' s  s e n s i t i v e  

c h a r a c t e r s  w h o  are no t o v e r t l y  a r t i s t s  m a y  be c a l l e d  n o v e l 

ists in this sense. This is p a r t i c u l a r l y  tr ue of t h o s e  w h o  

b e c a u s e  t h e y  h a v e  a " c e r t a i n  h i g h  l u c i d i t y "  r e f l e c t  for us 

the d r a m a  in w h i c h  t h e y  f i g u r e .  It is p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  

are n o t  p r o d u e t i v e  a r t i s t s  like N i c k  a n d  M i r i a m , i n t e n t  on 

t h e i r  work, that t h e y  are free to e x p r e s s  J a m e s ' s  sense of 

life as a c r e a t i v e  a d v e n t u r e ,  w h a t  D a v i d  G a l l o w a y  calls a 

"quest for m e a n i n g  t h r o u g h  f o r m . "  G a l l o w a y  finds a l i k e n e s s  

b e t w e e n  I s a b e l ' s  q u e s t  an d  J a m e s ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t  as an a r t i s t  

—  his s e a r c h  for a f o r m  t h a t  w o u l d  "most a c c u r a t e l y  e m b o d y

 ̂ A r t  as E x p e r i e n c e  (1934), p. 54.
2 The Comic Sense of Henry James (i960), p. 224.
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the e t h i c a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  w h i c h  w e r e  the s u b s t a n c e  of all
1his bes t  f i c t i o n , "  S t r e t h e r  w h o  has also b e e n  v i e w e d  by-

r e a d e r s  as a p e r s o n a  for J a m e s  h i m s e l f  is e q u a l l y  e n g r o s s e d

in the p u r s u i t  of m e a n i n g  t h r o u g h  f o r m . In t r y i n g  to s h ape

life a e s t h e t i c a l l y  he is c o n c e r n e d  like the a r t i s t  to r e f i n e

and e x p r e s s  his p e r c e p t i o n  of w h a t  P.R. L e a v i s  calls " r e l a t i v e  
2i m p o r t a n c  e s ,"

S t r e t h e r 's c o m p o s i t i o n s ,  i l l u s i o n s  t h o u g h  t h e y  m a y  be, y e t  

e x p r e s s  d i m l y  s o m e t h i n g  of the truth. The two i mages of
3M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  that I q u o t e d  a b o v e  are g o o d  e x a m p l e s .  In 

N o t r e  D a m e  S t r e t h e r  h a d  s e e n  her as the h e r o i n e  of a s t o r y  

" r e n e w i n g  her coura g e ,  r e n e w i n g  her c l e a r n e s s . "  He enjoys 

his i m p r e s s i o n  w i t h o u t  p o n d e r i n g  the i m p l i c a t i o n s  eve n  a f t e r  

he has i d e n t i f i e d  her. But the r e a d e r  b e c o m e s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  

a w a r e  of M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t ' s  n e e d  for c o u r a g e  a n d  c l e a r n e s s  

as Ch a d ' s  w i s h  to be ri d  of her g r a d u a l l y  e m e r g e s . S t r e t h e r ^ s  

last v i e w  of her as M a d a m e  R o l a n d  is, w h e n  all is s a i d  a n d  

done, a tr ue e v o c a t i o n  of her t ragic p l i g h t  as a k i n d  of 

d i s c a r d e d  E g e r i a . E v e n  the "text" w h i c h  comes as the c l i m a x  

of his 1 i v e d - o u t  L a m b i n e t  is v a l i d  enough. The d e l u s i o n  lies 

in his p r e m a t u r e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of it. W h e n  he ca me to r e v i s e

 ̂ H e n r y  J a m e s :  The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  (1967), p. 60 
2 In his essay, "James as Criti c " ,  in H e n r y  J a m e s  :S e l e c t e d  

L i t e r a r y  C r i t i c i s m , ed. M o r r i s  S h a p i r a  ( P e r e g r i n e B o o k s , 1 9 6 8 )  
p. 19.

3 See above pp, KjCj - 200.



The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y  for the N e w  Y o r k  e d i t i o n  J a m e s  was 

at p a ins to s h o w  in I sabel the same i n t u i t i v e  g r a s p  of the 

t r u t h  and her f a i l u r e  too to make it m e a n i n g f u l .  I m p r e s s e d  

by M a d a m e  M e r l e ' s  c l a s s i c a l l y  arranged hair, she c o m p a r e s  

her to a Bust, "a J u n o  or a N i o b e " , ^  U n d e r s t a n d a b l y  p e r h a p s , 

the i m p l i c a t i o n s  es c a p e  her. As wel l  as b e i n g  a m o d e l  of 

p e r f e c t  w o m a n h o o d  a n d  the g u a r d i a n  s p i r i t  of w o m e n  J u n o  

f i g u r e s  also, in The T e m p e s t  at least, as the p a t r o n e s s  of 

m a r r i a g e .  This is a role that M a d a m e  M e r l e  c e r t a i n l y  fills 

in I s a b e l ' s  life. N i o b e  as the e p i t o m e  of the b e r e f t  

m o t h e r  is a s i m i l a r l y  l o a d e d  image.

The l i g h t  w h i c h  b r e a k s  on S t r e t h e r  at the Ch e v a l  Blanc  

r e v e a l i n g  the l i a i s o n  for w h a t  it is d i s s i p a t e s  i l l u s i o n  at 

last. His a b i l i t y  to a s s i m i l a t e  the lie, to come to t e rms 

w i t h  the d e c e p t i o n  i n v o l v e d ,  b e ars w i t n e s s  to the v i s i o n  he 

has d e v e l o p e d .  He n o w  r e c o g n i s e s  that "he h a d  r e a l l y  b e e n  

trying, all alo ng, to s u p p o s e  n o t h i n g "  (xxxi, 413). He 

almost b l u s h e s  for the w a y  "he h a d  d r e s s e d  the p o s s i b i l i t y  in 

v a g u e n e s s ,  as a p r a t t l i n g  l i t t l e  girl m i g h t  hav e  d r e s s e d  he r 

d o l l . "  This image w i t h  its s u g g e s t i o n  of i n g e n u o u s n e s s  a n d  

m a k e - b e l i e v e  is a p o i n t e d  c o m m e n t  on the n a t u r e  of S t r o t h e r ' s  

i l l u s i o n .  It is e n d o r s e d  by M a r i a  who tells h i m  : "What I

see, w h a t  I saw ... is tha t  y o u  d r e s s e d  up e v e n  the v i r t u e "  

(xxxiv, 439). W i t h  his n e w  i n s i g h t  S t r e t h e r  ca n a c c e p t  "t h e i r
I The Portrait of a Lady (1908), I, 249.



e m i n e n t  lie, C h a d ' s  and h e r s , "  as "such an i n e v i t a b l e  t r i b u t e  

to g o o d  t a ste as he c o u l d n ' t  hav e  w i s h e d  t h e m  not to r e n d e r "  

(xxxii, 423). He c o n f r o n t s  a n d  i d e n t i f i e s  the u g l i n e s s  but  

does not a l l o w  it to rule his j u d g e m e n t .  He is i n t e n s e l y  

a l i v e  n o w  to M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t ' s  p o w e r s  of t r a n s m u t a t i o n .  He 

n o tes that "as she p r e s e n t e d  t h i n g s  the u g l i n e s s  —  g o o d n e s s  

k n e w  w h y  —  w e n t  out of t h e m  ; n o n e  the less too that she 

c o u l d  p r e s e n t  them, w i t h  an a r t  of h e r  own, by no t so m u c h  

as t o u c h i n g  t h e m . "  He sees t h a t  the b a sis of w h a t  he calls 

his " f l i g h t s "  was no t  j u s t  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t ' s  p e r s o n a l  

b e a u t y  but "her b e a u t y  of e v e r y t h i n g "  (xxxiv, 439). That her  

grace m i g h t  be a c c o m p l i s h e d  a r t i s t r y  is r e a l l y  i r r e l e v a n t .

N e w  r e c o g n i t i o n s  c r o w d  in on h i m  d u r i n g  his last v i s i t  

to he r o T h e r e  is no d i m i n u t i o n  at all in her a e s t h e t i c  a p p e a l  ; 

she is still "as m u c h  as ever the f i n e s t  an d  s u b t l e s t  c r e a t u r e ,  

the h a p p i e s t  a p p a r i t i o n ,  it h a d  b e e n  g i v e n  him, in all his 

years, to m e e t "  ( x x x i i i , 429). Ye t he can n o w  c o - o r d i n a t e  

w i t h  this e v a l u a t i o n  the r e a l i t y  that faces him: the s i g h t  

of M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  "as v u l g a r l y  t r o u b l e d ,  in v e r y  truth, 

as a m a i d s e r v a n t  c r y i n g  for he r y o u n g  m a n . " The i n s i g h t  he 

has g a i n e d  is i m p l i c i t l y  m e a s u r e d  by this c o m p a r i s o n .  E a r l i e r  

he h a d  b a u l k e d  at the n o t i o n  of a s s o c i a t i n g  J e a n n e  w i t h  the 

w a y s  of a m a i d s e r v a n t .  W h a t  J a m e s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  calls S t r e t h e r 's
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" s h a r p e s t  p e r c e p t i o n  ye t "  a m o u n t s  to a m o d u l a t i o n  of those  

v a l u e s  e m b o d i e d  for h i m  by M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t .  It is 

" a l m o s t  a p p a l l i n g ,  that a c r e a t u r e  so fine c o u l d  be, by 

m y s t e r i o u s  f orces, a c r e a t u r e  so e x p l o i t e d "  ( x x x i i i , 428).

His sense of this tragic i n c o n g r u i t y  issues in a ne w  u n d e r 

s t a n d i n g  of life. He b e c o m e s  c o n s c i o u s  of "some v a g u e  

i n w a r d  i r o n y  in the p r e s e n c e  of such a fine, free r a n g e  of 

b l iss an d  b a l e "  (xxxiii, 429). L i o n e l  Trilling's c o m m e n t  

on H y a c i n t h  R o b i n s o n  is a p p o s i t e  here. He says of him:

" n ever ... is he so s e n s i t i v e  to the s o r d i d  life of the
-|

mass of m a n k i n d  as a f t e r  he has h a d  the r e v e l a t i o n  of a r t . "

S t r e t h e r 's e n j o y m e n t  of the l u x u r y  of a r t , an d  the i l l u s i o n

i n v o l v e d  w o r k s  in the same w a y .  J a m e s  was c e r t a i n l y  d i s p o s e d
2to see i l l u s i o n s  as s o m e t i m e s  n e c e s s a r y  a n d  e v e n  l u c r a t i v e .

He shares, in fact, J o h n  D e w e y ' s  v i e w  th at "the m o r a l  f u n c t i o n  

of art i t s e l f  is to r e m o v e  p r e j u d i c e ,  do a w a y  w i t h  the sc a l e s  

that k e e p  the eye fro m  seeing, tear a w a y  the v e i l s  due to
3w o n t  an d  custom, p e r f e c t  the p o w e r  to p e r c e i v e . "  S t r e t h e r  

n o w  takes a n e w  v i e w  of Chad. The "famous k n o w i n g  h o w  to 

live" (xxxi, 412) has a d i f f e r e n t  m e a n i n g .  At the Cheval

 ̂ The L i b e r a l  I m a g i n a t i o n  (1951), p. 85.
2 See the essay, " M e r i m e e ' s  L e t t e r s "  in F r e n c h  P o e t s  and 

N o v e l i s t s  (1884), p. 314.
3 Art as Experience, p. 325.
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Blanc S t r e t h e r  h a d  n o t e d  his h a b i t  of l e a v i n g  t h i n g s  to 

others a n d  h a d  se e n  it i r o n i c a l l y  as an i l l u s t r a t i o n  of his 

s a v o i r  v i v r e . The s p l e n d i d  f a c a d e  —  u n til n o w  a focus for 

S t r e t h e r 's i d e a l s  —  d i s s o l v e s  at last b e f o r e  M a d a m e  de 

V i o n n e t ' s  fear. He sees C h a d  for w h a t  he " r e a l l y "  is;

"she h a d  m a d e  h i m  better, she h a d  m a d e  h i m  best, she h a d  

m ad e  h i m  a n y t h i n g  one w o u l d  ; but ... he was none the less 

o n l y  C h a d  .... The work, h o w e v e r  a d m i r a b l e ,  was n e v e r t h e l e s s  

of t h e  s t r i c t  h u m a n  o r d e r "  (xxxiii, 428).

S t r e t h e r  has come to r e a l i s e  that the v a l u e s  w h i c h  m o s t  

c o u n t  for h i m  are no t a f t e r  all e x c l u s i v e l y  a e s t h e t i c .  He 

sees tha t  the c r i t e r i a  on w h i c h  he h a d  r e l i e d  in his "belated,  

u n c a n n y  c l u t c h e s  at the u n u s u a l ,  the i d e a l "  ( x x i i , 301 ) are 

f i n a l l y  i n a d e q u a t e .  There is a m o r a l  good, a " s p i r i t u a l  

d e c e n c y " ,  he p r i z e s  w h i c h  t r a n s c e n d s  a p p e a r a n c e s .  Yet it has 

a e s t h e t i c  as w e l l  as m o r a l  va l u e .  Sir Claude, for all his 

w e a k n e s s ,  spies it in M a i s i e . He tells Mrs. ¥ix, who has 

a c c u s e d  h i m  of h a v i n g  k i l l e d  Mai s i e 's m o r a l  s e nse : "... on

the c o n t r a r y  I t h i n k  I've p r o d u c e d  life. I d o n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  

to call it —  I h a v e n ' t  even k n o w n  h o w  d e c e n t l y  to deal w i t h  

it, to a p p r o a c h  it; but w h a t e v e r  it is, it's the m o s t  b e a u t i f u l  

t h i n g  I've ever met —  it's e x q u i s i t e ,  it's sac red.

 ̂ What Mai s i e Knew (1897), p. 296.
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S i g n i f i c a n t l y  J a m e s  d e s c r i b e s  h i m  as s p e a k i n g  w i t h  a r e l i s h  

as i n t e n s e  "as if some l o v e l y  w o r k  of art or of n a t u r e  h a d  

s u d d e n l y  b e e n  set d o w n  a m o n g  t h e m . "  It is b y  e s t a b l i s h i n g  

an e q u i l i b r i u m  b e t w e e n  m o r a l  a n d  a e s t h e t i c  c l a i m s  that 

S t r e t h e r  a c h i e v e s  m a t u r e  v i s i o n .

A m o n g  t h e s e  r e c o g n i t i o n s  n o t  the l e a s t  i m p o r t a n t  is the 

v i e w  S t r e t h e r  takes of his own p a r t  in the a f f a i r .  In this 

his m o r a l  s e n s e  is as a c t i v e  as ever. D u r i n g  his f i r s t  fe w 

we e k s  in P a ris he h a d  b e e n  m u c h  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  p l a c a t i n g  

an o b v i o u s l y  f r a c t i o u s  c o n s c i e n c e .  To th is end he o b s e r v e s  

a s t r i c t  m o r a l  p u n c t i l i o .  B e f o r e  a g r e e i n g  to p a y  his f i r s t  

call on M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  he a s k s  for C h a d ' s  a s s u r a n c e  tha t  

her life is b l a m e l e s s .  He s c r u p u l o u s l y  r e f u s e s  to dine 

w i t h  her t h o u g h  he is c o n t e n t  to m e e t  h e r  at a d i n n e r  p a r t y  

at Cha d ' s .  U n t i l  S a r a h ' s  i m m i n e n t  a p p r o a c h  r e l e a s e s  him, 

as|he feels, f r o m  his c o m m i t m e n t  to the N e w s o m e  c a use he 

c o n s i s t e n t l y  r e f u s e s  to v i s i t  her on his own a c c o u n t .  The 

same k i n d  of s c r u p l e  is e v i d e n t  in his a t t i t u d e  to his 

c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i t h  Mrs. N e w s o m e .  In t r y i n g  to p e r s u a d e  

h i m s e l f  t h a t  t h e r e  is n o t h i n g  he has not told her, he g r o p e s  

r o u n d  d u t i f u l l y  for t h i n g s  he m a y  not hav e  m e n t i o n e d .  W h e n

 ̂ What Maisie Knew (1897), p . 298.



2 2 - 5 "

he o c c a s i o n a l l y  comes a c r o s s  one he is u s u a l l y  able to d i s m i s s  

it h a p p i l y  on c l o s e r  s c r u t i n y  as b e i n g  "not q u i t e  t r u l y  of 

the e s s e n c e "  (xiv, 190). He omits, though, to r e p o r t  to 

M r s . N e w s o m e  —  p r e s u m a b l y  as b e i n g  "not q u i t e  t r u l y  of the 

e s s e n c e "  —  his p r o m i s e  to M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  to "sav e" her 

if he could. S h i f t s  like t h e s e  k e e p  us m i n d f u l  of S t r e t h e r  * s 

d i l e m m a .  He is u n m i s t a k a b l y  w h a t  J a m e s  c a l l e d  "a so n of the 

P u r i t a n s  the m o s t  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  t r a n s m u t e d ,  the m o s t  

liberally e m a n c i p a t e d  and i n i t i a t e d  p o s s i b l e , "  t r y i n g  "to 

lose h i m s e l f  in the l a b y r i n t h  of d e l i g h t  w h i l e  k e e p i n g  t i g h t  

h o l d  of the clue of duty, t a n g l e d  e v e n  a l i t t l e  at his feet".^ 

F a c e d  w i t h  the t r u t h  of the a f f a i r  at last, he is not at all 

d i s p o s e d  to i n d u l g e  in c e n s u r e . T h e r e  is no r e v e r s i o n  to 

the W o o l l e t t  code, an o u t c o m e  w h i c h  M a r i a  h a d  s e e n  as at 

l e a s t  p o s s i b l e .  But he does n o w  c o n v i c t  h i m s e l f .  He f e els 

h i m s e l f  to be " m i x e d  up w i t h  the t y p i c a l  tale of P a r i s "

(xxxii, 418), e m b r o i l e d  in a c o m m u n i t y  of guilt. The f e e l i n g  

is g e n u i n e  e n o u g h  for all its r o m a n t i c  t r a p p i n g s .  He 

r e c o g n i s e s  that "his i n t e r v e n t i o n  h a d  a b s o l u t e l y  a i d e d  an d  

i n t e n s i f i e d "  the i n t i m a c y  b e t w e e n  C h a d  a n d  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t :  

"he h a d  a b s o l u t e l y  bec o m e ,  h i m s e l f ,  w i t h  his p e r c e p t i o n s

 ̂ In " C h a r l e s  E l l i o t  N o r t o n "  (1908), r e p r i n t e d  in N o t e s  on 
N o v e l i s t s  (1914), p. 335.



an d  his m i s t a k e s  ... a l m o s t  an a d d e d  l i n k  an d  c e r t a i n l y  a 

common, p r i c e l e s s  g r o u n d  for t h e m  to m e e t  u p o n "  ( x x x i i ,423-424). 

T h e n  t h e r e  is his sense that he h a d  h e l p e d  M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  

to "make" Chad: "his h i g h  a p p r e c i a t i o n  had, as it were,

c o n s e c r a t e d  her w o r k "  (xxxiii, 428). He does no t s h i r k  t h e s e  

facts, nor does he e x c u s e  them. He k n o w s  tha t  the h a r d e s t  

par t  of the r e c k o n i n g  to be f a c e d  w i l l  be his own final 

e s t i m a t e  of w h a t  he h a d  done.

The n o t i o n  of a r e c k o n i n g ,  of a p r i c e  to be paid, is

i n g r a i n e d  in S t r e t h e r .  For all his e m a n c i p a t i o n  he longs to 

feel "that s o m e b o d y  was p a y i n g  s o m e t h i n g  s o m e w h e r e  an d  so m e h o w ,  

that t h e y  w e r e  at l e a s t  n o t  all f l o a t i n g  t o g e t h e r  on the 

s i l v e r  s t r e a m  of i m p u n i t y "  (xxxii, 419). P a y i n g  is a f u n c t i o n

for w h i c h  he has a l r e a d y  f e l t  h i m s e l f  to be p e c u l i a r l y  fitted,

if n o t  a c t u a l l y  p r e d e s t i n e d  : "it was he, s o m e h o w ,  wh o f i n a l l y

paid, a n d  it was ot h e r s  w h o  m a i n l y  p a r t o o k "  (xxvi, 351). 

A c c o r d i n g l y  he t e lls C h a d  tha t  he is r e a d y  to take the onus; 

to p a y  the u t m o s t .  T here is in S t r e t h e r  a d e t e r m i n i s t i c  

s t r e a k  w h i c h  r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  f r o m  time to time in a c e r t a i n  

d e f e r e n c e  to fate. At the b e g i n n i n g  of his a d v e n t u r e  we f i n d  

h i m  w o n d e r i n g  w h e t h e r  his d e s t i n y  w e r e  n o t  p e r h a p s  " o n l y  to 

be kept. K e p t  for s o m e t h i n g ,  in that event, t h a t  he d i d n ^ t
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p r e t e n d ,  d i d n ' t  p o s s i b l y  dare, as yet, to d i v i n e "  (v, 64).

This s p e c u l a t i o n  is like the sense w h i c h  h a u n t s  J o h n  M a r c h e r

"of b e i n g  k e p t  for s o m e t h i n g  r a r e  and s trange, p o s s i b l y

p r o d i g i o u s  a n d  t e r r i b l e . I n  h i m  it i n h i b i t s  a c t i o n  a n d

he b e c o m e s  "the m a n  of his time ... to w h o m  n o t h i n g  on e a r t h
2was to h a v e  h a p p e n e d . "  But S t r e t h e r  f r e e l y  s u b m i t s  h i m s e l f  

to w h a t  i m m e d i a t e l y  offers, t r y i n g  in this w a y  to r e a l i s e  

his idea, a w a r e  that it m u s t  be p a i d  f o r  s omehow.

The p r i c e  he pays calls for n o t h i n g  less t h a n  the r e j e c t i o n  

of t h o s e  a e s t h e t i c  v a l u e s  he h a d  come to a p p r e c i a t e .  In 

M a r i a ’s e n t r e s o l  for the l a s t  time, he is p o i g n a n t l y  a w a r e  

of its a p p e a l :  " ... the p l a c e  h a d  n e v e r  b e f o r e  s t r u c k  hi m

as so s a c r e d  to p l e a s a n t  k n o w l e d g e ,  to i n t i m a t e  charm, to 

a n t i q u e  order, to a n e a t n e s s  th at was a l m o s t  a u g u s t .  To 

sit t h e r e  ... to see life r e f l e c t e d  for the time in i d e a l l y  

k e p t  p e w t e r ;  w h i c h  was s o m e h o w  b e c o m i n g ,  i m p r o v i n g  to life, 

so t h a t  o n e ’s eyes w e r e  h e l d  a n d  c o m f o r t e d "  (xxxvi, 452).

Bu t he k n o w s  w h a t  m u s t  be done. The f u t u r e  t h a t  M a r i a  o f f e r s 

h i m  "of e x q u i s i t e  s e r v i c e ,  of l i g h t e n e d  c a r e "  can t e m p t  h i m  

o n l y  for a m o m e n t .  Ye t he u n d e r s t a n d s  f u l l y  ju s t  w h a t  he 

r e f u s e s :  "It b u i l t  h i m  s o f t l y  roun d, it r o o f e d  h i m  w a r m l y

over, it r e s t e d ,  all so firm, on s e l e c t i o n .  A n d  w h a t  r u l e d

 ̂ "The B e a s t  in the J u n g l e "  in The B e t t e r  S o r t  ( 1 9 0 3 ) , p. 145.
^ The B e t t e r  Sort, p. 178.



S e l e c t i o n  was b e a u t y  and k n o w l e d g e .  It was a w k w a r d ,  it

was a l m o s t  st upid, no t  to see m  to p r i z e  suc h  t h i n g s " ( x x x v i ,457)
I

O n l y  a f e w  w e e k s  b e f o r e  S t r e t h e r  h a d  b e e n  g r a t i f i e d  to h a v e  

M a d a m e  de V i o n n e t  take for g r a n t e d  in h i m  "a s e nse of 

b e a u t i f u l  t h i n g s "  (xvi, 219). But he is n o w  r e a d y  to a p p e a r  

b o t h  g r a c e l e s s  and u n i n t e l l i g e n t  in i g n o r i n g  t h o s e  v a l u e s  

w h i c h  m a k e  the e s s e n c e  of the offer. Such a r e p u d i a t i o n  is 

for S t r e t h e r  the e x p r e s s i o n  of a s t r o n g  i nner c o m p u l s i o n ,  

the f r u i t  of his desire, as C h a d  s h r e w d l y  sees it, "to hav e  

b e e n  put t h r o u g h  the w h o l e  t h i n g "  (xxxv, 447). He d e c l a r e s  

t h a t  he m u s t  go "to be r i g h t , "  a n d  adds "that, y o u  see, is 

ray o n l y  logi c. Not, out of the w h o l e  a ffair, to hav e  got 

a n y t h i n g  for m y s e l f "  (xxxvi, 457). His m o r a l  o d y s s e y  ends 

in this a f f i r m a t i o n ,  e n d o r s e d  b y  M a r i a ' s  r u e f u l  but g e n u i n e  

t r i b u t e  to "his h o r r i b l e  s h a r p  ey e" (xxxvi, 458).

It w o u l d  be a m i s t a k e ,  as some r e a d e r s  have p o i n t e d  out, 

to see S t r e t h e r ' s  r e f u s a l  of M a r i a ’s t a c i t  p r o p o s a l  as a 

r e n u n c i a t i o n .  He is no , m o r e  in love w i t h  M a r i a  t h a n  he h a d  

b e e n  w i t h  Mrs. N e w s o m e .  To a c c e p t  M a r i a ’s o f f e r  w o u l d  be to 

g r a s p  at a c h a n c e  of c o m f o r t  and s e c u r i t y  d i f f e r e n t  o n l y  in 

k i n d  f r o m  t h a t  once d a n g l e d  by Mrs. N e w s o m e .  S t r e t h e r ’s n e w  

v i s i o n  p r o h i b i t s  this a n d  he t u rns his face t o w a r d s  the
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g r e a t  d i f f e r e n c e  tha t  a w a i t s  h i m  in W o o l l e t t .  His s e n s e  of it

is b r o u g h t  out in w h a t  he says of Mrs. N e w s o m e  to M a r i a :

’* ... I do w h a t  I d i d n ’t b e f o r e  —  I see h e r "  (xxxvi, 455 ).

In t h e “S c e n a r i o ", it is true, J a m e s  d e f i n e s  S t r e t h e r ’s

a t t i t u d e  to M a r i a ’s o f fer as "half a k i n d n e s s  a n d  h a l f  a

r e n o u n c e m e n t " .  But t h e r e  is n o t h i n g  to s u g g e s t  tha t  he

w i s h e s  it to be s e e n  in a n y  real sense as a s a c r i f i c e .  In

fac t  o n l y  a f e w  lines l a t e r  he i m p l i e s  that for S t r e t h e r

to a c c e p t  the p r o p o s a l  is q u i t e  out of the q u e s t i o n :  "He

has come so far t h r o u g h  his total l i t t l e  e x p e r i e n c e  that

he has co me out on the o t h e r  side —  on the o t h e r  side, even,

of a u n i o n  w i t h  M i s s  G o s t r e y . " And, he adds, to m a r r y  her
2" w o u l d  be a l m o s t  of the old o r d e r . "  It is n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  

tha t  this r e j e c t i o n  of S t r e t h e r ’s has p r o v o k e d  m u c h  d i s s a t i s 

f i e d  c o m m e n t .  R e a d e r s  d e t e c t  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s n e s s  in his 

d e s i r e  to be right, a n d  m o r e  t h a n  a s t r e a k  of c a l l o u s n e s s  in 

his t r e a t m e n t  of M a r i a .  M a g g i e  V e r v e r ’s a t t i t u d e  to C h a r l o t t e  

S t a n t  c o m e s  in for m u c h  the same k i n d  of c r i t i c i s m .  So me 

c r i t i c s  b l a m e  J a m e s ’s o v e r r i d i n g  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  f o r m  for 

w h a t  m u s t  be s e e n  as a f a i l u r e  of f e e l i n g .  R i c h a r d  P o i r i e r ,  

for i n s t a n c e ,  c o m m e n t s :  "To f i n d  J a m e s ’s c o n c l u s i o n  to The

A m b a s s a d o r s  a d e q u a t e  ... is to be w i l l i n g  to a c c e p t  s c h e m a t i c

’ N,  p .  4 1 4 .  

^ N,  p .  4 1 5 .
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r a t h e r  t h a n  d r a m a t i c  r e s o l u t i o n s . "  A  c o n c e r n  for for m  of 

c o u r s e  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  J a m e s ’s m a j o r  c h a r a c t e r s  as wel l  as 

J a m e s  h i m s e l f .  As a r t i s t s  who w o r k  in life, S t r e t h e r ,  M a g g i e  

and Is a b e l  i n e v i t a b l y  e x e r c i s e  a c r i t i c a l  an d  a e s t h e t i c  

d e t a c h m e n t  in o r d e r i n g  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e  w h i c h  m a y  w e l l  l o o k  

like c o m p l a c e n t  s u p e r i o r i t y .  J u s t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  are " f i n e l y  

a w a r e "  t h e y  s e e m  to mak e  in a p a r t i c u l a r  w a y  the d e n o u e m e n t  

of the d r a m a  in w h i c h  t h e y  f i g u r e  a n d  are p e r m i t t e d  to j u s t i f y  

it in t h e i r  own terms. E a c h  of the m  is in a sense a u t h o r  

an d  c r i t i c  as w e l l  as p r o t a g o n i s t  of the novel, an d  as suc h  

tends to u s u r p  J a m e s ’s ow n f u n c t i o n .  For the J a m e s i a n  a r t i s t ,  

of course, the r e n d e r i n g  of his idea has a b s o l u t e  p r e c e d e n c e .

The r i g o u r  S t r e t h e r  p r a c t i s e s  ca n u s e f u l l y  be c o m p a r e d  

w i t h  the r u t h l e s s  d e d i c a t i o n  s h o w n  by J a m e s ’s p r o f e s s i n g  

ar t i s t s ,  M i r i a m ,  Nick, Paul O v e r t  an d  others. D a v i d  G a l l o w a y  

q u o t e s  some w o r d s  of H e n r y  St. G e o r g e  w h i c h  he thinks s u g g e s t s  

the s u p r e m e  goal of J a m e s ’s a r t i s t  h e r o e s .  W h a t  he says 

r e c a l l s  the l e c t u r e  N a s h  g i ves Nick. For J a m e s ’s a r t i s t s ,  

as fo r J a m e s  h i m s e l f ,  w h a t  m a t t e r s  m o r e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  is 

"the sense of h a v i n g  done the b e s t  —  the s e nse w h i c h  is the 

real life of the a r t i s t  a n d  the a b s e n c e  of w h i c h  is his 

death, of h a v i n g  d r a w n  f r o m  his i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n s t r u m e n t  the

 ̂ The Comic Sense of Henry James, p. 254.
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f i n e s t  m u s i c  tha t  n a t u r e  h a d  h i d d e n  in it . • . • This 

sense o p e r a t e s  w i t h  all the f o r c e  of a m o r a l  s a n c t i o n #

G a l l o w a y  is c o n c e r n e d  to r e l a t e  w h a t  he calls I s a b e l ’s 

" s t r u g g l e  t o w a r d s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  and c o n s c i e n c e "  to this 

im p e t u s .  As he s u g g e s t s ,  t hough, this sense is no t the y

m o n o p o l y  of the a r t i s t  h e r o e s ;  it is felt jus t  as i n t e n s e l y  

by those wh o  are a r t i s t s  of a n o t h e r  kind, by S t r e t h e r  an d 

M a g g i e  as wel l  as Isabel. S t r e t h e r ’s r e t u r n  to W o o l l e t t ,  

like I s a b e l ’s to Osmond, t h o u g h  d i f f e r e n t  in kind, is the 

r e s u l t  of this i n c e n t i v e .  S t r e t h e r  an d  I s abel share a p r e 

o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  w h a t  is r i g h t  that goes far b e y o n d  a me r e
2f u s s y  c o n c e r n  w i t h  a p p e a r a n c e s .  W h e n  J a m e s  r e p r e s e n t s

E m e r s o n  as i n s i s t i n g  u p o n  " s i n c e r i t y  and i n d e p e n d e n c e  and

s p o n t a n e i t y ,  u p o n  a c t i n g  in h a r m o n y  w i t h  o n e ’s n ature, and

not c o n f o r m i n g  an d  c o m p r o m i s i n g  for the sake of b e i n g  m o r e  
"3c o m f o r t a b l e ,  he p r o v i d e s  a r e v e a l i n g  gloss on the d e c i s i o n  

S t r e t h e r  a n d  I s abel make. In the P r e f a c e  to The Tragic M u s e

J a m e s  says that art t e a c h e s  N i c k  a r i g o u r  a n d  he c u l t i v a t e s
4

it at M i r i a m ’s e xpense. M u c h  the same is true of S t r e t h e r .

 ̂ H e n r y  J a m e s ;  The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y , p. 60.
2 S t r e t h e r ’s "to be r i g h t "  e c h o e s  I s a b e l ’s "as seems r % h t "

(The P o r t r a i t  of a L a d y , III, 230). C h r i s t o f  W e g e l i n  m a k e s  
the same p o i n t  in his The I m age of E u r o p e  in H e n r y  J a m e s , p . 102.

^ H a w t h o r n e  (1879), p. 85.
AN,  p .  9 5 .
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His d e t e r m i n a t i o n  to be right —  "I can't do anyth i n g  else" 

(xxxvi, 457) —  means pain too for Maria. In the final 

scene we w a tch him and Maria p r a c t i s i n g  the same sort of 

evasion as Nic k  and M i r i a m  in somewhat similar circumstances. 

They dissi m u l a t e  their feelings in the tone of "talk for 

talk's sake" (xxv, 338),^ the art of w h i c h  Strether has 

p icked up in Paris. It is by this means that they manage the 

pain.

The course Stret her follows, the moral choice he and

others like him f i n a l l y  make, is felt by them all as an

aesthetic n e c e s s i t y  in the creative enterprise w h ich is life.

Though for him and Isabel at least it seems to be nothing

more than a conscious subm i s s i o n  to the status quo it is

undertaken, for better or worse, as the up s h o t  of a deeply

felt and shar p l y  focus s e d  v i s i o n  of the w a y  things are. No

longer i n s u l a t e d  from r e a l i t y  by im m e r s i o n  in the ideal,

S trether is brought face to face wi t h  the c o m p l e x i t y  of life,

and experiences what made for James the most human of all

themes, "the close c o n n e x ^ d o n  of bliss and bale, of the things

that help wit h  the things that hurt, so dangling before us for

ever that bright hard medal, of so strange an alloy, one face

of w h ich is somebody's right and ease and the other somebody's
2pain and w rong." In this tragic d u a l i t y  he finds h imself 

personally, c u l p a b l y  implicated.

 ̂ E.E. Owen puts forward a d ifferent vie w  in her thesi s , " W i t 
as an inst r u m e n t  of moral d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in the later novels of 
H e n r y  James" (London, 1966).

2 AN. -p. 143._______ ______________________________________________ ___
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