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PART ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

American literature was approaching the spring tide of the 

naturalistic interpretation of human nature when Henry James spoke out 

with a fully articulated philosophy of humanism, attributing to man 

the intellectual, moral, and aesthetic power to shape creatively the 

elements of experience. It is the purpose of this thesis to show that 

the completed novels of James's later period — The Wings of the Dove. 

nbassadors. The Golden Bowl — reflect clearly the varied aspects 

The term "humanism" is used in this thesis in a recognizable 
philosophic sense, explained fully in Part Two, Chapter II. However, 
the numerous special meanings which the word has acquired would seem 
to indicate that an early clarification is necessary. James's hxamanism 
consists, briefly, in the recognition that man, as an intellectual, 
moral, and aesthetic being, is "the measure of all things." The 
novelist's appeal is to the purely human possibilities of experience 
as opposed to the supernatural or the merely natural. His view of 
life, as it is revealed in his later works, subscribes to the complete 
autonomy of the individual, who finds in this world and in no other 
all the ingredients for a fulfilling existence. Though divorced from 
otherworldly sentiments, James maintains, on the other hand, that the 
individual is no mere puppet in a deterministic universe. 

Concenning the various meanings which "humanism" has taken on 
in the course of history, Edward P. Cheney describes them as manifes
tations of the is^mlse to emphasize that which is characteristically 
human: 

^unenisao/ may be the reasonable balance of life that the 
early humanists discovered in the Greeks; it may be merely 
the study of the humanities or polite letters; it may be 
the freedom from j?eligiosity and the vivid interest in all 
sides of life of a Shakespeare or a Goethe; or it may be 
a philosophy of which man is the center and sanction. It 
is in the lost sense, elusive as it is, that Humanism has 
had perhaps its greatest significance since the sijcteenth 
century (Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences /jSJzIi VII, 
p. 5^1). 



of his conception of life as a purely human, but daring, enterprise. 

His hunanism, in fact, is seen as the controlling idea of the three 

novels, giving them together a unity of meaning that is missed if they 

are considered in isolation of eaoh other* 

In support of the interpretation, it will be shown that the 

philosophy of the novelist's brother, William James, is particularly 

relevant to an understanding of the dynamic humanism espoused by Henry. 

Leaving aside the question of direct lines of influence, the present 

approach will Juxtapose the mature views of these two sensitive and 

communicative brothers, in the belief that no two bodies of thought, 

one couched in the tenns of philosophy, the other in the language of 
2 

fiction, could express the same major premise without offering valuable 

complementary insights. In order further to clarify the idea of humanism 

as it has emerged from the novels, a brief account will be given of the 

historical backgrounds of the humanistic attitude. It is perhaps not 

too much to say that Henry James marks the expression par excellence 

of the humanistic point of view in American literature. 

Criticism in general has recognized the subtlety and difficulty 

of Henry James's later phase, with controversial opinion ranging from 

the thesis of Van Ŵ jrck Brooks that James sacrificed tradition and "the 

3 
living sense of objective reality" when he became an expatriate, to 

2 Oliver Wendell Holmes, friend of both lA/illiam and Henry James, 
once remarked that "philosophy is the inarticulate major premise of 
every man's life." His definition suggested the present usage of the 
phrase **maJor premise," which refers, of course, in this case, to the 
expressions of highly articulate men. 

3 Van Tf^k Brooks and Otto L. Bettman, Our Literary H^^tap;^ 
(New York, 1956), p. 170. 



F* 0. Matthiessen's theme that James's hitherto unplumbed powers were 

realised to the fullest in his three crowning works. Those critics who 

have appreciated James's development as a literary artist have dealt 

principally with intricacies of sl^ls and technique. Joseph Warren 

Beach's The Msthod of Henrv James^ and Percy Lubbock's The Qmtt 9f 

Fj^ction are early valuable contributions to an understanding of the 

novelist's mature style. James's American heritage as manifested in 

his later novels has been perceptively interpreted by Philip Rahv and 

Quentin Anderson, both of whom, along with Matthiessen, recognize James's 

humanistic orientation* Matthiessen especially appears to appreciate 

6 
James's humanism in his chapter 'The Religion of Consciousness," but 

he does not see the possibility of a unified meaning of The Wings of 

the Dove, The ^^ffbaasadors. and The Golden Bowl rising out of the 

novelist's secular views. He touches for an instant the fact that 

James profited from the heritage of both his father and brother, but he 

does not explore in any way the rich framework of reference to be drawn 

from the philosophy of William James, a framework needed to understand 

the subtleties of the younger James's art. 

^ F. 0. Matthiessen, Henrv James: The Maior Phase (New York, 1944), 
xiii. Hereafter cited as Matthiessen, The Major Phase. 

^ Joseph Warren Beach, The Method of Henrv James (Philadelphia, 
195'*')* Hereafter cited as Beach, Method of Henrv James. Although the 
content of the 1954 edition is essentially the same as the first edition 
of I9I8, Beach includes in the later edition a history of the criticism 
of James. His introduction serves as a valuable annotated bibliography. 
Many of the works dealing with James will be foxind to have helpful 
bibliographies; the literary History of the United States has, of course, 
the most complete listing, 

^ Matthiessen, The Msier Phase, pp, 131-151. 



The novelist's heritage from his father has been dealt with 

extensively by Quentin Anderson in The American Henrv Jameg. the chief 

work to approach James in the light of a comprehensive philosophy. 

Although, as Lionel Trilling says, Anderson's book is "Jammed full of 

insight," its thesis of the strict emblematic connection between the 

symbols of the later novels and the theology of Henry James, Sr. seems 

to belie the novelist's expressed reaction to his parent's system of 

thought. In "Notes of a Son and Brother" the younger James speaks of 

his youthful rebellion to "father's ideas" insofar as he tmderstood 

them: "I couldn't have framed stories that would have succeeded in 

involving the least of the relations that seemed most present to him: 

while those most present to myself, that is more complementary to what

ever it was I thought of as humanly most interesting, attaching, invit

ing, were the ones his sch^nes of importances seemed virtiially to do 

7 
without." It would be naive, of course, and unnecessary, to attempt 

a repudiation of influence from father to son, as far as the latter's 

works are concerned. That a basically humanistic attitude filters 

through the elaborate theological expressions of the elder James is a 

valid and important point fully recognized by Anderson. "Neither the 

elder nor the younger Henry James," he writes, '*believed that any power 

transcended the power of man's own mind and spirit," But in view of 

the son's disinterest in theological trappings, as seen in his statement 

^ Henrv James Autobiography, ed. F, W. Dupee (New York, 1956), 
p. 339. 

Quentin Anderson, The American Henrv James (New Brunswick, 
1957), xii. Hereafter cited as Anderson, American Henry ̂ â ^̂ fl. 



to William James that he could not enter much into any system of reli

gion, it appears that Anderson improbably stretches his symbols when 

he shows them representing the elder James's "Jewish" church, the 

10 
Christian church, and the new Jerusalem announced by Swedenborg. 

On the other hand, in spite of the enthusiasm with which Henry 

James responded to the philosopher's publications, no definitive study 

has yet been made of the possible relationship between the novelist's 

11 
views and those of his brother. In regard to Pragmatism Henry wrote 

to Wllliomi 

Why the devil I didn't write to you after reading your prag
matism — how I kept from it — I can't now explain save by 
the very fact of the spell itself (of Interest and enthral-
ment) that the book cast upon me; I simply sank down, under 
it, into such depths of submission and assimilation that ariy 
reaction, very nearly, even that of acknowledgement, would 
have had almost the taint of dissent or escape. Then I was 
lost in the wonder of the extent to which all my life I have 
(like M, Jourdain) unooasolously pragmatised. You are 
immensely and universally rights and I have been absorbing 
a number more of your foUowlngs-up. . . . I feel the reading 
of the book, at all events to have been really the event of 
my summer. 

Henry's reaction is probably more exuberant than it might have been had 

9 F, 0. Matthiessen, The James Family (New York, 194-7), p, 140. 
Hereafter cited as Matthiessen, The James Family. 

Anderson, American Henry James, p, 230. 

**• Henry Bamf ord Parkes has made the pertinent observation that 
the novelist's use of a "point of view" as opposed to authorial omnis
cience was the artistic counterpart of the pragmatic theory that truths 
vary according to the individual observer and have no absolute reality 
("The James Brothers," Sewanee Review. LVI /X9^BJ, pp. 323-328). 

-^ Matthiessen, The James Family, p. 343. 



a stranger written the work, but there is no reason to question his 

sincerity, especially after noting that when the brothers disagree, their 

letters bristle with outspoken differences* Of A yiuraljstic Universe 

the novelist writes: 

I read it, while in town, with a more thrilled interest than 
I can say, with enchantment, with pride, and almost with 
comprehension. It may sustain and inspire you to know that I'm 
with you, all along the line — and can conceive of no sense 
in any philosophy that is not yours 1 As an artist and a 'creator' 
I can catch on, hold on, to pragmatism and can work in the light 
of it and apply it; finding, in comparison, everything else . . . 
utterly irrelevant and useless — vainly and coldly parallel.^3 

Significantly, he says to his brother regarding The Mieaning of Truth: 

"all you write plays into my poor 'creative' consciousness and artistic 

vision and pretension with the most extraordinary suggestiveness and 

14 
force of application and inspiration," Since Henry is never explicit 

about what he understands by "pragmatism" in particular, the issue is 

open as to the general suggestiveness of William James's writings 

insofar as they provide a valuable key to the novelist's artistic 

vision in his mature period. The present thesis purports to draw no 

stiict parallel between their views, but rather to show how the novelist's 

philosophy of humanism takes on new dimensions through an explicit com

parison with his brother's philosophy. The results of such an investi

gation, to prove of literary value, should load to a more perceptive 

reading of the novels themselves. An extended interpretation of Henry 

13 Matthiessen, The James Family, p, 344. 

^̂  S4d., p. 345, 



James's later works. The Wings of the Dovfi. The Ambassadors, and The 

Golĉ ffli Poylt unified as they are by his htsnanlam, faUs therefore 

necessarily within the scope of the thesis. 



PART TWO 

HUMANISM: THE FIGURE IN THE CARPET 

Chapter I 

William James and the Ethics of Creativeness 

In an interesting work called The Fj.gure in the Caroet. Henry 

James has given his reading audience a tantalizing clue to the idea 

which he says, through Hugh Vereker, a master novelist, underlies and 

motivates his writing. We are told, actually, to put it more correctly, 

that there %s. ̂ ^ idea, rather than given an intimation of wbjat it is. 

There is an idea, Hugh Vereker says, 'Vithout which I wouldn't have 

given a straw for the whole Job. . . . It stretches, this little trick 

of mine, from book to book, and everything else con̂ paratively plays 

over the surface of it. The order, the form, the texture of my books 

will perhaps constitute for the initiated a complete representation 

15 
of it. So it's naturally the thing for the critic to look for," Not 

surprisingly, critics have looked for and found many answers. The 

effect of so many answers, providing valuable insights into this 

difficult author, seems to indicate, fortunately, that there is no 

simple, conclusive approach to his writings. On the other hand, it is 

surprising that James's philosophy of humanism has not been adequately 

recognized as an idea in the woof and warp of his carpet which would 

make all other answers more meaningful. James's ethics of creativeness 

and his enthusiastic embrace of "the full life" give vivid form and 

^5 Henry James, "The Figure in the Carpet," Embarrassments 
(London, 1896), p, 16. 

8 



color to the figure in the carpet, the figure, as he says, that stretches 

from book to book* 

One of the bright lights needed to illumine the complexities of 

James's literary carpet is found in the writings of his brother. A 

16 
wide reading of William James's lectures suggests a consistent premise 

which is especially helpful in placing the novelist's mature works in 

proper perspective. Behind the philosopher's pragmatic theory of 

meaning, which has, of course, the most important consequences for his 

conclusions in the areas of morality and religion, there is what might 

be called his world view. Particularly suggestive in approaching the 

later novels of Heniy James, his world view will be considered first 

and perhaps more extensively than any other aspect of his philosophy. 

Probably the most definitive characterization of William James's 

Weltanschauung is his vital awareness of the changing face of reality. 

It is, in fact, one of his most frequently reiterated principles that 

human beings do not confront a ready«eiade, pennanently constituted 

reality which requires of them the task of beccaning acqxiainted with its 

true nature. Far from being static and unchanging and beyond the 

vicissitudes of men, the very nature of reality takes its tone and 

color from the generating thought and action of the individual. Al

though speaking directly to the epistemological problem of truth in the 

following passage, William James reveals, as in all of his lectures, a 

16 
In order that there will be no confusion as to which of the 

James brothers is under discussion, William James will be referred to 
by his first or full name. Any reference to the last name only should 
be taken to mean Henry James. 
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fundamental antipathy to any fixed and final pronouncements on the 

nature of reality: 

Humanism is willing to let finite experience be self-supporting* 
Somewhere being must iJ»Bediately breast nonentity. XVhy may 
not the advancing front of eaqperience, carrying its immanent 
satisfactions and dissatisfactions, out against the black 
inane as the luminous orb of the moon cuts the caerulean 
abyss? Why should anywhere the world be absolutely fixed 
and finished? And if reality genuinely grows, why may it 
not grow in these very detexminations which here and now are 
made?-̂ *̂  

How much more humanistieaUy biased could he be than to place on the 

individual, as he does, the oroshing responsibility of deciding the 

course of the universe? As Paul Henle writes regarding the philoso

pher's position: 

It is impossible to rest con5)lacently in the belief that 
everything in the world will turn out for the best. The 
issue may hong in balance and, for this reason, human efforts 
acquire on importance that they might not have on another 
view. . . . Since the whole outcc«ne of the universe is -p, 
undecided, human decisions take on a coa&ic importance.*^ 

It follows, in view of the above, that l-Jilliam James takes seriously 

the problem of evil and that he must assume the human will is free to 

choose between what is better or worse in spite of all hereditary and 

environmental influences. If he allows the purely human element makes 

a cidtical difference to the universe, he assumes that man is potentially 

"^7 William James, The Meaning of Truth (New York, 1932), p. 92. 
Hereafter cited as William James, ̂ SBaninp of Truth. 

18 Paul Henle, ^ViUiom James: Introduction," in Classic American 
Philosophers, ed. Max H. Fisch (New York, 1951), p. 123* 



n 

capable of handling his responsibility* 

Nowhere is there a better key to an understanding of Henry James's 

characters in The Wings of the Dove. The Ambassadors, and T ^ Golden 

Bowl than in William's account of reality. MiUy Theale, Strether, and 

Maggie Verver, the principals of these novels, respectively, are all 

portrayed in that strenuous mood which would inevitably be required of 

the individual who realizes that reality or truth is in the making, 

that he is, in fact, luteUsotusUy, aesthetically, and morally equipped 

19 

"to change the character of future reality." The vigor of the under

taking of each of these eharactex*s has led several critics to conclude 

that as mortals they are improbable. R* P. Blackmur calls them **poetic 

20 
shades," a beautiful appellation but untrue to the impression that 

they have come to grips with life in the full, almost fierce, realiza

tion of its possibilities. Such a Judgment as Vernon Louis Parrington 

pronounces in one of the early derogatory criticisms of James's later 

work — that the artist's expatriation led him to "a lifelong pursuit 

2.1 
of JUitanglble realities that existed only in his imagination'*̂  — seems 

especially insensitive in the light of the present interpretation. 

Neither shades nor shadows of the Imagination, MlUy, Strether, and 

Maggie emerge as lifelike figures, perceptive of the hidden "abysses" 

° IJiUiam James, Meaning of Truth, p. 94. 

^^ R. P. Blackmur, "Introduction," in Henry James, The Golden Bowl 
(New York, 1952), xxi. Hereafter cited as Blackmur, "Introduction to 
Golden BPWI* " 

21 
Vernon Loiils Parrington, "Henry James and the Nostalgia of 

Culture," Main Currents in American Thought. Ill (New York, 1930), 
p, 240, 
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of experience, as Henry James calls them, but no less perceptive that 

experience only waits to be shaped by them,* 

The huBsanistio orientation of William James's world view comes 

through his formulations in every area of philosophical investigation 

he undertook* It is he who speaks of philosophy as the expression of 

22 
a man's temperanent, and perhaps no other philosopher is so totally 

guided by native appreciations. His devotion to the variety and richness 

of experience, to **tb0 great unpent and unstayed wilderness of truth" 

leads him to eondesm "all noble, clean-cut, fixed, eternal, rational, 

tenpla-llke systems of philosophy."^ For William James, "who loved 

life with all its maltipllclty, ecn^lexity and challenging possibilities 

as few philosophers have loved it," any block-^vlew of the universe seems 

24 
stultifying, blasphemous. His cosmology, e3q[>lained in A Pluralistic 

U^veyse^ la shot through with a sense of loyalty to the facts of human 

life. Speaking against the absolutist's position throughout the history 

of philosophy, William characteristically appeals to the testimony of 

experif^ce: 

Ag. absolute, then • • , the world repels our sympathy because 
it has no history, AS SSShf ^he absolute neither acts nor 
suffers, nor loves, nor hates; it has no needs, desires, or 
aspirations, no failui*es or successes, friends or enemies, 
victories or defeats. All such things pertain to the world 
qud relative, in which our finite experiences lie, and whose 
vicissitudes alone have power to arouse our interest, T̂ Jhat 

^^ William James, A Pluralistic Universe (New York, 1909), p. 20, 
Hereafter cited as William James, Pluralistic Universe. 

23 
William James, Meaning of Truth, p, 77. 

^ Hunter Miead, Types and Problems of Phjlosoohy (New York, 1953), 
p. 236. 
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boots it to tell me that the absolute way is the true way, 
and to exhort me, as Emerson says, to lift mine eye up to its 
style, and manners of the sky, if the feat is impossible by 
definition, I am finite once for all, and all the categortes 
of my sympathy are knit up with the finite world as, such, and 
with things that have a history. ̂^ 

Devotion to the richness of human experience causes William James the 

philosopher to decry any appeal to an eternal, unchanging entity. His 

own philosophy, he says, exorcises the absolute, "exorcises the great 

de-realizer of the only life we are at home in, and thus redeems the 

nature of reality from essential forelgnness. Every end, reason, 

motive, object of desire or aversion, ground of sorrow or Joy that we 

feel is in the world of finite multifariousness, for only in that world 

does anything z'eally happen, only there do events come to pass."^ If, 

as he says, "a man's vision is the great fact about hlm,"̂ '̂  it is not 

difficult to discern the suggestiveness his vision must have had for 

his younger brother. In The Ambassadors. The Wings of t]he I)ove. and 

The Golden Bowl, w© see Henry James's total commitment as an artist to 

the possibilities of human life and his aversion to any attitude which 

might cut our sympathies from th«a. 

Significantly, William James's philosophy of religion also revolves 

on his fidelity to the facts of human experience. His work as a psychol

ogist brought him forcibly up against the phenomena of religious life — 

prayer, conversion, mystical experiences — and as a philosopher he 

•5 William James, Pluralistic Universe, p. 48. 

^^ MA*, pp. 49-50. 
27 

Ibid., p. 20. 
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could not easily dismiss their meaning. It is important to note here 

that his entire selection of religious phenomena, given in The Varieties 

of Religious Experience^ is based on the validity of the experience 

insofar as hximan life, here and now, is enriched by it. There is no 

possible trace of "otherworldly" wistfulness to be found in his conclu

sions. On the contrary, he shows his sympathy with the following view 

of Professor Leuba, who vindicates religion on purely subjective, 

humanistic grounds: 

Does God really exist? How does he exist? What is he? are 
so many irrelevant questions. Not God, but life, more life, 
a larger, richer, more satisf^ring life, is, in the last 
analysis, the end of religion. The love of life, at any „ 
and every level of development, is the religious impulse. 

Although William James goes on to express his own personal belief in 

"on altogether other dimension of existence from the sensible and merely 

29 
'understandable* world," ^ he hastens to explain that, if anything, he 

is a *'pleeemeal supematuralist," who Is willing to admit of "sonethlng 

J30 
higher" but not necessarily ''Infinite.'*'̂  His conclusion in this respect, 

though not his basically onthropocentric reasons for his conclusion, 

differs from the novelist's insofar as the understandable world is the 

only world we see in the novels under discussion. There, Andre Gide 

writes, "everything is delineated, nothing is left in the shadow. 

William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York, 
1902), p. 497. 

^^ Ibid,, p. 506. 

30 Ibid,, pp. 514-515. 
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.31 
intelligence always explains what makes the characters vibrate.**^ If 

both William and Henry emerge as humanists, William at least is ready 

to concede, in the face of eacperience, that there is an unintelligible 

elttoent which can be reckoned as a force by which some man live more 

meaningfully. For Henry, the hxamon potential is realized totally in 

conscious intelligible awareness of all life's possibilities. The 

orientation of both views is clearly the same: the enrichment of human 

life. But the penetaratlon of consciousness, always and everywhere in 

32 
the novelist's mature works has led such a critic as Gide to remark 

that "all the weight of the flesh is absent, and all the shaggy, tangled 

33 
undei^growth, all the wild darkness." Nevertheless, in the most 

intelligjLblje way possible, the leading characters in The Wings of the 

Dov?t The Ambassadors, and The Golden Bowl ccane to grips with life, and 

if Intelligence takes the spotlight from *the flesh," it does so simply 

because of James's conviction that ultimate human values can be realized 

only by Intelleetually, morally, and aesthetically sensitive individuals. 

The moral sensitivity found in the novelist's principal characters 

leads to possibly the most suggestive area of agreement between the 

brothers. In Willi am James's ethics, complementary to his world view, 

there are innumerable insights not only into Henry's own Interpretation 

of the moral life, but into his technique as well. The following extract 

3-̂  Andre Gide, "Henry James," in The QuBstion of Henrv James, ed. 
F. I J. Dupee (New York, 1945), pp. 251-252. Hereafter cited as Gide, 
"Henry James." 

32 
-̂  Anderson, American Henrv James, p. 10, 

33 Gide, "Henry James," p. 251, 
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from •'The Moral Philosopher and the Moral life," although not explained 

in its full context, represents the position most consistently maintained 

by William James in his later writings. Written in the straightforward 

manner of the phllosoptaer, it throws considerable light upon the subtle, 

indirect expression of the moral life found in Henry James's novels: 

In point of fact, there are no absolute evils, and there are 
no non-moral goods; and the highest ethical life — however 
few may be called upon to bear its burdens — consists at all 
times in the breaking of rules which have grown too narrow 
for the actual case. There is but one unconditional commsuid-
ment, which la that we should seek incessantly, with fear and 
trembling, so to vote and act as to bring about the very 
largest total universe of good which we can see. Abstract 
rules indeed can help; but they help the less in proportion 
as our intuitions are more piercing, and our vocation is the 
stronger for the moral life. For every real dilemma is in 
literal strictness a unique situation; and the exact combi
nation of ideals realized and ideals disappointed which each 
decision creates is always a universe without a^recedent, 
and for which no adequate previous rule exists.3^ 

If, indeed, every real dilemma is unique and must be met with fresh, 

vital insight, then obviously conventional morality can never be defin

itive of the moral life. Convention itself means the established rules 

readily available as a guide to conduct in any given situation. The 

passage, however, has more noteworthy implications. William James 

somewhat counters the traditionally accepted view that ethically speaking 

one must have a consistent standard by which he Judges the rightness 

or wrongness of his actions, that the moral life presupposes a standard 

by which the distinction can be made. He maintains that the rule grows 

3^ William James, **The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life," 
Essays on Faith and Morals (New York, 1943), p. 209, 
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out of the situation, that the standard depends on what the situation 

is. There is, nevertheless, a standard implicit in his assertion of 

"piercing intuitions," since they presuppose a moral sense. But the 

moral sense, to achieve its finest flowering, must apparently operate 

through the individual "on whom nothing is lost." 

The superiority of Heniy James's characters in this regard is 

arresting. That Maggie in The Golden Bowl. Strether in The Ambassadors. 

and MLlly in The Wings of the Dove are intensely perceptive implies more 

than the fact that in this way Jaiaes is able to present through each of 

these "centers of consciousness" his particular type of realistic im

pressionism. He might very easily have chosen ccaaparatively "duU" 

centers, and as long as he r^oained true to the way in which a less 

sensitive individual responds to a situation, he would have maintained 

his essential realism. He may be compared to Faulkner, who has created 

as a center of consciousness in The Sound apd the Furv a thirty-three 

year old idiot. As far as technique is concerned, both authors achieve 

the same realistic effect. It becomes clear from this consideration 

that the great sensitivity and the more than average intelligence of 

James's characters are not necessary to realism. Rather, his interpre

tation of the moral life dictates absolutely the degree of sensitivity 

required for his characters. The degree required for the moral life is 

tremendous because the individual must seek to realize as many values 

(or ideals, as William James calls them) as possible in a given situation. 

Further, there is no precedent to guide him because "every real dilemma 

is in literal strictness a unique situation." Maggie, facing her par

ticular ordeal in The fioldeii Bowl^ sees that "preparation and practice 
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had come but a short way; her part opened out, and she invented from 

35 
moment to moment what to say and to do." "She too might have been, for 

the hour, some far-off harassed heroine — only with a part to play for 

which she knew, exactly, no inspiring precedent" ( H , 307). In The 

Ambassadorsr from the first impact of Paris on Strether, with **his sense 

of moving in a maze of wysUc closed allusions" (I, 279), it is clear that 

the gathering force of his perceptions is bringing about a total change in 

his moral point of view, without the benefit of precedent. The same idea 

is expressed through Merton Densher in his relation to MUly Theale, the 

heroine of The Wines of the Dove. Caught in his crucial choice of alle

giance to Kate Croy or MiUy, he suddenly perceives that Mllly's very 

life depends upon his conduct, "It wasn't a case for pedantry," he sees, 

"v̂ Jhen people were at her pass everything was allowed, , , , \Jbat had 

come out for him had come out, with this first intensity, as a terror; 

so that action itself, of any sort, the right as well as the wrong — 

if the difference even survived — had heard in it a vivid 'Hushi' 

the injunction, farom that moment, to keep intensely still" (II, 251-252), 

In view of the demand made on the individiial's sensibilities, 

only a few are capable of bearing the burden of the highest ethical life. 

As Anderson writes in The American Henry James, "the Jamosian character 

is primaiily responsible for his use of his experience • , , he recognizes 

that no instituted observances, no advices from Mrs, Grundy, no simply 

3^ Henry James, The Novels and Tales of Henry Jamesf. XXIV (New 
York, 1909), H , 33* All references to The Wines of the Dove. The 
Ambassadors. The Golden Bowl are from the New York Edition (XIX-X3:iV) 
and hereafter will be cited in the text by volume and page number only. 
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inherited loyalty to principle, can Justify his behavior. His values 

must be re-created from moment to moment through his fidelity to the 

meanings he finds in his world. His world depends on this continual 

re-creation* * , ."-̂  Seen in the broad context of William James's 

philosophy as it has been eaplicated here, the novelist's characters 

actually enrich the universe by the creation of values from the destjruc-

tive, or negative. Influences with which they deal. Out of what has been 

called **the hideous adultery" of The Golden powl. Maggie fonas a stronger, 

more meaningful bond with her husband, the Prince, Against the terrible 

onslaught of London morality, where nobody "does anything for nothing" 

(I, 160), MlUy Theale, in The Wings of the Dovef affects the moral re

generation of Merton Densher. The self-realization of Louis Lambert 

Strether in The Ambassadors grows with his awareness that there is no 

final answer to his moral dilwmaa, but only the burden of constant deci

sion based on the evidence of the moment; if he brings about no positive 

solution for Mae. de Vionnet or C'nad Newsorae, he does not himself fall 

short of developing the moral Insight necessary to approach their problem 

realistically. Since reality itself, according to William James, is 

dynamic, unfinished, the task of filling it out, so to speak, with "moral 

valuations and actions ^hich/ ̂ ^̂ st proceed from the concrete personality,"-^' 

is the creative task demanded of his characters by the novelist. 

36 Anderson, American Henrv James, p. 35* 

37 Nicolas Berdyaev, The Destiny of 1-fen (London, 1954), p. 134. Al
though the designation "ethics of creativeness" is fully applicable to the 
position held hy William James, the phrase itself has been suggested by 
Beidyaev in The Destiny of Man. The philosophers have certain ethical 
views in common, but it should be noted that as used in this thesis the 
phrase is not meant to be indicative of any overall agreement between 
Berdyaev's religious existentialism and William James's hximanism. 



Chapter II 

Humanist Tradition and "the Pull Life" 

Such an ethics of creativeness, as it emerges from the novels of 

Henry James and the philosophical writings of his brother, is girded by 

an intense appreciation of the value and dignity of human personality. 

This humanistic point of view, as a general attitude toward man, has a 

rich and complex history, traceable from the Ancients to the present 

where it has solidified into the very foundations of i^estem culture. 

In the prime of Greek civilization, value \ms f ocussed in the achieve

ment of man during the one life he had to live. So human, in fact, was 

classical religion, "it taught the moral that out of the body there was 

no salvation, none of the excellence, the achievement, the delight of 

38 
this world, nothing but a pal© shadow of what had been." The medieval 

inversion of this view, "the view that the body in this sublunary world 

is a piison from which it is the whole business of the soul to get out 

39 in order to return to its divine origin," shows a radical change of 

attitude toward the essential worthiness of man, as man. Ultimate value 

came to reside solely in the supernatural, and as a result man's ac

complishments were valuable only insofar as they brought the soul closer 

to salvation. With the Renaissance, the scholarly revival of classical 

texts brought with it the inevitable absorption of a more secular point 

of view, and we thus find man again being considered as an autonomous, 

^ H. J. Blackham, The Human Tradition (Boston, 1953), p. 4. 

39 
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indexjendent being. Such a "concentration of interest on man and his 

40 
infinite possibilities for self-culture," has consistently gained 

intensity. The Age of Enlightenment optimistically placed its ultimate 

faith in man's rational capacity to tap the laws of nature and progress 

inevitably to the perfect solution of all social, political, and moral 

probl^ns. If we have ceased to be quite so optimistic, the basic tenets 

of Western culture nevertheless remain solidly ensconced in the concep

tion of man's essential dignity. Who, so well as Americans, shoxild 

recognize the dignity of the human being postulated in their Declaration 

of Independence, his inalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness? 

This account of humanism as an attitude is not intended to deline

ate the subtle differences which have characterized the numerous interpre-

41 
tations of the term. As Gianturco observes in his introduction to 

Toffanin's History of |!umanism: "it has been aptly remarked that the 

determination of the significance of Humanism is not so much a problem 

42 
of research, as it is a problem of viewpoints ia research." The 

present point of view has been derived frcan the study of James's novels 

themselves and has found not only substantial historical support but 

W. T. Jones, A History of Western Philosophy. H (New York, 
1952), p. 5^(>* 

^^ The following works are helpful studies representing various 
interpretations of humanism; Corliss Lament, Humanism As .ft. Philosophy; 
F. C, S. Schiller, Studies iu H-umanism; Howard Mumford Jones, American 
Hujuâ iism: Huynafilsm and America, ed. Nonjian Foerster; A Critique of 
Humanism, ed. C, H. Grattan, 

42 
Elio Gianturco, "Introduction," in Giusepp>e Toffanln, History 

2£j|agjg|jijsn, trans, Elio Gianturco (New York, 195^), xx. 
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further development in his brother's philosophy. In Henry James, we 

have the one outstanding author in American literature who has taken 

the human personality as t)ie ultimate value and created characters who 

draw their breath consciously in an atmosphere where this life is all 

and enough* Passing from the attitude of humanism, mixed, in tradition, 

with elements of supernatural belief, we find in James an articulate 

philosophy of humanism in its purest, most abbreviated form; the 

affirmation of human life, in the here and now, as the highest foiwi of 

existence apen to man. It would be a mistake, however, to underestimate 

the height of development James conceives possible for the individual. 

The power of choice and a tremendoujs human jjotentlal are essential to 

his humanism and distinguish him fraa. the secularism of the naturalists, 

who share his "thlsworldliness" but deny the human personality any 

significant control over the forces of environment and heredity. James 

himself is not concerned primarily with development and progress in the 

sense of the social and economic welfare of the masses. Nor does he 

beat the drums for any sort of Whltroanesque equality. His humanism 

rests in the occasional and rare individual who Is intellectually, 

aesthetically, and morally capable of realizing the multifarious chal

lenges of life. 

At the same time, while James demands that the individual accept 

the immenae possibilities of experience, he does not, like the romanti

cist, advocate luxuriating in experience for the sake of experience 

merely. As much attention as James gives to the aesthetic life, by 

itself it is not enough, "A true morality, a feeling for the life of 

others, is the necessary adjunct of taste, and without it only eg^ticn, 
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sterility, and evil can follow," writes Bowden In his interpretation of 

the relation between H f e azid art In James*s novels. ̂  It is true that 

an individual who is IntelleotnaUy and aesthetically perceptive is 

better equipped, according to Janes, to approach his moral problwis 

creatively, bat It is not also true that, as maintained by John J. 

Raleigh, the conselousness most sensitive to iH^ressions is inevitably 
44. 

the most moral. There are In the novels under discussion several 

principal characters who are hli^Oy intelligent and artistically per

ceptive, but who'nevertheless lack the "moral sense" to deal generously 

and creatively with life. It should be recalled that the need for such 

a moral sense Is treated in WllHam James's essay on the moral life 

Mfhm. he speaks of piercing intuitions and an actual moral vocation. 

Henry James trwits the point both directly and indirectly thro\igh such 

eharaeters as the Prince and Charlotte Verver in The Golden Bowl and 

Kate Crcy in The Wings of the Dove. The Prince is keenly aware of his 

lack of the moral sense and speaks to Mrs* Aaslngham of his "real, honest 

fear of being 'off some day, of being wrong, without knowing It. That's 

what I shall aluays trust you for," he continues, *to tell me when I am. 

No — with you people it's a sense. • • , Your moral sense works by 

steam, it sends you up like a rocket" (I, 30-31). In The Wings of the 

Dove. Kate Croy is shown to be wretchedly lacking in moral insight, not 

only in her self-centered plans but in her inability to grasp the poten-

43 , 
Edwin T. Bowden, The Th|eroes of Henrv James (New Haven, 1956), p. 60, 

44 
John J. Raleigh, *'Henry James: The Poetics of Empiricism," 

publications of the M î>fî  language Association. LXVI (1951), p. H I . 
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tial moral influence of MiUy Theale. In the same way, as brilliant and 

talented as Charlotte Verver is, in The Golden Bowly she is not equal to 

the morally intense life of her antagonist, Joggle. As Anderson points 

out regarding the Jamesian character, "There are two broad ways of taking^ 

experience, the way of the morally spontaneous and the way of those 

clrcumacribed by institutions, by greed, by a variety of life-denying 

45 J> 

impulses." 

Emerging at a time when American literature was beginning to 

reflect a noticeable ebb of faith in human nature, the humanism of Henry 

James reaffiias the vital and creative power of the individual. It 

limits him, assuredly, to the finite world, but at the same time sub

scribes to great possibilities of experience. "The full life" and the 

ethics of creativeness, as complementary parts of James's humanistic 

point of view, are given artistic expression in The Wings of the Dove. 

Thfi Ambassadors^ and The Go^en Bowl. As the major premise of his mature 

works, humanism may appropriately be called "the figure in the carpet," 

the backgroimd of the order, the foiro, the texture of his novels. 

<v 

•5 Anderson, American I^enrv James, p . 34. 



PART THREE 

AN INTERPRETATION OF HENRY JAMES'S UTER PHASE 

Chapter I 

The Wings of the Dove 

Since the crux of The Wings of the Dove involves a tension between 

MiUy Theale's consciousness of a fatal disease and the full life pos

sible with her enormous wealth, youth, and charm, it is of paramount 

importance to develop further what Henry James means by "the full life," 

The full life laid out for MiUy might without strain be interpreted 

hedonlstlcally, a "do-as-you-like" philosopl^ that has all the means of 

fulfillraent eminently at hand. Sir Luke Strett, the great doctor, 

continually impresses upon MlUy her right to happiness. During their 

second Interview, he tells her: 'Tlard things have come to you in youth, 

but you mustn't think life will be for you all hard things. You've the 

right to be happy. You must accept any form in which happiness may 

come" (I, 242). Maud Lowder makes much of the great marriage possible 

for MiUy because of her wealth. MiUy herself is aware of her complete 

freedom: "I can do exactly as I like — anything in a U the wide world," 

she says, "I haven't a creature to ask — there's not a finger to stop 

me, I can shake about till I'm black and blue" (I, 243), In view of 

the sejriousness with which Henry James has treated the theme of }Q.lly's 

tension, it is somewhat disappointing if he means no more than that an 

individual with a short time to live has the right to indulge himself. 

It helps to understand his seriousness if lilly's case is considered to 

some extent in the light of Strether's in The Ambassadors and Maggie's 

25 
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in The Golden Bowl, To have one's life as fuU as possible is not 

simply the prerogative of the Invalid; it is the obligation of any 

individual. Strether admonishes little Bllham: "Live a U you can. 

It's a mistake not to. It doesn't so much matter what you do In par

ticular, so long as you have your Ufe. If you haven't had that what 

have you had?" (I, 2170 Interpreted from this point of view, Jfi-Uy 

cannot be regarded as a self-indulgent invalid. It beccatnes clear, in 

fact, that Milly is in a unique, an almost ironically enviable position 

to experience life with an intensity not open to persons with the rel

ative assurance of long years ahead of them. 

There are several ways in which MiUy could have wasted her op

portunity to taste life with unusual poignancy and intensity. These 

several ways are brought out both indirectly and directly by Henry James 

and are important in arriving at a "thicker" conception of life than the 

merely hedonistic. The most obvious recourse for an individual menaced 

with a fatal disease is eliminated by James by his simple procedure of 

never allowing it to enter Mllly's consciousness. That is, Milly leaves 

religious solace completely out of the question; at the moment most 

propitious for religious reflection her thoughts apparently take an 

exactly opposite turn. The consequences of her experience at this point 

are important enough to warrant giving the scene in detail. Milly has 

climbed to a peak in the Swiss Alps from which she has "a view of great 

extent and beauty." Her position is somewhat precarious, seated as she 

is on the "dizzy edge . . , of a short promontory • , . that merely 

pointed off into gulfs of air" (I, 123), Unobserved, Mrs. Stringham 

has silently followed the girl, and it is through her eyes that Mllly's 
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action and meditation are interpreted. She has the impression 

that if the girl was deeply and recklessly meditating there, 
she was not meditating a Jump; she was on the contrary, as 
she sat, much more in a state of uplifted and unlimited 
possession that had nothing to gain from violence. She 
was looking down on the kingdoms of the earth, and though 
Indeed that of itself might well go to the brain, it 
wouldn't be with a view of renouncing them. Was she 
choosing among them, or did she want them aU? (l, 124) 

It is plain here that MlUy, as Mrs. Stringham interprets her, plans no 

escape through suicide, but neither does renunciation of the world for 

purely religious values enter her mind. James strikingly describes her 

experience in terms reminiscent of Christ's experience when he renounced 

the kingdoms of the earth. That Mllly's intention is, on the contrary, 

to take possession of the earth rather than to lose sight of it in any 

kind of religious succor is unmistakable in the passage immediately 

foUowing the one given above. From her view of Milly, Mrs, Stringham 

brings away the conviction that "the future was not to exist for her 

princess in the form of any sharp or simple release from the human pre

dicament. It wouldn't be for her a question of a flying leap and thereby 

of a quick escape. It would be a question of taking full in the face 

the whole assault of life, to the general muster of which Indeed her 

face might have been directly presented as she sat there on her rock" 

(I, 125). 

In addition to suicide or religion, there is a third way, perhaps 

more subtle and insinviating, which would have imdermined MlUy Theale's 

resolution to take "full in the face the whole assault of life," It is 

what might be called the insidious, careful, sympathizing manner of 
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others toward the invalid. If Milly were to show herself as frankly 

doomed as she was, she would be shut out from the life she so passion

ately wishes to meet by the compassionate, protecting attitude of her 

friends. How could she dream of meeting life's assaults if the assaults 

themselves were dissipated in the disarming conception of the helpless 

invalid? It is impossible to appreciate Mllly's absolute suppression 

of a U reference to her illness without so interpreting her motivation. 

If this particular motivation is overlooked, her continual insistence 

tends to become "harping" and she takes on the iinattractiveness of an 

exceptionally touchy person. Certainly any tone of triviality belies 

James's high seriousness in treating Mllly's dilenana. To have her life, 

as Strether put it, she must protect herself as much as possible from 

overt sympathy. Succeeding in that, she is nevertheless plagued by the 

"kind view" implicitly taken of her by her associates, Sbe is unaffected 

by Densher's taking the same "kind view" only because of her great regard 

for him. During their first meeting after his return to England from 

America, she saw that 

however he had begun, he was now acting from a particular 
desire, determined either by new facts or new fancies, to be 
like everyone else, simplifyingly "kind" to her. He had 
caught on already as to manner — fallen into line with 
everyone else , , , her heart could none the less sink a 
little on feeling how much his view of her was destined to 
have in common with — as she now sighed over it — the 
view. She could have dreamed of his not having the view, 
of his having something or other, if need be quite viewless, 
of his own; but he might have what he could with least 
trouble, and ^ ^ view wouldn't be, after a U , a positive 
bar to her seeing him. The defect of It in general — if 
she might so ungraciously criticize — was that, by its 
sweet universality, it made relations rather prosaically 
a matter of course. It anticipated and superceded the — 
likewise sweet — operation of real affinities (I, 300-301). 



29 

Although the challenging operation of real affinities is considerably 

softened in spite of Mllly's precautions, she nevertheless succeeds in 

preventing an Inundation of vocal sympathy which would have blurred her 

vision of life's possibilities. 

In his treatment of Milly Theale's dilemma, then, Henry James has 

sought to eliminate attlt\ides and sittiations which would in any way 

undeCTdne his thoroughly humanistic concept of life. MiUy, heiress of 

the ages, is placed in a milieu where the highest values of human exist

ence might be realized, and there is no question that James considers 

the human potential immense: aesthetically, morally, intellectually. 

We are unfair to the human capacity, he implies in his novels, if we 

attach ourselves to any attitude that deprecates the richness and com

plexity of human life. His humanism is in obvious agreement with TJiUiam 

James, who embraces pointedly the view that *\ta are finite once for a U , 

and a U the categories of our sympathy are knit up with the finite world 

46 
as such. . . . " 

A frequent charge brought against a thoroughgoing humanism ~ that 

without spiritual ideals man's sensual nature drags him inevitably to 

debasement — is answered by Henry James simply by his implied repudia

tion of so mean a conception of human nature, James's own lofty concep

tion is adequately illustrated in the three novels \mder discussion. 

The purely sensiial is consistently suppressed, a remarkable accomplishment 

in view of the fact that in each novel the central situation involves 

so-called illicit love affairs. In the affair between Kate Croy and 

46 
William James, Pluralistic Universe, p, 48, 
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Merton Densher in The Wings of the Dove, between Chad Newscxne and Vfme* 

de Vionnet in The Ambassadors, and between Amerigo and Charlotte Verver 

In The Gojl^en Bowl^ physical attraction is treated with such a sense of 

deUcacy on James's part that he practically expunges our own sense of 

any gross possibilities of human nature. Even in the case of MiUy's 

love for Densher in The Wings of the Dove, when the impression is given 

that the one thing lacking In her life is the fulfillment of her passion, 

there is no suggestion of the merely sensual in her relationship with 

him. If Kate Croy's Interpretation Is correct, it is siaqply in the 

knowledge of having loved and of having been loved that >fllly to some 

extent realizes her passion. Sensuality appears to be mitigated, even 

sublimated, by man's greater appreciation and awareness of satisfaction 

at higher levels. Thus it is that James's charactei^s are beings whose 

interests seam to lie chiefly In the intellectual, moral, and aesthetic 

spheres. In this way, he succeeds in putting his humanism on a plane 

which cannot easily be equated with a philosophy of pleasure. 



Chapter II 

The Ambassadors 

If Henry James has a lofty conception of human nature, ha at the 

same tim« advocates an ethics of carpe di«Q — seize the day, and make j ^ 

It as meaningful and satisfying as the immense capacity of human natui% '̂ 

permits. It has been shown how MiUy in The Wings of the Dove apparently i 

finds meaning for her short life by her enthusiastic embrace of the 

possibilities of experience open to her. Strether, the hero of The 

Ambassadorsf feels he missed in his youth the whole assault of life, 

that it was "as if the train had fairly waited at the station for him 

without his having had the gumption to know it was there," His crowded 

impressions of Paris, of Chad, of people in Chad's circle have their 

message for him: precisely that life is a many-splendored thing. To 

have missed it is to have missed everything, for "if you haven't had 

your life, what have you had?" Strether's perception of the tremendous 

human potential is clearly brought out by James in the description of 

the gaiden party at Gloiriani's estate, particularly Strether's keen 

reaction to Glorianl during their brief introduction. Glorlanl seems \ 

to repj^esent the kind of life possible on the basis of purely human ,̂  /. t.-p-<-. 

experience. At least Strether so Interprets Glorianl in the following 

passage: 

He was to remember again repeatedly the medal-like Italian 
face, in which every line was an artist's own, in which time 
told only as tone and consecration; and he was to recaU in 
especial, as the penetrating radiance, as the communication 
of the iUustrious spirit itself, the manner in which, while 
they stood briefly. In welcome and response, face to face, 
he was held by the sculptor's eyes. He was not soon to 

31 



32 

forget them, was to think of them, a U unconscious, unlntending, 
preoccupied though they were, as the source of the deepest 
inteUectual sounding to which he had ever been exposed. He 
was in fact quite to cherish his vision of it. . • • Was what 
it had told him or what it had asked him the greater of the 
mysteries? Was it the most special flare, unequalled, supr«ne, 
of the aesthetic torch, lighting that wondrous world forever, 
or was It above a U the long, straight shaft sunk by a 
personal acuteness that life had seasoned to steel? . . . 
it was for a U the world to Strether Just then as if in 
respect to his accepted duty he hod positively been on trial. 
The deep human expertness in Glorianl's chaining smile — oh, 
the terrible life behind it! . . (I, 197). 

\̂ lhen Strether speaks of being on trial in respect to his accepted 

duty, he is of course referring to his duty as ambassador for Mrs. New-

some. If his appreciation of the larger life exemplified by Glorianl is 

taken into account, he can hardly f oUow the narrow line put out by Mrs, 

Newscfflie in her conventional interpretation of Chad's life in Paris, 

Strether himself perceives the scope and richness of Chad's life, so 

that his trial becomes a question of being true to his perceptions. If 

he is honest in that respect, he sees finally that he must disobey the 

command from VJooUett and persuade Chad rather to remain in his Parisian 

environment where he has learned so handsomely to live fully. 

Since the basic issue of the novel involves Strether's final ap-

paroval of the intimate relationship between Chad and Moe* de Vionnet, 

it is crucial for James that he make plausible Strether's radical change 

of position. At the beginning Strether is fully dedicated to the WooUett 

view that any relationship Chad might have developed with a woman in Paris, 

outside of marriage, would necessarily be sordid. At the end he is willing 

to bring down his curse should Chad commit the criminal act of deserting 

&̂ae, de Vionnet, James uses, in effect, Strether's renewed awareness of 
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the fuU life and his acute appreciation of its values to supply the 

plausible grounds for his change of view, Strether is of such stature 

that in the face of traditional moral standards he is capable of ap

preciating the value of the relationship between Chad and lyfee, de Vionnet, 

"The fact remains," he says to little Bllham, **that she has saved him, 

• . , I'm speaking of his manners and morals, his character and life. 

I'm speaking of him as a person to deal with and talk with and live with 

— speaking of him as a social animal" (l, 283). 

Strether's changed point of view also iUustrates Henry James's 

position that every moral dilemma is a unique situation, calling for a 

creative solution Independent of precedent and rule. Thei^ can be no 

doubt that Strether handles the situation creatively on the basis of 

his own piercing observations. His creative solution, as to his own 

obligation in the matter, is no where more apparent than in contrast 

with the adamantine conventionality of Sarah Pocoek, the daughter of 

I Irs. Newscmie who has come to Paris to replace Strether as the spokesman 

for WooUett. Strether asks her finally, after she has had every op

portunity to observe the richness and variety of her brother's way of 

life, •'You don't, on your honor, appreciate Chad's fortimate development?" 

Her response is brittle and finalt "Fortunate? I caU it hideous" 

(II, 205). Chad's connection with Mae. de Vionnet is clearly what Sarah 

considers hideous. Strether, on the other hand, speaks of Mme. de Vionnet 

in an entirely different way: 

I think trwoendously weU of her, at the same time that I seem 
to feel her 'life' to be reaUy none of my business. It's my 
business, that is, only so far as Chad's own life is affected 
by it; and what has happened, don't you see? is that Chad's 
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has been affected so beautifully. The proof of the pudding's 
in the eating. . . . I find in her more merits than you would 
probably have patience with my counting over. And do you 
know . . . the effect you produce on me by aUudlng to her 
in such tenns? It's as if you had some motive in not recog
nizing a U she has done for your brother, and so shut your 
eyes to each side of the matter. In order, whichever side 
comes up, to get rid of the other. I don't , • • see how 
you can with any pretence of candor get rid of the side 
nearest you (II, 204-205). 

As far as Sarah is concerned, there can be no extenuating circumstances 

for a relationship she considers adulterous. She is, as Strether says 

of her mother, a "moral block" whose vision is blind to the real merits 

of the situation. Stupidity, chiefly, is the drawback, according to ^ , 

Strether. "They would make the best of what was before them, but their i 

observation would foil; it would be beyond them," he observes of Sarah 

and her husband on their arrival in Paris (II, 80). It should be noticed 

in the above quotation that Strether makes his own appraisal of Maie. de 

Vionnet in a strikingly pragmatic manner. He does not Judge her action 

by an abstzuct moral code divorced frcmi the particular circumstances of 

the case. He works rather on the hypothesis that a life cannot be bad 

when the consequences of it are so beautiful* The beautiful effect of 

her association with Chad is a U one needs to see that there is nothing 

hideous in the relatlc»ishlp. William James himself might have said 

**The proof of the pudding's in the eating," so weU does it express here 

the pragmatic attitude taken by Strether. 

The sacrifice of humanity to principle is clearly opposed by Henry 

James in his description of the clash between Strether and Sarah. The \ 

militant absolutism of Sarah Pocoek is solidly founded on principle, but 

the principle itself appears corrupted when applied without regard for 
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the dignities of the human beings involved. In Sarah's eyes, the situ

ation, the illicit love between Chad and Itoe. de Vionnet, makes these 

individuals wrong. For Strether, the merits he perceives in Mme* de 
» 

Vionnet and Chad make the situation right. Principled WooUett morality 

disregards Mcae. de Vionnet's sincerity, intelligence, love; above aU, 

it is blind to her need* Sarah does not consider her as a human being 

capable of being hurt, capable of insight, capable of beneficent action. 

Rigorous adherence to principle causes her to regard Mne. de Vionnet as 

a degenerate specimen of humanity in a U respects, only worthy of being 

referred to, if referred to at all, as "she." It is principle, the 

particular principle that adultery is adultery and can never be anything 

else, that brings to Sarah's lips her explosive challenge to Strether: 

'•Do you consider her even an apology for a decent woman?" (II, 202), 

Sarah can conceive of Strether's appraisal of Vhae^ de Vionnet as nothing 

less than an outrage to women like herself and her mother, who are decent, 

indeed noble, if for no other reason than that they have personally 

adhered to the principle by which they judge M^e. de Vionnet, It is 

ironically present to the reader that Sarah's attitude places her many 

degrees lower than Mae, de Vionnet on the measuring rod of humanity. It 

is apparent that instead of looking down, Sarah should be looking up to 

the woman who has changed Chad's life. But unlike Strether, Sarah lacks 

the intelligent perception of values, the aesthetic appreciation of the 

fuU life, the moral Insight to proceed without precedent or rule. The 

most that can be said for her and her mother, whom she represents, is 

that they mean weU. They stand on principles believed to be relevant, 

but they blunder and faU short for lack of the abiUty to take in the 
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particular details of the situation which make their principles inap

plicable* In short, they sacrifice humanity to an absolute standard. 



Chapter I H 

The Golden Bowl 

As one approach to The Golden Bow].̂  the above interpretation of 

' ^ ^H^ssadors provides at once a meaningful insight into the ccsiplex 

relationships between Maggie, her father, the Prince, and Charlotte 

Stant. It is Interesting to note that in his introduction to the novel 

R* P. Blackmur labels the central situation, the illicit love between 

the Prince and Charlotte, in the same tenas used by Sarah in The 

47 
Ambassadors; he calls it a "hideous Intolerable adultery." This 

view of the matter, according to Blackmur, is ostensibly the view Henry 

James wishes the reader to take. Yet it seems odd, on the face of it, 

that one should be called upon to assume the character of the "moral 

block" which James himself deprecates in his portrayal of Sarah, Mrs. 

Newsome, and the tight, conventional town of WooUett. Does James wish 

his audience to be as sightless as Sarah in its Judgment of the affair 

between Amerigo and Charlotte, or are there not extenuating circum

stances which lighten the imputation of guilt if one is sensitive enough 

to grasp them? 

The rather stark contrast between Strether and Sarah in The 

Ambassadors makes the task of taking sides with Strether relatively 

easy. The lines of sympathy in The Golden Bowl, on the other hand, are 

not quite so clearly defined. It is obvious that Blackmur has thrown 

his sympathies con^letely on Maggie's side, regarding her, as he must. 

' Blackmur, "Introduction to Golden Bowl," xl, 
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as Innocence hideously betrayed. It is true, in a U Justice to Blackmur, 

that in the second volume of the novel the bulk of sympathy lies with 

Maggie I yet there is the insistent impression gathered from the fiirst 

volume that Maggie herself is not altogether guiltless in encouraging 

the illicit relationship between her husband, the Prince, and Charlotte 

48 
Verver, her father's wife. In her passion not to let her marriage to 

the Prince destroy the beautiful association she enjoyed with her father 

while she remained unmarried, Maggie virtually denies her husband a 

unique place in her life. That is, he makes no difference. Obviously, 

she loves him, but in striving to maintain a filial relationship which 

should have been radically altered by her marriage, she prevents the 

creation of a real affinity between her and her husband. In light of 

the inrportance James appears to put on the operation of real affinities 

if life is to be meaningful, the Prince's situation in this respect 

requires consideration. Amerigo reflects at length on the smooth way 

in which his relationships are taken care of for him: **Mr. Verver then, 

in a word, took care of his relation to Maggie, as he took care, and 

apparently always would, of everything else. He relieved him of a U 

anxiety about his married life in the sajne manner in which he relieved 

him on the score of his bank-account . . . it of course came up , , , 

that Maggie's relation with him was also, on the perceived basis, taken 

care of. Which was in fact the real upshot of the matter. It was a 

'funny' situation. . . . " \Jlth ^kggie spending the days with her father. 

F. '/. Dupee takes a somewhat similar view of Maggie in Henry 
James (New York, 1951), PP. 229-230. 
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it dawns upon the Prince that "the reflections Just noted offered them

selves as his main recreation. They alone, it appeared, had been ap

pointed to fill the hours for him, and even to f l U the great square 

house in Portland Place" (l, 292-294). It is at this point of illumi

nation as to the status of his life with Maggie that the Prince is 

confronted with Charlotte Stont, the wife of his father-in-law, and his 

intimate prior to their marriages. Although they both appear to have 

laiinched their marriages in good faith, the "funny" situation created 

to a great extent by Maggie herself brings the Prince and Charlotte 

into a remarkably close relationship. Fanny Assingham sums up the case, 

quite accurately it appeiurs, in the following conversation with her 

husband: 

There were beautiful Intentions a U round. The Prince's and 
Charlotte's were beautiful — of that I had my faith . . . 
they were guileless, all, at first — quite extraordinarily 
. . . I really believe Charlotte and the Prince honestly to 
have made up their minds, originally, that their very esteem 
for Mr. Verver — which was serious, as w e U it might bej — 
would save them. 

Fanny analyzes then the extent of Maggie's responsibiUty: 

. . . Maggie has done the most . . . she did it originally 
— she begafl the vicious circle. For that — though you 
make round eyes at my associating her with 'vice' — is 
slBtply what it has been* It's their mutual consideration, 
a U round, that has made it the bottomless gulf; and they're 
really so euibî Diled but because in their way, they've been 
so ln5)robably ^ood. . . . Maggie had in the first place to 
make up to her father for her having siiffered herself to 
become — poor little dear, as she believed — so intensely 
married. Then she had to make up to her husband for taking 
so much of the time they might otherwise have spent together 
to make this reparation to Mr. Verver perfect. And her way 
to do this, precisely, was by aUowing the Prince the use, 
the enjoyment, whatever you may call it, of Charlotte to 
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cheer his path — by instalments, as it were — in proportion 
as she herself, making sure her father was a U right, might 
be missed from his side. By so much . . . as she took her 
young stepmother, for this purpose, away from Mr. Verver, 
by Just so much did this too strike her as something again 
to be made up for. It has saddled her, you w i U easily see, 
with a posltivBly new obligation to her father, an obliga
tion created and aggravated by her imfortunate, even if 
quite heroic, little sense of Justice. . . . Before she 
knew it, at any rate, her little scruples and her little 
lucidities, which were really so divinely blind — her 
feverish little sense of Justice, as I say — had brought 
the two others together as her grossest misconduct couldn't 
have done. And now she knows something or other has happened 
(I, 394-396). 

To soy that the Prince has been deserted by Maggie, or, at the very 

least, neglected, is not to claim that his defection to Charlotte is 

thereby fully Justified, Faced with circumstances which seem so 

beautifully contrived without his help to bring him to Charlotte, he 

could be Interpreted simply as lacking the courage and character to 

withstand ten5)tation* But the problem seems more complex than to be 

so easily solved by attributing weakness of character to the Prince, 

On the contrary, James has made him neither merely unscrupulous nor 

merely weak: the Prince is faced with an arrangement, created princi

pally by Maggie, which makes his married life insipid. His time is 

spent, not with Maggie, but rather in reflection on the oddity of his 

relationships, the gradual way in which they have become inane. It is 

clear that Henry James treats the Prince as a responsible human being, 

one whose own sensibilities are not to be discounted when Judgment on 

his affair with Charlotte is to be passed. That the couple has wronged 

Maggie goes without saying, but it is manifest that they are human 

beings with lives to lead. To label their association merely as hideous. 
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Intolerable, is to overlook their particular humanity. 

By abstaining from a cut-and-dried, once-for-aU pronouncement 

on the culpability of the characters in The Go^en Bowl^ one is free to 

observe the subtle changes in thwm and their relationships which oddly 

enough seem to modify, at various times, the moral tone of the problem. 

That is to say, no dogmatic imputation of guilt ought to be made agaiinat 

the parties at any one stage in the development of the plot. Judgment 

should be pliable to the changes in the characters themselves. The most 

iUuminating example of how pliable Judgment can be is given in the 

developanent of Maggie. Her view of the liaison between her husband and 

Charlotte, as it affects Maggie herself, changes significantly from the 

beginning of her awareness that she has no vital life with her husband 

to her final consciousness that their life together has been saved. 

Her own reaction to the affair seems to change insofar as she changes. 

By innocently setting up the "funny" situation, as James calls 

it, Maggie shows herself abysmally naive. It is as if, in Fanny Assing

ham's words, Maggie is the person "in the world to whom a wrong thing 

could least be communicated . . . as if her imagination had been closed 

to it, her sense altogether sealed." To face the case before her, Fanny 

goes on, '*wiU make her, by way of a change, understand one or two things 

in the world" (I, 384-385), Maggie's awakening is in fact greatly 

intensified Just because of her exti*eme naivete. Her first reaction is 

naturally one of horror. Watching the Prince, her father, and Charlotte, 

with Fanny Assingham, playing quietly, civilly, a game of bridge, Itoggie 

experiences 
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the horror of finding evil seated, a U at its ease, where she 
had only dreamed of good; the horror of the thing hideously 
behipif̂ y behind so much trusted, so much pretended, nobleness, 
cleverness, tenderness. It was the first sharp falsity she 
had known in her life, to touch at a U , or be touched by; it 
had met her like some bad-faced stranger surprised in one of 
the thlck-oarpeted corridors of a house of quiet on a Sunday 
afternoon * * . and yet, yes, amazingly, she had been able 
to look at terror and disgust only to know that she must put 
away from her the bitter-sweet of their freshness, . . . It 
was extraordinary: they positively brought home to her that 
to feel about them in any of the immediate, inevitable, assuaging 
ways, the ways usually open to Innocence outraged and generosity 
betrayed, would have been to give them up, and that giving them 
up was, marveUously, not to be thought of (II, 237) • 

Had rJaggie been another Sarah, she undoubtedly would have stood firmly 

on principle, exposing a U her companions to the bare facts, bringing 

the truth to light, "Spacious and splendid, like a stage again awaiting 

a drama, it was a scene she might people, by the press of her sp3*ing, 

either with serenities and dignities and decencies, or with terrors and 

shas^s and ruins, things as ugly as those foxmless fragments of her 

golden bowl she was trying so hard to pick up" (H, 236). To have 

brought the whole affair into the open would have indeed cleared the 

atmosphere: it would have annihilated their relationships. Maggie is 

unable to speak because of her greater truth that they are human beings 

worthy of being saved* Her own stature is eaaphasized the more because 

she is capable of realizing their worth in spite of their wrong. Here 

again is on iUustratlon of James's reluctance to overlook the individual 

for the sake of a principle, the same principle in this case as propounded 

by Sarah Pocoek in The Ambassadors, that adultery is adultery and should 

be esqposed as such* 

In the process of Maggie's transformation from a naive daughter 
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to a mature wife, her attitude toward her antagonists is never static. 

She becomes progressively more cooipasslonate toward Charlotte as she 

realizes the torment her stepmother endures by being kept in complete 

ignorance concerning the extent of Maggie's knowledge. Both the Prince 

and Maggie lie to her, believing apparently that the surface amenities 

betwewi the two couples could not possibly be maintained if Charlotte 

were aware that >kggle knew of her duplicity* Maggie's hoabugglng, and 

the lie between Amerigo and Charlotte, leave the unfortunate lady with 

a sense of dread, but without positive knowledge of any sort on which to 

base it. Maggie reviews her stepmother's position with no little 

syn^thy: 

There were hours of intensity, for a week or two, when it was 
for a U the world as If she had guardedly tracked her step
mother, in the great house, from room to room and from window 
to window, only to see her, here and there and everywhere, 
try her uneasy outlook, question her issue and her fate. 
Something, unmistakably, had come up for her that had never 
come up before; it I'epresented a new complication and had 
begotten a new anxiety — things, these, that she carried 
about with her done up in the napkin of her lover's accepted 
rebuke, while she vainly hunted for scsne comer where she 
might put them safely down. The disguised solemnity, the 
prolonged futility of her search might have been grotesque 
to a more Ironic eye; b^t I-laggie's provision of irony, which 
we have taken for natxirally small, had never been so scant 
as now, and there were moments while she watched with her, 
thus unseen, when the mere effect of being near her was to 
feel her own heart in her throat, was to be almost moved to 
saying to her; "Hold on tight, my poor dear — without 
too much terror — and it w i U all ccane out scanehow" (ll, 284). 

There are moments for Maggie when Charlotte's voice sounds "like the 

shriek of a soul in pain," and almost draws from her some such question 

as •'Hasn't she done en,ou^?" (II, 292). Î âggie's final utterance in 

respect to Charlotte is based on Charlotte's value, not only to Mr. 
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Verver but to Maggie herself* With the final break between the two 

couples as a result of the departure of the Ververs for American City, 

Maggie says to the Prince: *'How can we not always think of her? It's 

as if her unhapplness had been necessary to us — as if we had needed 

her, at her own costj to build us up and start us" (II, 346). Maggie 

is acutely aware that before her ordeal she had no real life with the 

Prince. Now the extraordinary fact comes up for her that he is **with 

her as if he were hers, hers in a degree and on a scale, with on inten

sity and Intimacy, that were a new and strange quantity, that -were like 

the irruption of a tide loosening thma. where they had stuck and making 

th«a feel they floated" (II, 339-340). It is as though Maggie lujknowl-

edges a debt to Charlotte for having been the instrument of her salvation. 

The last thing she desires is any sort of confession, either from Charlotte 

or her husband, and is relieved that there has been no danger of this from 

Charlotte. During the Ververs' last visit, "the question of the amount 

of correction to which Charlotte had laid herself open rose and hovered, 

for the Instant, only to sink, conspicuously, by its own weight; so high 

a pitch she seemed to give to the unconsciousness of questions, so re

splendent a show of serenity she succeeded in making" (II, 357) • After 

their departure, what Instantly rose for Ifeiggie was the sense that she 

must strike the Prince as waiting for a confession. "This, in turn, 

charged her with a new horror: if that was her proper payment she would 

go without money. His acknowledgment hung there, too monstrously, at 

the expense of Charlotte, before whose mastery of the greater style she 

had Just been standing dazzled. All she novj knew, accordingly, was that 

she should be ashamed to listen to the uttered word; aU, that is, but 
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that she might dispose of it on the spot forever" (H, 368). 

It would be a misimderstanding of the subtlety of Henry James's 

humanism to Judge the characters in The Golden Bowl dogmatically. Since 

Jas^s shows himself on the side of the finer dignities and decencies 

possible between human beings, his meaning would be grossly distorted 

were the reader to react in his interpretation as Maggie is first tempted 

to react to her ordeal: outraged. Maggie could not have sustained the 

surface serenity of their lives, and thus saved their marriages, had she 

persisted solely in the view that evil lay revealed before her and should 

be exposed to a U . Her liner i-ealization is that human beings are also 

before her, and that yet a greater wrcaig might lie in giving them up in 

order to satisfy the sense of betrayed virtue. 



PART FOUR 

CONCLUSION 

life is an assault for James's characters which demands at every > 
'a-K 

moment a strenuous perceptive analysis of experience. The fact that , 

they are allowed no fuzzy periphery of consciousness is not a '^precious" 

idiosyncrasy of James's later style: it is integral to the moral demand 

made upon them to impose order on the chaotic elements of raw experience. 

His hero and heroines seem always to hover on disaster, the disintegra

tion of selfhood, in the face of a world whose elements are not of a 

"pre-established harmony," Their world, as William James might express 

it, is never absolutely fixed and finished; on the contrary, they have 

the crushing responsibility of determining from moiront to moment the 

moral complexion of reality, R. P, Blackmur speaks of "the mutilating 

conditions of life" and of the characters' triumph over them, "MlUy 

Theale," he says, "had her triumph in death; but in The Ambassadors. 

Lambert Strether had his triumph in life, and so Maggie Verver in The 

Golden Bowl, both triumphing precisely over the most mutilating condi-

49 
tions of life that could w e U come their way," 

The particular portions of experience dealt to these characters 

and their reactions to them show James's increasingly conplex view of 

creativeness. His conception grows thicker as he moves from The V-ings 

of the Dove to The Ambassadors and The Golden Bowl, For Milly Theale, 

who could have passively given up and died, creativeness means translating 

" R, P, Blackmur, "In the Country of the Blue," Kenvon Review. V 
(1943), pp. 597-598, 
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the terrible perversity of her doom into the stuff of life itself, 

James pictures her in the donnee of the novel as "a young person con

scious of a great capacity for life, but early stricken and doomed, 

condemned to die under short respite, while also enamoured of the 

world; aware moreover of the condemnation and passionately desiring 

to 'put in' before extinction as many of the finer vibrations as pos

sible, and so achieve, however briefly and brokenly, the sense of having 
«50 

lived. "̂  Her greatest sense of the possibilities of the human spirit 

is achieved at the moment of death when she translates the impulse to 

retaliate into an act of forgiveness. Whether or not James was con

scious of the Biblical parallel the implication of Mllly's final response 

to the assault of life is impressive: her spirit could have encompassed 

no greater experience than the reversal of every self-centered instinct. 

Thus, in a sense, Quentin A-nderson is right when he says James conceived) . 
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of a divine humanity. There is no need, though, for the elaborate y 

theological framework of the novelist's father to understand the creative 

significance of Mllly's turning of the cheek, 

A certain conventionality of plot, however, distinguishes The 

Wing^s of the Dove from the other two novels. The trap set for MiUy by 

Kate Croy and Mrs, Lowder, and luiwittingly at first by Merton Densher, 

is a somewhat conventional Intrigue to fleece a doomed woman, Milly 

herself comes innocently on the scene, in contrast to the personal moral 

^ Henry James, "Preface to 'The Wings of the Dove,'" The Art of 
the Novel (New York, 1947), p. 288, Hereafter cited as James, "Preface 
to 'The Wings,'" 

•̂  Anderson, American Henrv James, p, 78. 
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Involvement of Maggie Verver in The Golden Bowl, who helps to set the 

stage for her predicament. As James writes regarding MiUy, "I saw the 

main dramatic complication much more prepared for my vessel of sensi

bility than by her — the work of other hands. , , ,**̂  Thus the ethics 

of creativeness as it has been considered in The Ambassadors and The 

Golden Bowl la not so clearly developed in The Wings of the Dove, Milly 

does not altogether push the action forward, as I4aggie and Strether do; 

dramatic intensity is gained rather by her sensitive response to the 

situation prepared for her, in so far as her responses f i U out her 

sense of having lived. 

The situation in The Ambassadors is considerably more ccanplex 

than that in The Wings of the Dove. In the totally unconventional con

clusion reached by Strether in regard to Chad's relationship with Mae, 

de Vionnet, James seems to weave into his carpet a scanewhat surprising 

pattern which caUs for another look at his concept of moral creativeness, 

Whereas MlUy concludes her ordeal with what may be designated as a 

"Christian" response to a ĵ ather conventional type of injury, Strether 

creates out of his Parisian experience a mandate which defies both civil 

and ecclesiastical law. "Lambert Strether," says Joseph Warren Beach, 

*Sjho is the very incarnation of New England conscience, feels bound to 

declare in the end for the continuance of an adulterous relation — to 

put it in legal terms — as the clear mandate of gratitude and good 

33 faith,'"^ The boundaries of conscience so-caUed are dissolved in favor 

^^ James, "Preface to 'The Wings,'" p. 293-

^3 Beach, Method of Henrv James ̂  p, 135. 
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of a wider view that rests on the fine discrimination between what is 

worth saving and losing in any particular individual's life. And 

creativeness, manifested in The Wings of the Dove within conventionally 

acceptable modes of thought and conduct, breaks through as a cognizance 

that "the highest ethical life . • . consists at a U times in the 

breaking of rules which have grown too narrow for the actual case." 

The breaking of rules is complicated further in The Golden Bowl 

in so far as the moral Involvement of the heroine is more pronounced. 

The extent to which Strether plays the role of an ambassador limits his 

direct Involvement considerably. That is, he stands outside of, and is 

in no way responsible for the original liaison between Chad and his 

mistress. Therefore, though his final pronouncement is the result of a 

Jolt to his moral heritage, it stands at the end as a piece of writing 

on the waU, to be noted or not according to Chad's inclination. Maggie, 

on the other hand, is personally entangled in the development of the 

liaison between Prince Amerigo and Charlotte Vei*ver. To save her mar

riage she must deal imaginatively not only with her husband and step

mother but with her own culpable role in encouraging their relationship. 

She is, in other words, intimately involved in her moral Judgment of 

these two; to absolve them is ultimately to recognize the extent of her 

responsibility. James thus deepens the hues of creativeness in The 

Golden Bowl, which is perhaps his most difficult performance. 

The three performances taken together comprise a tri-logy, unified 

by the provocative aspects of James's humanism dealt with in the pre

ceding pages. The characters of his mature phase, frequently accused 

of being mere shadows, fables with no essential reality as individuals 

r ^ rr.\- A P T " 
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representative of life, are seen, as fiction only can convey them, as 

persons engaged in an intense struggle against the mortifying forces of 

convention and Irrelevant principles. They are creators, for their 

values depend on the moment to moment apprehension of the meanings they 

find in their world. Earlier in his career, James thought of the pos

sible objection to characters who stand out, somewliat idealist!call}'-, 

against the complacency of an average humanity. In the preface to The 

Lesson of the Master he gives possibly the first and last word on the 

creative response of his characters to the mutilating conditions of 

life: 

What does your contention of non-existent conscious exposures. 
in the midst of all the stupidity and vulgarity and hypocrisy, 
imply but that we have been, nationally, so to speak, graced 
with no instance of recorded sensibility fine enough to react 
against these things? — an admission too distressing, Wn&t 
one would fain do is to baffle any such calamity, to create 
the record, in default of any other enjoyment of it; to Imagine, 
in a word, the honourable, the producible case, , , • How can 
one consent to make a picture of the preponderant futilities 
and vulgarities and miseries of life without the impulse to 
exhibit as well from time to time, in its place, some fine 
example of the reaction, the opposition or the escape?^ 

In his later novels, Henry James achieves "the thing at which he 

35 was always more or less consciously aiming,**^ The significance of the 

"fuU life" and the ethics of creativeness emerge with increasing em

phasis and complexity, culminating in the tritamph of ilaggie Verver in 

The Golden Bowl, It becomes possible, on the hypothesis of his humanism. 

^ Henry James, "Preface to 'The Lesson of the Master,'" The Art 
of the Novel (New York, 1947), pp, 222-223, 

55 
Beach, Method of Henrv James, p, 5. 
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to appreciate James's subtleties of style and language as the almost 

perfect agreement of content and technique. 
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