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PART ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Henry James is a novelist to whom the Horatian title, 

"poet," may be applied. James draws living expressions from 

the pat.^rn of life and customs; he combines the ;]udgement 

of common sense "tritle the wisdom of philosophy and he deals 

with the basie prellems of humanity, if we consider those 

problems to be primarily individual and moral rather than 

national or international ai-d social. James is concerned 

with psychological conflicts between individuals, not be

tween nations or cultures., and it is in the resolution of 

such conflicts that a moral philosophy may be felt and seen 

in those characters who are unquestionably James's elect. 

It is in the later novels in which James reaches the peak cf 

his technical artistry that a developed "moral sense"^ is 

displayed most prominently; but this moral sense is present, 

in a less artistically evolved state, in the earlier novels. 

The early novels foreshadow a fully developed moral code 

^ust as surely as they represent the foundations of that 

psychological and technics.! artistry which comes to full 

^Tlis phrase will have special significance in Part 
Four in che discussion of What I^isie ICr_er. It may be 
equated v/ith "moral consciousness. " 
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xxuxuxon m lo^Y witn 'me Spoils of Poynton and What I-Caisie 

Knew. The purpose of t h i s study i s to t race the develop

ment of a moral code in s ix of James's nove l s . Roderick 

Hudson, 1876, and The Ar-erlcan, I877, are the second and 

th i rd novels by Henry James, and in them may be found a be

ginning at tempt a t p resen ta t ion of charac te r s with moral 

sense . Tv;-o novels from the next decade. Washing;ton Square, 

1881, and Tae Aspern Papers, I888, reveal James's moral code 

pushed one s tep forvrard; but the cen t r a l f igures in the moral 

ac t ion are s t i l l only p a r t i a l p o r t r a i t s of the Jamesian i dea l 

c h a r a c t e r . I t i s in two novels of the following decade. The 

Spoi ls of Poynton and M a t Maisie Knew, t ha t the fu l ly de

veloped moral code i s displayed by charac te r s who embody a l l 

the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of James's heroes . Before t rac ing the 

developiiant of James's moral philosophy, however, i t i s neces

sary to determine ;3ust what t h i s philosophy i s and to con-

si i^ r the nature of James's charac te r s and the methods he 

i:_^l in p resen t ing an ordered view of l i f e through the ex

perience of these c h a r a c t e r s . 

I t 1^ genera l ly conceded tha t James i s a po r t r aye r of 

„,v.ral c o n l l i c t ; but there i s much disagreement concerning 

the substance of, even the exis tence of, James's moral p h i 

losophy. E l i sabe th Luther Gary, f ee l s t ha t James has a r e 

l i g i o n comprised of "a passion for t r u t h too in tense and 

mczing to be c l a s s i f i e d as phi losophy."2 H. R. Hays 

2Eli3abeth Luther Gary, The ITovels of Henry James 
(New York, 1905), p . 13. 



recognizes that James sees values of good and evil in order 

to bring them into conflict, even in the early novels. Hays, 

however, feels that James works primarily in terms of social 

milieus, not of human emotions.^ Edmund Wilson feels that 

James makes no attempt to decide between competing interests— 

that he only places the moral conflict and the behavior of 

the characters before us for our own interpretation. 

Other scholars have been more explicit in describing 

tie code of ethics espoused by Henry James. Joseph Warren 

l^ach feels that "the ethics of James are found, on inspec

tion, to be the usual idealistic, or 'bourgeois,' or Olris-

tian eth.ics."5 Quentin Anderson is convinced that James 

echoes the Swedenborgi-.n theology of his father.° It would 

be difficult, however, to find grounds for the construction 

of any tleistic or theological system in the novels of Henry 

James. The moral philosophy of James may be similar to the 

ethics of Christianity, but there are no eschatological 

implications in the ĵnilosophy of Henry James. There is 

^H. R, Hays, "Henry Janes, the Satirist," Hound and 
Horn, VII (April-June, 1934), pp. 514-522. 

4Edmund Wilson, "Tie Pilgrimage," in Henry James: A 
Collection of Critical gssays, ed. Leon Edel (Englewood 
Oliffs, 19637, p. 66. Thii Idea of a moral neutrality of 
treatment may also be found in Joseph Warren Beach, The Method 
of Henry James (New Haven, 1954), pp. 131-132. 

^Beach, p. I36. 

Quentin Anderson, The^ 1 •aeriean Henry James (New 
Brunswick, 1957), p. xi. "Xnderson^s theory is noted ...nd re
futed insofar as "theological trappings" are concernou in 
Ruth Taylor Todasco, Tiie_ Human!sm. £_f Henr7r James; Ma,1or 
Premise of His Later P̂ ^̂ ,-. unpublished M.A. thesis, Texas 
Technological College r:r..Jlcol, 1959), pp. 4-5. 



no concern with the supernatural or with the immortality 

of the soul in his novels,.^ 

Richard Ghase comes closer to a valid description when 

he writes that "moral value is likely to be personal and in

tuitive" in the novels of James and that "he appeals...to a 

personal sense of rightness as the source and warrant of 

i.oral value. "^ James recognizes this relativity of truth 

in his discussion of Guy de Maupassant: "Our eyes, our ears, 

our sense of smell, of taste differing one person to another, 

create as many truths as there are men upon the earth."^ In 

'cLe novels under discussion, the major characters engage in a 

pragmatic search for truth. The consistent results of their 

search indicates the existence in James of a controlling 

philosophy. 

Henry James recognises the necessity of moral values in 

literature. He remarked to Edith Wharton, "the trouble with 

eliminating the moral values is that almost all the dramatic 

opportunities go with them. "-̂"̂  For James, dramatic oppor

tunities exist in relationships between individuals; and 

'James mentions a belief in the immortality of the 
soul in his."George Eliot's Middlemarch" in The Future of 
the Novel, ed. Leon Edel (l\;ew York, 1956), p. 82, but the 
characters in his novels express no such sentiments in 
making their moral decisions. 

^Richard Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradition 
[Garden City, 1957), p. 159. 

%enry James, "Guy de Ilaupassant, " The Future of the 
Hovel, p. 196. 

l<̂ Edith Wharton, "Tn^ Man of Letters" in Henry 1 mes: 
A Collection of Critical Is say ̂.̂  p. 32. (., 
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io xo xu auon reiationsnips that we must search out the per

sonal and intuitive moral values of the characters. James 

h.as chosen to present, through these characters' moral deci

sions, his otm particular moral philosophy. Matthew Josepl-

son has pointed out that to James the people are more iiupor-

tant than -cue setting and that there is "little feel of the 

soil -̂-̂  in his novels. It is the people tlen r̂ho are impor

tant. Some are his vessels for honor, some for dishonor. 

Lotus Snow has adequately described those characters '.:ho ex

emplify the negative concept of morality: "As for tie evil

doers, tie betrajers, they are, without exception, selfish 

egoists, people who use James's elect for tleir own ends."-*-"̂  

Ifnat then are the characteristics of the elect? Joseph 

Warren 1̂ -̂ch feels that these creations are overly idealistic 

r.hcr. r.hP:v ?-.̂. vlctlms Only of "their own sometimes exag-... ^~ OJ_LC> U blXO,/ C»>. O J 

„̂_-ated ideali;3m. "^5 James's chosen characters are more 

idealistic than the average person in life, and this ..̂ aal-

isa is a part of James's moral philosophy. Seme have insis-

.e-> that this ideali:.u can flourish only in economic pros

perity. Beach feels chat they must be well-to-do,^4 and 

Stephen Spender also finds in them "the necessity of having 

•̂ -̂ i'latthew Josephson, "The Return of Henry James," ?or-
liL-li 2L '̂ ê Artist as .Ir̂ erican (New York, 1930), p. 2ce. 

12i;-:-̂ s Snow, ^^'I:r^^ Pateern of Innocence Through l:eperience 
m the C-.aracters of rIo„ry Jar:,es," University of Toronto 
:̂ ...rterlY, XXII, no. :>, pp. 234-235. 

•̂ -̂ leach, p. xl. Beach does realize, however, that Maisie 
is a poor, ahused waif who manage^ to make her "moral profit." 

^'^Beach, p. Ixxxviii. 
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a large income in order to lead a morally significant life. "-̂ 5 

Austin Warren, however, thinks that James's "'good people' 

are generally poor."^^ Manj scholars, it seems, have attemp

ted to label characters good or bad on the basis of wealth 

or need. But such categorizing is indefensible. 

The ideal Jaiaeeian character does not have to be rich 

or poor, Eurcpeau cr Ireerican. James is not concerned with 

external ccnuitions; he is interested only in the conscious

ness of his creations. James says of the novel that "for 

its sub;;ect, magnificenely, it has the whole human conscioue-

nees";-^' aud 1:2. "The Ar"i of Fiction" James states that "the 

moral ccusciousness of ^. child is as much a part of life as 

Y- 1 Q"' -• ̂  ri c; r\-? -!-'- - - - - "-, ol-i •• • * v^ " 1 8 

"Mer^l consciousn^-^s" is the key phrase in this exami

nation c^l the novelist's moral philosophy. It is found in 

James's chosen characters; it is seriously lacking in his 

other characters. This consciousness is an awareness, 

through experience, of certain moral truths. At the climax 

of the moral conflict in each novel, at the moment when ul

timate decisions must be made, it is this moral consciousness 

that provides direction and solace for those characters in 

l^stephen Spender, "The Oontemporary Sub;)ect," in Henry 
Jar.es: A Collection of Oritical Essays, p. 108. 

-̂ -̂̂ ustin Warren, "Myth and Dialectic in the Later llovels," 
Kenvon Review. V (Autumn, 1943), p. 567. 

17James, ''The Future of the Novel," in The Future of 
jfcrê  Novel, p. 33. 

lS«James, "The Art of Fiction," in The Future of the 
j-S^'Q 1, p. 23. 

http://Jar.es
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v;noffl It IS operative. The results of exercising this con

sciousness are not different in each case. Certain constant 

values continually reappear, and these values comprise the 

moral philosophy of Henry James."^^ 

This moral consciousness is co:D.posed of intelligence, 

"the ability to renounce for the happiness of others," a 

keen perception, and a "fine conscience." R. P. Blackmur 

states that James "chose either someone with a spark of in

telligence in him to make him worth saving" or "some spe

cial eminent person in whom the saving grace of full intel

ligence is assumed and exhibited."20 Elisabeth Gary notes 

oliat James's chosen characters have "the ability to renounce 

for the happiness of others» and to renounce without bitter

ness, or to bear without bitterness if the case require 

that."21 James's advice to novice writers, "Try to be one 

of the people on whom nothing is lost,"22 probably best de

scribes the degree of perception with which he endows his 

vilect. Probably the most important of these elements is the 

conscience. As William Troy states, the conscience, to Henry 

Ja^es, is only that area of mental activity which recognizes 

-̂ T̂hese constants will be named in the following 
discussions of the novels. 

20R. P. Blackmur, "Introduction," in The Art £f the 
Acvel (New York, 1934), p. xv. 

21Cary, p. 185. For the same idea see also Beach, 
p. 149. 

22James, "The Art of Piction," in The Future of the 
Novel, p. 13. 
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and solves moral conflicts,23 Joseph Conrad calls James 

"the historian of fine ccnsciences," and explains that they 

are "most visible in their ultieiate triumph, in their emer

gence from miraele, through an e:e.ergetic act of renuncia

tion. "24 

These characteristics will te found in the major por

traits on the Jamesian fict_̂ onal canvas. It may seem ^hat 

such ideâ lized and idealistic characters are out of place in 

the novels of a man who is traditionally called a realist or 

a psychological realiet. Such characters, in fact, would 

seem more i„ h^-pimg r̂iel the romantic tradition, especially 

iu their individuality aud subjectivity; but these people 

represent James's improvements on life. Many students of 

l^ury James have been lured into labeling him a typical re

alist h^ his sta-:eu-u': that "the only reason for the euist-

ence of a uevel is ehae it dees attempt to represent life."25 

It seems obvious, however, that James's characters are ideal

ized creations. That j£:mes feels he can improve upon life is 

shoim by his belief that only the "virus of suggestion" is 

needed as an idea for a story. Waen James first received 

the suggestion for the story which became The Snoils of 

Poynton, he was delighted with the idea; but when the nar

rator continued with the story.as it actually occurred. 

23T7iiiiam Troy, "The Î ew Generation^" in Henry James; 
A Ccllec"ion of Critical Es:.ay -...' o , ^j, ^-^ 

24joseph Conrad, "An Appreciation," in Henry James: 
A Oollection of Critical Essays, pp. 15-16. 

25ja:.c3, "The Art of Fiction," in 2ii ?--̂.ture £f the 
Zicv^, p. 5. 
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oaaxnii sctw clumsy iiiie again at her stupid work. "2" 

James places these idealistic characters in situations 

of moral conflict; the characterSj ^uercieing moral con-

seiousness, exemplify James's moral philosGph7. In ohe 

earlier novels James sometimes seems unsure which of his 

creations represents the ideal, just as he does not limit 

zhe vievrpoint to one "vessel of consciousness"; and, in 

these novels, the moral consciousness of the chosen charac

ters seems static. We do not see it grow, through experience, 

to maturity. It may be said that tne progress of James's 

teehnical artistry in restricting the story to one central 

ceneciousness is parallel to the dê /elopment of the Jamesian 

^encept of moral consciousness. 

The rudiments of Jameses moral philosophy are present 

in ehe earlier novels. Tfnether James was fully conscious cf 

the moral rules implied by his early novels is difficult to 

determine. William Troy feels that they were felt values 

ae first, products of the succonscious: 

lor James himself lihe rules did exist, 
and he accepted them with a passionate 
seriousness. Before ever they were 
apprehended by his mind, they were felt, 
and vrith enough intensity of feeling 
to provide the center, the very founda
tion of his artistic task.27 

There is, of course, no stated code of ethics in any of 

the novels of James; but moral rules do exist, if rules may 

1^ deduced from the results of moral decisions made hy the 

26James, "Preface to '̂'-e Spoils of Poynton" in The Art 
of the "ovel, p. 121. 

27lroy, p. 81. 



different characters who exhibit moral consciousness. Such 

results are exhibited more fully in che la-:er novels; but 

the path, through the characters' consciousnesses, to the 

climax of the moral conflict is more complex. I'r^a p^yeho-

logical complexity, the grarr.matical intricacy and the eome-

tim..s involuted style of the Later :iovels have caused a few 

critics to charge James wieh moral unsureness. Van \Jyclz 

Brooks is one of xhese. Uaahle to accept the later manner 

of James—a manner he blames on James's expatriation—Brooks 

describes the later novels rather harshly: 

I'lagniiicent pretentions /•i'ic/, pretty per-
foruaucesl—the fruits of an irresponsible 
iuagination, of a derange^! sense of values, 
of a mind working in the void, uncorrected 
by any clear consciousness of human cause 
and effect.28 

F. R. Leavis, noting the movement in James's fiction 

to".:ard more subtlety, sta^co uhat this trait led to "a loss 

of sureness in his moral touch."2^ 

Answers to these charges have been made, of course, by 

::,iuiv critics. Edmund Wilson refutes the former with the com-

m..:-t that "ie is precisely because Mr. Brooks' interest is 

a_l social and never moral that he has missed the point of 

James's ar..''̂ '̂  Joseph Warren leach answers the charge 

rade by Leavis. he e::plains that in the later novels 

28Vci,m Wyck Brooks, The ?ilprr:,na:?e of Henry James 
;_.Aw Yoih. 1925), p. 134. 

29p. p,. Leavis, "Henry James," The Great Tradition 
(New York, 1950), p. 159. 

3̂ '.il3on, p. 66, 

file:///Jyclz
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"we do not arrive at his /Jam.s's/ final valuations with

out going through a long course of 'visions and revisions.'" 

Beach adds that this is normal in life but that it may seem 

to some a "radical unsureness of touch in author and charac

ter. "^^ 

In describing the achievement of Henry James, Beach 

points out one of the difficulties for the reader in the la

ter novels. These novels, he points out, are chronicles of 

one character's consciousness, and we must remain in that 

consciousness, participating in its experiences, observing 

its indeedsions and false s".;arts, as it grows, through in

telligent, pere:,p'Give evaluation of experience and the exer

cise of ccnscience, to a developed moral consciousness. 

Thio writer finds fault with Beach, however, when he calls 

Ja:.es's concept a "transcendental morality.. .conceived in 

th:̂ t spiritual realm where the bounds of taste and morality 

1 .;i together a„d hecome indistinguishable. "^2 j-̂  is -crue 

•.n̂ t th:, morally perceptive characters in the later novels 

^iten di:.play aesthetic perception as well^ but morality and 

taste are alvrays distinguishable. Aesthetic perception is 

of secondary importance; le is only one mark of distinction 

in the ideal characters. 

In th>:, following discussion of six representative novels 

i'c V7ill ho shovm that certain moral values are consistent 

3lBeach, pp. 1-li. Pelhar. Edgar in "The Essential Nov
elist?" in £l̂ ;̂ y J'ames: A Gollection of Oritical Essays, 
p. 95, notes tiiat James's liTter theories of fiction "find their 
first untrammelled manifestation in...The Snoils of Poynton." 

^^Beach, p. 141. 
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by-products of the exercise of moral consciousness and that 

a progressive development of this moral consciousness and 

of the presentation cf it is visible. It is a static and 

incomplete element in the characters of the early novels; 

but it becomes the goal, the end result of funded en-p'eri-

ence, in Fleda Yetch of The Spoils of Poynton and in Iĥ isie 

of "//hat I'-isie It'.ew. 



PART TWO 

TWO :ih,.RLY NOVELS 

Chapter I 

ROLIRIQI HUDSON 

Roderick Hudson is actually the second novel by Henry 

James; hut Jares chose to call it his first, ^^ ignoring 

hatch and Ward of I67I. It is the story of Roderick Ei?'son, 

a poor but talented young iruerican artist, and Rowland 

hallet who takes Roderick to Europe in an honest attempt to 

help Roderick realize his artistic potential. The tvro major 

female characters of "dnis ncvsl, Mary Garland and Christina 

Light, are prototypes ef many of James's later women. Mary 

Garland, the distant relative to whom Roderick becomes en

gaged, almost as an afterthought, before leaving America, is 

the passive type: but Christina Light, who tries to drive 

Roderick to maturity T.eile he is pursuing her in Europe, is 

almost -Ghe antithesis of Mary Garland. 

These are the major characters; the major theme, to 

judge by critical differences of opinion, is more obscure. 

P. W. Dupee contends that "the novel is only too plainly an 

33jaines, "Preface" in Roderick Eudson, vol. I: The 
Novels and Tales ef henry James (24 vols.; New York, TsoY-
Oh~}, p. vi. Later references to Roderiek Hudson or the "Pre
face" to it will be indicated in parentheses in the text by 
volume and page numbers. 
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uujecu lesson m tne danger oi converting artistic genius 

into mere flair for adventurous living.">^ The problem with 

this interpretation is •:hat Roderieh does not consciously 

convert his genius i:̂ to e, talent for adventurous living, he 

has an innaê - genius for sueh living. According to James, 

Hc^erich has a "large capacity for ruin." In fact, as James 

notes uith eifect.ve /.indsight in this preface, "at the rate 

at which he falls to pieces,, he seems to place himself he-

yend cur understanding and cur sy3::path7" (I, xiv). 

Max Beerhohm expresses a similar view of the theme of 

Roderick Hudson: "One of Mr. Henry James's earliest themes 

was of a youth endowed with ar-istic genius, but not endowed 

with moral sense. "3:> Roderick does not have the moral sense 

of Rowland I-Iallet, but his final decision seems to be moti

vated by a combination of despair and a beginning moral 

awareness. 

Other critics, more correctly, have searched for the 

major theme of the novel in the actions of Rowland I-ĥ llet. 

Oscar Cargill states that the central theme is "the question 

of one's right to devise the destiny of another."^^ Oargill 

is referring to Rowland Mallet's apparently unselfish attempt 

to direct the life of Roderick. Rowland has only good inten-

eions, but he does hecome involved, perhaps overly involved. 

34p. T.T̂  Dupee, Henry Janes (New York, 1951), p. 87. 

35:/[ax leerbohr:, "Jacobean and Shavian" in Henry James: 
A rollection 01 Critical Assays, p. IS. 

36oscar Oargill, The hovels of Henry James (New York, 
l^el), p. 31. 
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in the life of his prcos'gê : 

Rowland is mGr:-lly and psychologically 
a participane i_ hoderlch's success; 
his conscien'-.e ̂  h..e me..t active in the 
book, will nee allow him "ce let Roderick 
fail, for fe.-.r that he hiu3elf_may profit 
in love in Roderick's dai_ure.^7 

Beach also places Rowland at ehe center of the novel in 

his description of a ''distinctively Christian'' virtue to be 

found in the stories of James: "inat is unselfishness, or 

self-devotion to the happiness of others." Rowland Mallet, 

according to Beach, "is the shining example in the earlier 

novels.'"^^ It seems apparent that Rowland's actions are un

selfish and a'̂ ove re"eroach through most of the novel, cut is 

this enough? Does Rowland have the right to meddle with the 

life of another, even if he is earnestly interested in the 

welfare of that person? James gives no direct answer in 

this novel, but it is not the meddling that is wrong; it 

is Rowland's inconstancy, his lack of a developed moral 

sense that -̂ zill ultimately he at fault. 

Rowland Iĥ llet is, as these last views ho-ve indicated, 

the centie.1 figure in the novel. In writing the "Preface" 

uO hoder:.ck Eudson in 1S07, James remarks that the con

sciousness of Mallet had asserted itself and had become the 

suhject of the novel: 

My subject, all blissfully, in face of 
difficulties, had defined itself—and 
this in spite of the title of the book— 
as not directly, in the least, my young 

57cargill, p. 27. 

383ic.oh, p. 140. 
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sculptor's adventure. This it had been 
but indirectly, heing all. the while in 
essence ana in final effect another man's, 
his friend's and patron's view and ex
perience of 'LL^ fl, xvi-:r7li). 

Since the story is presented through the consciousness 

of Rowland I-Iallet, insofar as James i:. capable of such re

striction at this print in his career, the development of 

a moral sense should either be displayed by or reflected in 

this consciousness. James does attempt to display a moral 

awareness in Rowland. Rowland's original decision to take 

Roderick to Ê arope seems purely altruistic, but perhaps Row-

l£.nd recognizes either a trace of selfishness or a desire 

for vicar:^eus experience in his plan: 

I can't do such things myself, but when 
I see a young man of genius standing 
helpless and hopeless for want of capi
tal, I feel—and it's no affectation of 
humility, I assure you—as if it would 
give at least a reflected usefulness to 
my own life to offer him his opportunity 
(I, 49:. 

The opportunities fv.r Rowland to display his moral val

ues are greatly increased when it becomes obvious that he has 

fallen m love with Ih.ry Garland, Eederick's fiancee. Row-

l-̂ nd must conceal this lo.'C from Roderick; and he must not 

allow Roderick to fail, ever, if that failure could give him 

a chance to \:iii l-Iary. I'Ta'^^n hoderick confesses that he had 

become engaged to Mary because she was a "stern moralist," a 

ŝ Tiebol of security and sanity, Rowland shows, in his answer, 

that he has perceptively evaluated the young lady: 

'...I made out to my satisfaction all 
sorts of fine free things in Miss Garland. 
There's nothing e-t all scanted about her 
but her experie:ece; everything else is 



'ge. My con̂ îction of her is that 
she';, very intelligent, but tlnat she 
never had a chance to prove it. Some 
day cr other I'm sure she'll be right 
about everything" (I, 87). 

Roderick shoals his hasically selfish nature by de

claring that he only we:its her to be right about his in

terests (I, 8?). The antithetical natures of Rowland and 

Roderick are evident throughout the novel. Roderick feels 

that hu -̂s destined to fail as an artist and as a man, but 

Rc.land .̂ssures him that "the power to choose is destiny" 

(1, 141). Later, however, it seems that Roderick is n-̂ ver 

to develop the ahility to choose. Christina Light, who is 

to be the Princess Casamassina of the later novel by that 

title and who is a dti^r_:inant factor in Roderick's uei'nfall 

in this hock, has a try a-c z'j.a.^l'^g Roderick's destiny but 

gives up w„\:h this statouent: "You've never chosen, I say; 

you've seen afraid tc choose" (I, 262).39 Perhaps this is a 

feigned fatalism ^n Re .-crick's part; but, if so, he plays the 

part well. Yl^o.::. Eoi'land einiorts him to give up his pursuit 

of Christina Light, Rcdcrick's only excuse for not doing so 

is that he is "a fatalist c.s well as a fool" (I, 306). 

Roderick is exasperatingly strong-willed, however, in 

this pursuit of Christina and in his ability to forget ilary 

Garland. It is Roderick's obduracy which gives rise to the 

only attempt at moral development in the novel, within the 

consciousness of Rowland Mallet. Rowland begins to consider 

39Viola R. Dunbar notes that Roderick's failure is a 
result of his inahility te exorcise free will. "ihe Prob
lem in icderinh Eucscn, ''• .'-dern Ian?T:,â e Ec^es, -LXVII, p. 113. 
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neipmg Roderick "fizzle out," and he mentally Justifies 

such action in terms of witch-buming: 

When of old a man was burnt at the 
stake it was cruel to have to be 
present; but, one's presence assumed, 
it was charity to lend a hand, to pile 
up the fuel and make the flames do 
their work quickly and the smoke muffle 
up the victim. And It didn't diminish 
the charity that this was perhaps an 
obligation especially felt if one had 
a reversionary interest in something the 
victim was to leave behind (I, 315). 

In a later novel this idea would have been feltealier; 

and the resolution of It would be the major problem of the 

character's consciousness, but Rowland's concept of morality 

is basically static. Within forty-eight hours, and two pages, 

he is telling a local Franciscan monk that he has seen the 

devil and driven him out: 

'You've been tempted, fipjlio mlo?' 
asked the friar tenderly. 

'Hideously!' 
'And you've resisted—and conqueredl' 
'I believe I've conquered' (I, 317). 

The temptation may have been hideous; but James's pre

sentation of it has not made the reader feel the agony of 

Rowland's mental conflict, and it seems unlikely that Rowland 

has sufficiently conquered temptation, or that there was any 

possibility of another solution of the conflict. Rowland is 

faced with another moral choice, when Roderick finally admits 

that he has no feeling for Mary Garland. Rowland must 

choose either to try to win Mary for himself or to attempt 

to reconcile Roderick and Mary, and it becomes evident that 

his loyalty has been shifted. Mary is now the object of 

his concern; and whatever he does will be done, Rowland 



19 

maices clear, "for her sake" (I, 357). Rowland should be con

cerned about the happiness of Mary; but his first loyalty, 

as a result of his original decision, should be to Roderick. 

That Rowland has given up protecting Roderick is made clear 

when he admits to Roderick that he has been in love with 

I^ry Garland for two years (I, 510). 

It is probably this admission by Rowland that is re

sponsible for Roderick's death. Roderick is shocked into a 

new awareness by Rowland's confession. He admits his pre

vious lack of perception: 

'I've been damnably stupid. Isn't 
an artist supposed to be a man of 
fine perceptions? I haven't, as 
it turns out, had one' (I, 512). 

It is significant that, after Roderick wanders off into the 

hills alone, Rowland does not feel relieved: "He felt, un

easily, placed in the wrong in spite of his excellent 

cause" (I, 514). When Roderick's body is found at the foot 

of a cliff, it is clear, from Rowland's thoughts, that his 

death was no accident:40 

The most rational of men Rowland/ 
wandered and lost himself in the 
dark places of passion, lashed his 
'conduct' with a scourge of steel, 
accusing it of cruelty and Injustice: 
he would have lain down there in 
Roderick's place to unsay the words 
that had yesterday driven him forth 
on his ramble of despair (I, 525). 

^^^Cargill, p. 24, states that "if Roderick's death 
were 'accidental,' Rowland's suffering for it cannot be 
justified artistically or morally." 
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Rowland Mallet, the symbol of unselfishness, has 

failed to evaluate adequately the moral problem before him. 

Later Jamesian characters will display such unselfishness, 

but they will understand the moral necessity of loyalty. 

I^llet's moral sense simply does not develop, and It is sig

nificant that he does not win Mary Garland. When he calls 

on her from time to time, back in America, "she is inscruta

bly civil to him" (I, 526), but that is all. Rowland is not 

a perfect example of the Jamesian ileal, but neither is Rod

erick. He does make the supreme sacrifice, but despair as 

much as or more than moral awareness is the motive. 

In the two women, Christina Light and Mary Garland, some 

of the characteristics of later major characters are dis

played. Christina is a beginning attempt at the negative 

type in James's moral spectrum. She is the victim of a 

mother who wants to marry her to a nobleman (I, 253-254); 

but Christina, too, as Madame Grandonl notes, does every

thing "at somebody's expense" (I, 369). It was James's in

tention to make Christina the "well nigh sole agent of his 

/Roderick's/ catastrophe" (I, xiv); but, as James remarks, 

this view of her "fails to commend itself to our sense of 

truth and proportion" (I, xlv-xv). 

James also failed In presenting Mary as the positive 

side of the moral coin. T. S. Eliot notes that James failed 

to create an appropriate relation between Christina and Mary;^^ 

41T. S. Eliot, "Henry James" In The Shock of Recog;ni-
tion, ed. Edmund Wilson (New York, 1955), p. 8 6 ^ 
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James felt this deficiency and corrected it in later novels. 

Mary is, in a w^y, the victim of Mrs. Hudson, who feels that 

it is her duty and Mary's to be "priestesses at Roderick's 

shrine" (I, 453), and who thinks I^ry should be "glad to act 

as a handmaid without wages" (I, 454). Merely being used by 

others is not enough to make one a member of James's elect, 

however. "There are depths of character in Mary Garland" as 

Ernest A. Baker has stated,^^ but there is no moral action 

in her life. She waits patiently for Roderick, but there is 

no evaluation of experience, no moral conflict, and no de

velopment of a moral consciousness in her life. She is, 

however, an early model for someone like Fleda Vetch of The 

Spoils of Poynton> someone who will possess the unselfish

ness of Rowland Mallet plus the sense of loyalty he lacks. 

42Ernest A. Baker, The History of the English Novel 
;iO vols., London, 1938), vol. IX, pp. ^Wf-^^. 



Chapter II 

THE AMERICAN 

Unselfishness and complete loyalty are shown to be 

moral necessities in Roderick Hudson. A closely allied 

theme is evident in The American—the power or ability of a 

character to renounce his own interests or advantages rather 

than injure others. Christopher Newman, who has made his 

fortune in America and has come to Europe to find a wife, is 

the principal character and the interpreting consciousness of 

the novel. Claire de Cintre'', the woman he finds and wins, 

only to lose her to her family's aristocratic principles, 

is the only other major figure in the novel, though there 

are many well-drawn supporting actors and actresses. 

The American is one of the most interesting yet one of 

the most technically imperfect of James's novels. The inter

est lies in the conflict between Nê vnaan, a morally superior 

but uncultured American, and the Bellegardes, a sophisti

cated, aristocratic French family and its Quixotic set of 

principles. The technical Imperfections are, basically, of 

two types. First, there are violations of the Aristotelian 

concept of probability or what we would call verisimilitude; 

and secondly, James fails to restrict the viewpoint to the 

consciousness of Christopher Newman. 
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une of the causes of implausibility in the novel is 

James's treatment of time, especially the passing of time. 

The story begins in May, 1868, only three years after the 

enc of the Civil War; yet Newman, who had come out of the war 

a general but penniless, has had time to go into business 

and become a very wealthy man with Interests in many com

mercial enterprises. James'scareless handling of time ap

pears again as Newman remarks to an old friend, Tom 

Tristram, whom he meets in Paris in 1868, that he had last 

seen Tristram eight or nine years before, during the war.43 

James notes in the "Preface" which he wrote in 1907, that 

there is a lack of verisimilitude in his drawing of the 

Bellegardes. He feels that they would have jumped at the 

chance to marry Claire to Newman.44 James also realizes 

that his widowed heroine, the daughter of the Bellegardes, 

Madame de Cintre'', is Incompletely drawn: "And with this 

lady altogether, I recognize, a light plank, too light a 

plank Is laid for the reader over a dark 'psychological' 

abyss" (II, xxii). 

Oscar Cargill calls James's failure to acquaint the 

reader thoroughly with Madame de Cintre the "greatest 

43These flaws are listed by John Robert Moore in 
"hn Imperfection In the Art of Henry James," Nineteenth 
Cen:ury Fiction, XIII, pp. 351-356. 

44James, "Preface" in The American, vol. II: The 
E -els and dales of Henry James (24 vols.; New York, 1907-
C. p. n-T:'. Later references to the "Preface" and to this 
o^ .:.on cf The American will be indicated in parentheses in 
tj.^ texe cy volume and page numbers. For purposes of com
parison a few references will be made by footnotes to the 
original version of The American. 
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failure in the book";"̂ ^ but perhaps the second technical 

weakness, the failure to limit the viewpoint of the novel tc 

the consciousness of Christopher Newman, Is at least equally 

serious. James relates much to the reader that Eevman 

could not know—that could come only from the author. 

V̂hen the childhood and the unfortunate first love of 

Mrs. Tristram are described (II, 37-38), it is clear that 

James is bypassing his vessel of consciousness to speak 

directly to the reader. Such authorial intrusions cause 

the reader to anticipate more of such information from James 

and to place a lower value on the expressions that do come 

from the consciousness of Christopher Newman. This Imper

fection in the presentation of Newman has given rise to some 

of the harshest criticism of the novel: 

There is no revelation of anything 
through Newman's consciousness— 
nothing depends upon his understanding. 
There is in fact no spiritual dilemma. 
That is why the book is not agong the 
greatest of its author's....^^ 

James, looking back at the novel in 1907, has a dif

ferent view of Newman, however; and he knows that this 

c.aracter has been misunderstood. In discussing Newman's 

final decision, James emphasizes the "moral convenience, in

deed the moral necessity, of his practical, but quite unap

preciated, magnanimity" (II, vli). This "magnanimity" of 

Christopher Newman Is, Indeed, at the heart of the novel. 

45cargill, p. 51. 

46Beach, pp. 204-205. Cargill, p. 49, also feels that 
James does not endow Newman with much perceptivity. 
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Prom the earliest conception of the plan to the finished 

novel, it is this one idea which determines the rest of the 

novel. This is one of the few novels in which James di

rects everything at the presentation of a preconceived cli

max. His first idea for this novel is that of Newman's 

renunciation of his advantage over those who had done him 

irreparable damage (II, vii). Perhaps the critics who con

demn the novel would be less harsh if they judged it on the 

basis of what James attempted to do. 

James's primary concern in this novel is to present 

Newman's reaction to a moral conflict;47 and, in that pre

sentation, he shows the first signs of the foreshadowing he 

uses so effectively in the later novels. That Newman is to 

be duped and mistreated In this novel is shown by the fact 

that the first person he meets sells him a worthless copy 

of a famous painting at an exorbitant price and, succeeding 

in this, offers to have her father give Newman French les

sons, for money (II, 6-13). 

In another bit of early foreshadowing, James prepares 

the reader for the ultimate moral conflict and for the fact 

that Newman's resolution of the conflict is not the result 

of a developed moral consciousness but of some static, 

innate moral concept over which Newman has no control. 

47^nc theory that this novel was written In answer to 
a play by Alexandre Dumas, fils, in which an American in 
Paris is presented very unfavorably does not alter the fact 
that Nei;.aan's reaction to a moral conflict is central to 
The American. For the above theory see Cargill, p. 46. 
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Newman tolls Tristram the story of his chance to get revenge 

on a conpetitor and to make half a million dollars in the 

process. He had only to teat the competitor to an office on 

.''all Street; but as his carriage approached the place he 

fell into reverie, or fell asleep, and had a change of 

near t: 

'At all events I woke up suddenly, from 
a sleep or from a kind of reverie, with 
the most extraordinary change of heart— 
a mortal disgust for the whole proposi
tion... I couldn't tell the meaning 
of it; I only realised I had turned 
against myself worse than against the 
man I wanted to smash' (II, 30-31). 

James has already set the stage for Newman's tragedy; 

Mrs. Tristram now becomes the first agent to attempt to di

rect Newman's destiny. Knowing that Newman is searching for 

a wife, Mrs. Tristram proposes to marry him to Claire de 

Cintre (II, 49).'^^ The next of these agents is I^dame 

de Bellegarde, Claire's mother, who at first refuses to 

give her blessing to Newman's wish to marry Claire. She 

begins to think, however, when Nê vman tells her how rich he 

is (II, 197); and as a result of that thinking, she and her 

elder son, Urbaln, give their consent to Newman's suit (II, 

223). After Newman has won Claire's assent and after he has 

been presented to the Bellegardes' aristocratic friends at 

an engagement party, he suddenly learns from Claire that 

th:̂ s consent has been retracted (II, 363). It is this action 

f̂ the Bellegardes that causes the moral conflict and the 

48Match-makers are present in almost all James's nov
els; and, usually, their actions are morally reprehensible. 
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moment of decision in the lives of both Claire and Newman. 

Claire must choose either to obey her family's wishes and 

renounce her own interests or to disobey them and marry 

Neunan. Newman asks Mrs. Tristram if Claire is not a free 

woman and she replies, "legally yes, I suppose; but morally 

no. In Prance you may never say Nay to your mother, what

ever she requires of you" (II, 109). Claire, then, has no 

choice. She had been forced into her first marriage to an 

old man who had died shortly thereafter. His will had been 

contested in court, and Claire had persuaded her greedy mother 

to give in to the other relatives, by promising to do 

anything she was asked, except marry, for the next ten years 

(II, I5I-I52). Claire had renounced her own interests in 

that case to protect the name of her dead husband, and she 

renounces her own Interests in giving up Newman for the sake 

of her family and of her promise to them. "It's like a re

ligion, " Claire says in explaining her position to Ne-svmian 

[II, 415); and she describes that religion: 

'I was made to do gladly and gratefully 
what's expected of me. My mother has 
always been very good to me; that's all 
I can say. I mustn't judge her; I 
mustn't criticise her. If I did it 
would come dreadfully back to me. I 
can't change' (II, 416-417). 

This is the answer to Newman's question, "why do you 

sacrifice me to them?" (II, 410), and it is clear that 

Claire's decision Is the result of a static concept of mo-

r..lity; It is not the result of a developed moral sense. 

She simply has no choice. Newman does seem to have a choice 
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in resolving his own moral conflict; but the alternatives 

are not displayed, nor is the method by which Newman 

reaches his decision. The end result is that Newman, 

though obviously displaying great unselfishness in the re

nunciation of his advantage, seems to make his decision 

spontaneously from some Instinctive moral standard. 

The moral conflict for Newman comes after Claire has 

gone into the Carmelite convent "to be," she says, "out of 

the world, where such troubles as this come to the Inno

cent, to the best" (II, 418). Newman has been told, by 

Claire's younger brother, Valentin, who cares more for New

man than for his own family> of a dark secret in the past of 

Madame and Urbaln de Bellegarde. Tnis secret, Valentin says, 

can be used "to pay them what you owe them" (II, 402). The 

secret is a note, written by the late Monsieur de Bellegarde 

on his deathbed, which will prove that Madame de Bellegarde 

had caused her husband's death. Newman finally acquires the 

note from the old housekeeper and plans to use it to pull 

the Bellegardes down from their high position (II, 460-464). 

NciTTman goes first to the Duchess, who Is a friend of the 

Bellegardes, determined to begin his revenge by shovring her 

the note. VJhile she talks to an Italian prince, Newman sits 

as if in reverie (just as he had in the episode he related 

to Tristram); then he suddenly wakes up and realizes "the 

folly of nis errand." The only explanation is that "he 

Swcmed morally to have turned a high somersault and to find 

things looking differently in consequence" (II, 507). 
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This renunciation of his advantage over the Bellegardes 

-^z the "magnanimity" of Christopher Newman, whien James calls 

"unappreciated." In revising this novel for the complete 

edition of his works in 1907 James made some changes In an 

attempt to strengthen Ne-̂ raan. Early In the novel Mrs. Tris

tram is the mouthpiece for a typical piece of Jamesian ad

vice, this time to Christopher Newman: 

'VJhen you're embarrassed do as you think 
best and you'll do very well. When 
you're in a difficulty judge for your
self. Only let it then be all of you' 
(II, 4677"^ — 

The last sentence, indicated here by underlining, is not 

present in the original version,^9 -which would seem to in

dicate that James realized the shortcomings of the original 

character. This advice, if it had been complete in the 1877 

edition, could be called foreshadowing of the actions of the 

ideal Jamesian characters of later novels; since the most 

important line was added In 1907, however, it must be regarded 

as James's recognition that his early characters did not 

display a developed moral sense. 

This contention is strengthened by another important re

vision. In the first edition Newman explains to Mrs. Tris

tram his reasons for destroying the note. Her answer is that 

the Bellegc-rdes had not been frightened by the knowledge that 

he had the note simply because they knew he would not use it. 

This thought seems to shock Newman and the book closes with 

49james, The American (New York, 1949), p. 32. This 
Rinehart edition uses the text of the first edition, 
Boston: Houghton, Osgood and Co., 1877. 



30 

the statement that "Newman instinctively turned to see if the 

little paper ^hich he had thrown into the fireplace/ vras in 

fact consumed; but there was nothing left of it."50 -his 

action would indicate a weakness not in keeping with the 

character J'ames wanted Newman to be; and in the revised edi

tion, when Mrs. Tristram asks if the note, the contents of 

which she does not know, is quite consumed, Newman does not 

glance at it; he only assures her that it is gone (II, 539). 

These minor revisions may seem unimportant, but they are in

dications of the degree of moral strength which James's later 

characters will possess. 

Despite James's revisions Newman is still the possessor 

of one of the two negative characteristics displayed in this 

novel. Newman wanted to marry Claire, but he wanted her for 

the wrong reason—pride of possession—as is shown by his 

thoughts: "He had already begun to value the world's view of 

his possible prize as adding to the prospective glory of pos

session" (II, 180), Such pride will not be a characteristic 

of James's elect in later novels bui. will often be present 

among other characters. The other negative characteristic 

in this novel is that displayed by the Bellegardes—consid-

.̂ring a principle more Important than a person. It Is evi

dent that the Bellegardes have done just that; in fact James 

uses more of his foreshadowing to alert the reader to this 

fact. Before Newman even knows of the murder, he antici

pates io in his description of Madame de Bellegarde: "I 

50yO-es, The Arierican. p. 360. 
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shouldn't wonder if she had done some one to death—all of 

course from a high sense of duty" (II, 246-247). Mrs. Tris

tram, though she misinterprets it, is the first to put the 

concept into words: "They wanted your money, but they've 

given you up for an idea" (II, 377). Throughout his novels, 

Henry James shows no sympathy for those characters who 

would sacrifice a human being to a principle. 

Unselfishness and loyalty, emphasized in Roderick Hudson, 

are also important in The American, and a new dimension has 

been added: a method of ex-pressing unselfishness, through 

renunciation of personal interests for the well-being of 

others. The two major characters in the novels are not per

fect examples of the Jamesian ideal, however; both have ma

jor weaknesses, a lack of loyalty in Rowland Mallet and 

excessive pride in Christopher Newman. These weaknesses 

will not be seen in the major characters to come. 



PART THREE 

THE EXPERIMENTAL PERIOD 

Chapter I 

WASHINGTON SQUARE 

Luring the 1880's James wrote six novels in almost as 

many styles. This decade vras a period of experimentation 

for James. He composed long novels, short novels, and nov

elettes; he experimented with the first person narrative, 

and he wrote one short novel from the traditional third per

son viewpoint of the omniscient author. The Portrait of a 

Lady is usually considered the masterpiece of this period; 

but The Bostonians. The Princess Casamasslma, and The Tra

gic Muse are all substantial examples of the maturation of 

James as a writer of fiction. One short novel. Washing;ton 

Square, and one novelette, Tlie Aspern Papers, of this period 

are rarely included in studies of the Jamesian concept of 

morality, and there is evidence that James did not think 

highly of either attempt. Ihese works, however, do contain 

characters who display the positive moral qualities of Row

land i-lallet and Christopher Newman, with two Important ad

ditions: they place a higher value on love; and they evalu

ate experience, to a certain extent, in making their ulti

mate moral decisions. 
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Vfashington Square. 1881, was not Included in the New 

York edition of James's works, probably because James felt 

it was not typical of his method. Beach considers this omis

sion a critical error on the part of James and "the one in

stance In which we feel bound to demur from the author's ver

dict. "51 In all fairness to James we must admit that the 

novel is not typical of his technique, but It is remarkably 

well constructed and very effective in character presenta

tion. It is no less effective in presenting James's own 

brand of moral philosophy. 

Although the story is related from the viev/polnt of an 

omniscient author, Catherine Sloper is the central figure, 

and she is one of the first of the characters of Henry James 

who show a moral growth. Catherine is a plain, simple, im-

perceptive girl who is the victim of a self-centered father, 

a meddling, match-making aunt and a mercenary lover. All 

these people are more intelligent than Catherine, and she is 

but a pawn to them. She develops a moral strength, however, 

and survives. 

At a cousin's engagement party, Catherine first meets 

Morris Townsend and immediately falls in love. James shows 

that this is a portentous incident. When asked what she 

thinks of the young man, Catherine replies, "Oh, nothing 

particularl" James inserts the fact that she is 

5lBeach, p. 228. 
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"dissembling for the first time In her life."52 Shortly 

thereafter Catherine evades a question from her father con

cerning Morris, and James forevrarns the reader again of the 

importance of this action: 

I have said that this entertainment was 
the beginning of something Important 
for Catherine. For the second time in 
her life she made an indirect answer; 
and the beginning of a period of dis
simulation is certainly a significant 
date (p. 34). 

It becomes apparent later that Catherine's breaking of con

ventional moral standards Is not reprehensible. This is 

probably the earliest example in James of the idea that love 

gives absolution for such sins. 

Catherine's father, the wealthy Doctor Sloper, Is in

telligent and perceptive; but his ability to love must have 

died with his wife, for he is cold and passionless toward 

Catherine. He thinks of her not as a human being but as an 

actress in a drama created for his own entertainment. The 

doctor is immediately suspicious of the handsome but impe

cunious Morris and his Interest in Catherine, but he suspends 

judgement because he is "very curious to see whether Cath

erine might really be loved for her moral worth" (p. 47). 

He promises himself "some entertainment from the little drama" 

(p. 47). When it becomes evident that Morris is a serious 

suitor and that Catherine is in love, however, the doctor is 

52james, Washington Square (New York, 1949), p. 32. 
Later references to Washington Square will be indicated 
in pareneheses in the text by page numbers only. 
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quick to denounce the aspiring lover and to express his 

pride in his ability to form such judgements. "What I tell 

you is the result of thirty years of observation", he says 

to his sister, "and in order to be able to form that judge

ment in a single evening, I have had to spend a lifetime in 

study" (p. 50). Not paternal love, but pride and the desire 

to observe Catherine's "little drama" are the motives for 

Doctor Sloper's unalterable refusal to consider Morris as a 

possible son-in-law. 

Catherine Is caught betvreen her love for Morris and her 

love of her father, but a third force is added to the con

flict in the person of the widowed aunt, Mrs. Pennlman, who 

lives with her brother. Doctor Sloper, and Catherine. Mrs. 

Pennlman is vitally Interested in the love affair, and her 

reasons are as selfish as those of her brother: "Mrs. Pennl

man delighted of all things in a drama, and she flattered 

herself that a drama would now be enacted" (p. 61). Mrs. 

Pennlman is not content to be an observer, however; she is an 

active match-maker seeking both vicarious and real experi

ence: "It may even be said that there were times when she 

lost sight altogether of the modest heroine of the play, in 

the contemplation of certain great passages which would natu

rally occur between the hero and herself" (pp. 61-62). 

The "modest heroine," caught between these three active 

forces is, like Mary Garland and Claire de Cintre", completely 

passive. "She took what was given her from day to day..." 

(p. 62), and "her own heart was filled in these days with 
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Catherine, however, James presents a character who tries to 

think about her problem and who tries to make up her mind 

what to do. She realizes the importance of her decision; 

and, although she is of age and legally free, she realizes 

the moral necessity of respecting her father's wishes. Here 

again the parallel between Catherine and Claire de Cintre" is 

obvious. When Morris remarks to Doctor Sloper that Catherine 

seems "quite her own mistress," the doctor replies, "Lit

erally she is. But she has not emancipated herself morally 

quite so far, I trust, as to choose a husband without con

sulting me" (p. 70). 

Cw-therine cannot easily resolve her moral conflict. 

When Doctor Sloper tells Morris's sister that Catherine has 

great admiration for her father, the sister aptly describes 

the difficulty of Catherine's position: "It makes the di

lemma more painful, and the effort of choosing between you 

and her lover almost Impossible" (p. 76). 

Catherine grows morally as she makes the decision. 

She learns to look at herself objectively: 

She watched herself as she would have 
watched another person, and wondered 
what she would do. It was as If this 
other person, who was both herself 
and not herself had suddenly sprung 
into being, inspiring her with a 
natural curiosity as to the perfor
mance of untested functions (pp. 85-86). 

Catherine still hopes the conflict can be avoided through 

changing her father's attitude, but she does not yet feel 
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capable of such action. She thinks that she can only be good 

and that "if she were only good enough. Heaven would invent 

some way of reconciling all things" (p. 87). In her waiting 

and hoping, Catherine grows more perceptive and sees her aunt 

for what she is: "Her aunt seemed to her aggressive and fool

ish, and to see It so clearly—to judge Mrs. Pennlman so posi

tively made her feel old and grave" (p. 100). 

This newly acquired perceptlveness causes Catherine to 

begin to realize that her father will never change, and she 

becomes visibly more determined to remain loyal to Morris and 

not to give him up. Her new strength only causes Doctor Slo

per to become more Interested In watching the drama he has 

created. He begins to "wait with suspense—with positive ex

citement—" to see just what she will do (p. 115), but she 

shocks him with the new moral depth of her observation. 

"But if I don't obey you," she says, "I ought not to live 

with you—to enjoy your kindness and protection." This ar

gument gives the doctor "a sudden sense of having underesti

mated his daughter" (p. 122), and he insults her taste and 

orders her to keep such ideas to herself. Catherine's de

veloping awareness is still embryonic, but she begins to see 

her father more clearly and wishes to remain at home and 

marry Morris Instead of accepting her father's plan to go to 

Europe for six months. Morris, however, realizes that her 

father would disinherit her and insists that she go with her 

father and work on his sympathy (pp. 124-125). 

Catherine returns from Europe even more changed. She 

recognizes the "Inmost falsity" in Mrs. Pennlman more 
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clearly" (p. 134), and she no longer tries to sway her fa

ther. Her increased awareness is shown by the revelation 

that comes to her when Morris, having given up his plan to 

marry her for money, tells her he is going away for a "lit

tle while": "It seemed to her that a mask had suddenly fal

len from his face. He had wanted to get away from her..." 

(P« 157). Even after she has been deserted, Catherine has 

strength enough to hide her sorrow and pain from her father, 

who still has no faith in her and thinks that she is only 

waiting for him to die so that she can marry Morris (p. 172). 

Seventeen years and two \insuccessful suitors later 

Catherine has grown above her oppressors. Her father, feel

ing that he is soon to die, asks her to promise not to marry 

Morris. Catherine's reaction shows that she has made some 

evaluation of experience:53 

All her feelings were merged in the 
sense that he was trying to treat her 
as he had treated her years before. 
She had suffered from it then; and 
now all her experience, all her 
acquired tranquility and rigidity 
protested (p. 177). 

After Doctor Sloper's death Morris does return, and 

Mrs. Pennlman immediately resumes her meddling. Morris calls 

and tries his old tricks; Catherine sees through him but has 

no desire to punish him (p. 185). She only wants him to go, 

and she goes back to her sewing, "for life, as it were" 

(p. 188). Catherine is not the complete creation that some 

33Glauco Cambon, "The Negative Gesture in Henry James," 
Nineteenth Century Fiction. XV (March, 1961), p. 335, notes 
a growth through suffering in Catherine. 

file:///insuccessful
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of the later characters will be, but "she has something in 

common with them.... She has survived and become a person 

without recourse to the selfishness of her tormentors."^^ 

In Washington Square James has limited the story to a 

few characters and to the moral and psychological conflicts 

between these characters. Despite the limitation, the no

vel has a certain amount of power. Jacques Barzun feels that 

"its force is derived from the essentially melodramatic sit

uation of a motherless daughter victimized by a subservient 

aunt and a selfish father. "55 Melodramatic or not, the novel 

is successful in portraying the growth of moral conscious

ness in Catherine Sloper. She seems at first the least 

likely to succeed; but she is the only unselfish person in 

the novel, and she emerges with her own small triumph. 

54Dupee, pp. 64-65. 

55jacques Barzun, "James the Melodramatlst," Kenvon 
Review, V (Autumn, 1943), p. 513. 



Chapter II 

THE ASPERN PAPERS 

In Washington Square there is little ambiguity in the 

drawing of moral lines; everyone but Catherine Is clearly on 

the wrong side of the scale. Despite his motive of protect

ing his daughter from a mercenary lover. Doctor Sloper is 

ac fault for his lack of human concern for her. The Asnern 

Papers, 1888, Is another experiment in presentation. It is 

a first person narrative in which the moral values are con

siderably more ambiguous. The story is related almost en

tirely through the consciousness of the anonymous narrator, 

and the reader must exercise his own ingenuity in determining 

the degree of integrity of this character's reporting. He 

must look past the action level of the story and evaluate 

the psychological reactions of the characters to each other. 

The Aspern Papers contains two possibilities for exami

nation of James's concept of morality. In the narrator's ob-

-ective of publishing the intimate letters of a dead poet 

and in the treatment of each other by the three major charac-

tv̂ rs. James's characterization of the critic shows that he 

considers the critic's wish to acquire and publish the papers 

of Jeffrey Aspern Immoral. It is evident throughout that 

James is constructing in this first person narrator, whose 
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name we never learn, a man of no moral perception: a man 

whose unscrupulous attempts to acquire the papers at any cost 

to human emotion, or even to human life, cause him to deserve 

thoroughly his Ironic p̂ jnishment at the hands of Tina, who 

will give him the papers only if he becomes a relative.56 

As further proof of his opinion of the narrator's pro

posed act, it. should be noted that James entertained a simi

lar idea for a story in his notebook In 1892. A poor young 

man in possession of the papers of some deceased person of 

fame has the opportiinity to sell for publication these papers 

which would damage the reputation of the deceased person; but 

each time "he almost consents to let the publisher have 

them...a curious inner repulsion holds him back," and he 

eventually destroys the papers.57 James probably felt that 

the value of any such papers as publlshable material was not 

great enough to offset the evil of violating human privacy 

and dignity. 

To James the human being is more important than any 

principle or any amount of material gain. In the relation

ship between characters in-his novels, James Is always on 

the side of humanity, and any attempt by one person to use 

another for his own ends is morally reprehensible. No end 

can justify means which include the violation of human 

56Edmund Wilson, "The Ambiguity of Henry James," 
Hound and Horn. VII (Aprll-June, 1934), p. 395. 

57ja~cs, The Notebooks of Henry James, ed. F. 0. 
Mathlessen and Kenneth 1. Murdock (New York, 1961), 
pp. 117-118. 
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emotion or dignity; and in The Aspern Papers such means are 

employed, with a considerable amount of subtlety, by both 

the narrator and Juliana Bordereau. A first person narra

tor will not state his own duplicity, of course; therefore, 

the reader must carefully analyze his statements in order to 

discover the truth.5^ 

Close reading, however, exposes the moral weakness of 

this person and shows that he is not to be trusted. At the 

time of the inception of his scheme, he tells Mrs. Prest 

that he will "make love to the niece";59 but later he says, 

"I had no wish to have it on my conscience that I mighL pass 

for having made love to her" (III, 61-62). Tina, the niece, 

does feel, of course, that the narrator Is making love to 

her when he takes her out in his gondola and especially when 

he confesses that he is after the papers (III, 65) and en

lists her aid in getting them from her aunt (III, 83-84). 

His use of Tina eliminates the critic from the ranks of 

James's elect; but it Is not the worst of his sins, and, in 

fact, he is not morally perceptive enough to realize that he 

has sinned. It Is his nocturnal prowling in Juliana's rooms 

in search of the papers that gives her the shock which is 

probably responsible for her death; but when the whole affair 

58james later condemned the "romantic privilege of the 
'first person.'" James, "Preface to The Ambassadors." in 
The Art of the Novel, pp. 320-321. 

59james, The_ Aspern ?a-̂ e:rs, vol. Ill: The Novels and 
T-̂ Ĵ s. 2l Henry James (24 vSif. ; New York, 1907-08), p. !¥? 
later references to The Â rĝ î Papers will be indicated in 
parentheses in the text by* volume and page numbers. 
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is over and he has returned to America, the only emotion he 

displays is chagrin, not remorse. He sends Tina a larger 

sum of money for the portrait of Jeffrey Aspern than he had 

originally intended; but this is no penance, and he certainly 

is not penitent. He is still incapable of telling the truth. 

He writes Tina that he has sold the portrait; but he keeps 

it above his writing table, and every time he looks at it 

"he can scarcely bear the loss...of the precious papers" 

(III, 143). 

The narrator is, as Juliana calls him, a "publishing 

scoundrel" (III, 118); but she is no less a scoundrel, as she 

proves by attempting to use him. Juliana Bordereau knows 

from the first just who the critic is. If she had any doubts, 

he removes them when he agrees to pay her exorbitant price 

for lodging in her home. When he agrees to pay three thou

sand francs for three months' rent, Juliana asks him to bring 

the money in gold. He asks her if she is not afraid to keep 

so much money in the house, and her answer shows that she 

sees through his ruse: "Whom should I be afraid of if I am 

not afraid of you" (III, 31)? Later, when the three months 

are near an end, the nameless protagonist Intimates that the 

rooms are too expensive. "If they are you can have more for 

the same money," she replies (III, 89). She does not offer 

to reduce the rent; and when it appears that he may not re

new his lease, Juliana shows him the portrait of Jeffrey 

Aspern, under the pretense of desiring to sell it, knowing 

that this will cause him to remain (III, 93). 
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juiiana-s interest In her lodger is purely mercenary; 

and she is even willing to use the memory of her lover, 

Jeffrey Aspern, to help her provide for the economic security 

of her niece. She is so dedicated to the plan, however, that 

she forgets that Tina is a human being and treats her as a 

pawn in a chess game. She indulges in one of the common 

Jamesian evils—match-making. It is her idea for the narra

tor to "take the girl ̂ Ina/ out In It /his gondola/ and show 

her the place" (III, 73); and It Is her idea, presented 

through Tina, that the narrator could have the letters only 

if he became a "relation" (III, 133). Juliana, as a match

maker, is no more morally considerate than Mrs. Light, Mrs. 

Pennlman, Mrs. Gereth or any of the others so engaged In 

James's fictional world. 

Certainly neither Juliana Bordereau nor the "publishing 

scoundrel" is morally perceptive, and their intelligence is 

of the cunning or shrewd type. If there is a character in 

The Aspern Papers who represents James's Idea of morality 

it is Tina Bordereau, who is used by both Juliana and the 

narrator and who makes the only commendable moral choice in 

the novel. Tina, like Catherine Sloper, does not have the 

intelligence of a true Jamesian ideal character such as 

Fleda Vetch; but she recognizes the value of love, and she 

displays a degree of moral growth. In resolving the final 

conflict she exercises a moral consciousness which has de

veloped through the torture of indecision and the evaluating 

of experience. 
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Despite her lack of intelligence, which had caused the 

narrator to remark that If she knew little of her own lo

cality, she knew "still less of anything else" (III, 60), 

Tina never attempts to use anyone for her own ends. Her pro

posal to the narrator is made in good faith. She has evi

dently fallen In love with him, and she thinks he loves her. 

This is not stated In the novel because it Is told through 

the consciousness of the prying critic who is too self-cen

tered to recognize such emotions, but he came close to the 

truth in describing his first attempt to enlist her aid: 

I had brought her to the Piazza, 
placed her among charming Influences, 
paid her an attention she appreciated, 
and now I appeared to show It all as 
a bribe—a bribe to make her turn In 
some way against her aunt. She was of 
a yielding nature and capable of doing 
almost anything to please a person mark
edly kind to her....It was strange enough, 
as I afterward thought, that she had not 
the least air of resenting my want of con
sideration for her aunt's character... 
(Ill, 81). 

Tina does not resent his comments or actions because 

she is in love; and, as with Catherine Sloper, love is more 

important than conventional moral standards. Like Catherine, 

however, Tina is torn by indecision and hopes that every

thing will work out if they wait. After her aunt's death, 

Tina can wait no longer. She must make a decision. She can 

destroy the papers and protect the names of her dead aunt and 

Jeffrey Aspern, or she can give them as a dowry to the narra

tor. Tina places a higher value on love and offers herself 

and the papers: "I'd give you everything, and she'd under

stand, where she is—she'd forgive me" (III, 135)1 Tina is 
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now perceptive enough to sense from that gentleman's nervous 

retreat that he does not love her, and she is faced with 

another moral decision. Should she retain the papers and use 

them as a dowry If the narrator returns, or should she re

nounce her own Interests and carry out her aunt's wishes by 

destroying them? She does "the great thing" (III, 142); she 

burns the papers. 

When he returns, the narrator perceives a change in 

Tina that he "had been too full of stratagems and spoils to 

think of." Tina's "look of forgiveness, of absolution" 

(III, 141) makes her appear beautiful; and the unscrupulous 

critic thinks he can agree to "pay the price" (III, 142), 

For the first time the narrator seems to see Tina clearly, 

and he recognizes the change In her: 

She had never doubted my having left 
her the day before in horror. How 
could she, since I hadn't come back 
before night to contradict, even as 
a simple form, even as an act of hu
manity, such an idea? And now she had 
the force of soul—Miss Tina with force 
of soul was a new conception—to smile 
at me in her abjection (III, 142). 

This novelette does seem to represent a step in the de

velopment of James's moral code, with Tina as a partial por

trait of the Jamesian ideal; but some critical interpreta

tions would seem to relegate this story to the ranks of 

comedy or anecdote. One such Interpretation, based upon the 

fact that the critic never sees the letters, attempts to 

disprove the seriousness of The Aspern Papers by concluding 
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that the papers do not exist.^^ This interpretation is un

important because, even If it were correct, the relationship 

between characters would not be changed materially. Tina 

would still learn that the narrator does not love her, and 

she would still have a choice when he returns. When Tina 

does not repeat her proposal upon the critic's return. It is 

clear that she has renounced her own Interests and that she 

has destroyed the papers—either literally or symbolically. 

Another Interpretation calls the story a comedy of 

masks.61 William Bysshe Stein carefully documents his rea

soning, but the face mask worn by Juliana plays a large 

part in his theory. Just as she keeps Jeffrey Aspern's 

letters hidden from the world in a green trunk, Juliana 

keeps her eyes, which he had praised in poetry, hidden from 

the world behind a green mask; and this seems to be the only 

reason for the mask. 

It would seem more logical to consider The Aspern Pa

pers a serious novelette in which a completely unselfish 

heroine recognizes the value of love and develops a moral con

sciousness which gives her the "force of soul" to resolve her 

moral conflict and, like Catherine Sloper, to remain free of 

an Immoral union. Considered in this light Tina is a logi

cal predecessor of Fleda Vetch and Maisie in the novels to come. 

60jacob Korg, "What Aspern Papers? A Hypothesis," 
College English. XXIII, pp. 378-381. 

6lwilllam Bysshe Stein, "The Aspern Papers; A Comedy 
of Masks," Nineteenth Century Fiction, XIV, pp. 172-178. 



PART POUR 

FINAL ACHIEVEMENT 

Chapter I 

THE SPOILS OP POYNTON 

To live in. the world of creation—to 
get into it and stay in it—to frequent 
it and haunt it—to think intently and 
fruitfully—to woo combinations and in
spirations into being by a depth and 
continuity of attention and meditation— 
this is the only thing—and I neglect it, 
far and away too much; from indolence, 
from vagueness, from inattention, and 
from a strange nervous fear of letting 
myself go. If I vanquish that nervous
ness, the world is mine.62 

This sentiment, expressed In his notebook in 1891, rep

resents the dedication with which James attacked his writing 

in the 1890's. In this period James reached the apex of his 

technical artistry. By the middle of the decade he had 

fully developed his stylistic device of presenting the story 

entirely through the consciousness of the characters. James's 

moral philosophy also reached maturation in this decade. The 

full expression of this philosophy may be viewed in The 

Spoils of Poynton and In What Maisie Knew. 

The Spoils of Poynton, 1897, is a novel in which human 

beings struggle for the possession of "things"; but here. 

62james, The Notebooks of Henry James, p. 112. 
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as in ̂ le Aspern Papers, it is not the "things" which are 

really Important but the human beings Involved and the nature 

of their relationship to the "spoils" of Poynton and to each 

other. James states in the "Preface" that the "things" are 

only passive and that "there would have to be moral devel

opments." ^ A study of the major characters, their actions 

and decisions and the results of those actions and decisions, 

will yield an even clearer picture of the Jamesian morality 

than that drawn from the earlier novels. 

There are only four Important characters in The Spoils 

of Poynton. and It is first necessary to examine the atti

tude of each of these toward the "spoils"—the beautiful 

furnishings and accessories in the house called Poynton. 

Mrs. Gereth and her deceased husband had collected these 

items over many years from many parts of the world. She 

is attached for sentimental and aesthetic reasons to these 

objects and will use any means to retain them. Her son, 

Owen, has inherited none of his mother's aesthetic taste and 

wants the "things" only because Mona Brlgstock will not marry 

him without them. Mona has no aesthetic appreciation of the 

objects, but she must have them because she has heard them 

praised by Mrs. Gereth and Fleda Vetch. Mona "doesn't look 

with her eyes; she looks with her ears" (X, 255). Fleda has 

63james, "Preface" in The Spoils of Poynton, vol. X: 
The Novels and Tales of Henry James (2?~vols.; New York, 
1907-08), p. xili. Later references to The Spoils of Poynton 
or the "Preface" to it will be indicated in parentheses in 
the text by volume and page numbers. 

CEXAB TECHNOLOGICAL CDLLEBU 
LiBRARX 
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as much capacity for appreciation of the finer things as 

does Mrs. Gereth, but Pleda's life is "somehow the larger for 

it" (X, 25). She does not desire to possess the "spoils." 

Almost from the beginning of the novel her only desire is to 

"protect" Owen (X, 28). 

James's moral philosophy may be found in The Spoils of 

Poynton in an examination of Mrs. Gereth and Pleda. Percep

tlveness and Intelligence are two of the requisites, and 

these are not to be found in Mona or in Owen. Mona is sim

ply "all will, without the smallest leak of force into taste 

or tenderness or vision" (X, xvii). Owen is "absolutely 

beautiful and delightfully dense" to Fleda (X, 10), but to 

his mother he Is merely "disgustingly weak" and "a blockhead" 

(X, 225). Mona Is an outside force which both Mrs. Gereth 

and Fleda must reckon with, and Owen becomes a part of the 

spoils when Mrs. Gereth tries to precipitate a match be

tween him and Pleda. 

Mrs. Gereth is Intelligent; and she has aesthetic and, 

to a considerable degree, psychological perception; but she 

lacks Pleda's moral awareness. In this difference between 

them we find the key to an Ideal life for James's characters. 

Mrs. Gereth has been called an "amoral connoisseur," but 

she is actually an immoral manipulator. Fleda recognizes 

Mrs. Gereth's "almost maniacal disposition: to thrust in 

everywhere the question of 'things,' to read all behaviour 

6^john C. Broderlck, "Nature, Art, and Imagination in 
The, Spoils of Poynton, " Nineteenth Century Fiction, XIII, 
p7"302. 
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±11 t-ne light or some fancied relation to them" (X, 24). 

When Pleda is displeased with Mrs. Gereth's attempt to thrust 

her upon Owen as the ideal girl for him, Mrs. Gereth is "sur

prised at her not being as happy to be sacrificed to the 

supremacy of a high standard as she was happy to sacrifice 

her" (X, 37). it becomes clear that Mrs. Gereth has quickly 

determined that a girl like Pleda, who appreciates the 

"things," would not violate the organic beauty of Poynton. 

Fleda would respect the unity of the collection and would 

probably allow Mrs. Gereth to remain as a curator of sorts. 

Mrs. Gereth is even capable of making Pleda believe that her 

concern for the furnishings of Poynton Is "not the crude 

love of possession" (X, 46); but when she takes everything 

to Ricks with her it seems that greed must be one of her mo

tives; and when she restores these objects to Poynton only 

after she feels she has made sure of Pleda's displacement of 

Mona in Owen's life. It Is even more apparent just what a 

crafty manipulator Mrs. Gereth is. 

Since James chooses to reveal the story through the 

"intenser consciousness" of Fleda Vetch (X, 10) and since 

he feels that "she planted herself centrally" In the story 

by "letting it be seen that she had character" (X, xil). It 

is to her we must turn for the full expression of those 

qualities which comprise a life that counts. Beach states 

that "it is clear that James admires Pleda most; but the only 

way in which he favors her is by making hers the interpreting 



52 

consciousness."^^ By so favoring Fleda, however, James 

places her in the center of the action and the moral con

flict; he also puts the fate of all the other characters 

and of the spoils directly in her hands. Whatever the 

final result of the conflict is to be, she will be directly 

responsible. 

Fleda Is obviously a person of intelligence and aesthe

tic perception; this is the first point in her favor. She 

is also morally perceptive; the proof of this moral awareness 

is that, though she has more opportunities than anyone else 

in the novel to do so, she never makes use of another human 

being for her own gratification. Patrick Qulnn is correct 

when he says that Pleda, like Mrs. Gereth "has a deep appre

ciation of 'the finer things,'"66 hut he is not correct when 

he says that the theme of the novel is "that a lofty moral 

idealism may be humanly disastrous."67 Pleda does have a 

high moral idealism; and she does attempt to impose her stan

dards upon Owen, but only because his honor is at stake. He 

has given his word to Mona, and Pleda insists that he be 

honorable enough not to "break faith" (X, 196). Mr. Qulnn 

and other critics tend to overlook the fact (as Pleda does 

not) that Mona is human, too. Fleda could have Owen for the 

taking, but she tells him that the break must come from Mona 

65Beach, p. 132. 

^^Patrick P. Qulnn, "Morals and Motives in The Spoils 
of Poynton," Sewanee Review. LXII, p, 568, 

^"^Quinn, p. 563. 
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(X, 192). Pleda is not, however, driving Owen to a marriage 

with Mona. "Anything is better than that," she tells him 

(X, 196). She merely wants Owen to "settle" with Mona and 

to come back to her only If Mona frees him. She alone seems 

to recognize the gravity of the offer of marriage. "You 

offered her marriage: lt*s a tremendous thing for her," 

Fleda reminds Owen while also telling him, "I wouldn't give 

you up" (X, 197). Had Mona given Owen up, Pleda's decision 

would have been commended by the critics; since she did not 

give him up Pleda's "lofty moral Idealism" is considered 

humanly disastrous. 

Robert Cantwell feels that Pleda "was trying to break 

an engagement and marry a wealthy heir";^® but even though 

she loves Owen and wishes to protect him, she will not ac

cept him as long as he is engaged to Mona, nor will she 

allow him to break the engagement as long as it is possi

ble that Mona does love him. Pleda recognizes the weakness 

in Owen and refuses to permit him to succumb to It: 

The very vision of him as he thus morally 
clung to her was the vision of a weakness 
somewhere at the core of his bloom, a 
blessed manly weakness which, had she only 
the valid right, it would be all easy and 
sweet to take care of. She faintly sickened, 
however, with the sense that there was as 
yet no valid right poor Owen could give 
(X, 195-196). 

Another c r i t i c a l theory s t a t e s very concisely what 

Pleda r e a l l y I n t e n d s : 

68Robert Cantwell, "A L i t t l e R e a l i t y , " Hound and Horn, 
VII (April-May, 1934), p . 502. 
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Pleda, unlike the other two women in 
his ^wen's/ life, does not wish to 
Impose her will upon him or to take 
advantage of his perhaps momentary pas
sion. Instead, ;lie Insists that he 
understand the meaning of his erratic 
behaviour, that he put an end to his 
moral vagrancy, and that he begin to 
live a life informed by principle.69 

In Insisting that Owen comply with her own moral standards, 

Fleda is not sacrificing him or herself to any principle. 

She is merely demanding that he either honorably obtain his 

freedom from Mona or renounce his own gratification and marry 

her as he had promised. Pleda cannot feel morally free to 

marry Owen under any other circumstances, and freedom is an 

essential part of the ideal Jamesian character. 

Another argument that is sometimes advanced against 

Fleda is that she does not adequately weigh the results of 

her moral decision—that she stands firmly by her principles 

without realizing what the results of such a stand may be. 

Mr. Qulnn states this view very thoroughly: 

Her formula for heroism is to stand 
by principles regardless of conse
quences. This Is much too simple. 
One must also be able to contemplate 
the perhaps grim results of this stand, 
and then take it anyway, but with full 
consciousness of what one is up against. 
Since Fleda avoids this step, the quali
ties that James thought he gave her— 
poetry, beauty, heroism—simply aren't 
there. 70 

69James W. Gargano, "The Spoils of Poynton; Action and 
Responsibility," Sewanee Review, LXIX, p, 653. 

70Quinn, p. 577. 
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This view would seem to indicate that Fleda is not ex

ercising a developed moral consciousness, but such is not the 

case. Pleda has looked at all the possible consequences. 

She has considered the welfare of everyone involved, not 

just that of herself, She has even considered the possibility 

that Mona may still love Owen. Owen has tried desperately 

to convince Fleda that he is free. He is expecting a letter 

from Mona jtatlng that freedom; but when he gives voice to 

the possibility that the letter may not come, Pleda says, 

"If she doesn't let you off, it will be because she iŝ  at

tached to you" (X, 195). Earlier in this same conversation 

Pleda had given Owen even more definite proof that she had 

considered the possibilities: "Everything must come from 

Mona, and if it doesn't come we've said entirely too much. 

You must leave me alone—forever" (X, 192), 

The most probable reason that some critics find a moral 

weakness in Fleda Vetch is that they have seen the story en

tirely through her consciousness. They have seen her early 

vow to protect Owen; and they have noted, as James states in 

one of the few authorial intrusions, that "from this hour 

with Mrs. Gereth, there was a flaw in her /Fleda's/ frank

ness "(X, 28). The critics do not realize, however, that 

Pleda's love for Owen demands that she remain perfectly loyal 

to her vow and that this love absolves any apparent sins 

which she must commit in the course of her mission. Pleda 

would like to marry Owen, of course, and thereby gratify both 

him and his mother; and she occasionally thinks of ways by 
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which she could accomplish this feat (X, 108). The critics 

have seen these moments of indecision and have assumed that 

Pleda is morally unsure; but at the time of her ultimate de

cision, Fleda exercises her matured moral sense In one of the 

best displays of complete unselfishness and loyalty in all 

James's novels. 

Pleda has the ability to renounce and accept her fate 

when the well-being of another human is at stake. She demands 

no less of Owen, Pleda prevents Owen's breaking his vow to 

Mona, and she protects Mona's Interests. Her renunciation 

leaves her free of a marriage that would not have been mo

rally perfect; and it leaves her free of Mrs. Gereth, for, 

though they continue to live together, Pleda is no longer a 

tool of that lady. The only things Fleda loses are the 

spoils; and they, like the papers of Jeffrey Aspern, are not 

Important anyway. As in the case of the papers, human charac

ter has won in the conflict incited by the spoils, and they 

are destroyed by fire. In The Spoils of Poynton, for the 

first time in James's novels, the ideal character has ex

ercised a fully developed moral consciousness, displaying 

love, loyalty, irnselfishness and a refusal to sacrifice any 

hviman being to a principle. 



Chapter II 

WHAT MAISIE KNEW 

>^at I^lsie Knew, 1897, is one of the most complex of 

James's novels, but it Is also the one novel in which James 

deals almost exclusively with the development of moral sense. 

In his "Preface" to this novel James discusses the develop

ment of the Idea for What Maisie Knew, showing that, as the 

story grew, he had realized that Maisie and her developing 

consciousness would triumph: 

For satisfaction of the mind, in other 
words, the small expanding consciousness 
would have to be saved, have to become 
presentable as a register of impressions; 
and saved by the experience of certain 
advantages, by some enjoyed profit and some 
achieved confidence, rather than coarsened, 
blurred, sterilised, by Ignorance and pain.71 

Henry James is one of those rare creative artists who 

are also perspicacious critics. Particular attention should 

be paid to the prefaces which James composed for the New York 

edition of his works. He often gives valuable guides to the 

reading of his novels, and he usually discusses the purpose, 

and the method of achieving the desired effect, in each of 

71james, "Preface" in V/hat Maisie Knew, vol, XI: The 
Novels and Tales of Henry James (24 vols.; New York, 1907-
08), pp. vl-vil. Later references to What Maisie Knevr or the 
"Preface" to it will be indicated in parentheses In the text 
hy volume and page numbers. 
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nis novels and tales. Many critics, however, have either dis

credited or ignored James's o-vm statements concerning his 

novels, presumably becauss i.hay cannot see in the story what 

James says is there. Probably the most flagrant examples of 

such critical myopia are to be obseirved among the studies of 

V/hat Maisie Knew. 

It would seem from James's comments in the "Preface" 

and from a close reading of the novel that all James's crea

tive efforts are directed toward a thorough presentation of 

what Maisie learns. The past tense form, "knew," of the 

title is used only at the end of the novel, after Maisie's 

final moral decision has been made. It Is as this point 

that Mrs. Wix, who has tried throughout the story to endow 

Maisie with a conventional Christian moral sense, has occa

sion "for wonder at what Maisie knew" (XI, 363). 

There is much critical disagreement, however, about 

what Maisie learns. Beach ignores James's statement con

cerning Maisie's "expanding consciousness" and states that 

Maisie learns nothing.'^^ P. W. Dupee feels that "what 

Maisie knows at last is that she is being used by her el

ders for their own disreputable ends, "'''3 This, of course, 

is a part of what Maisie learns, but it is only a part of 

what she "knows at last." Pelham Edgar realizes that the 

novel traces the development of a moral sense in Maisie; but 

72Beach, p. 239. 

T'^Lupee, p. 192. 
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when he says that at the end we, like Mrs. Wix, do not know 

just what Xaisle knows,"^^ he is giving insufficient credit 

to Mrs. Wix and to the readers of the novel. The last sen

tence of the story states that Mrs. Wix "had room for wonder 

at what Maisie knew" (XI, 363). It does not indicate that 

Mrs. Wix is wondering what Maisie knew. "At" is a small 

word, but it has great significance in that last sentence. 

It is difficult to wonder ajt what someone knows unless one 

has some idea of the magnitude of that knowledge. 

Another Important critical interpretation of the novel 

is that of Harris W. Wilson, who states that "the theme of 

What Maisie Knew is...the violation of Innocence."75 i^ is 

true that her parents and stepparents attempt to violate 

Maisie's Innocence; but they are not successful, as will be 

shown throughout this discussion of the novel. These attempts 

to corrupt Maisie are shown even at the very beginning. 

Beale and Ida Farange are securing a divorce, and each seeks 

to be awarded custody of the child, Maisie, "not for any 

good they could do her, but for the harm they could, with 

her unconscious aid, do each other" (XI, 5). 

This abusive treatment of Maisie gives rise to the first 

of five important scenes which show Maisie's refusal to be 

"violated" and which show the growth of her moral sense. 

7^Pelham Edgar, Henry James: Man and Author (Boston, 
1927), p. 127. 

75:iarris W. Wilson, "What Lid. Maisie Know?" College 
S'-̂ lish, XVII (February, 1956), p. 279. 
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-•^isie-s parents are forced to divide custody of her. She is 

to live six months of the year with each. Maisie's first 

moral experience Is shona vrhen she refuses to transmit the 

abusive reports of her parents to each other. James intrudes 

here to point out Maisie's action as a "great date in her 

small still life" which "was literally a moral revolution 

and accomplished in the depths of her nature" (XI, 15). 

This is the first step in Maisie's moral development—a de

velopment which is accelera-Led by the second marriages of 

both her parents. 

The second view of M;5iisi3's moral awareness comes when 

her stepfather. Sir Claude, asks her If she has "so very 

great a dread" of seeing her lather again, Maisie, startled, 

blushes but will not say anything against her father. Sir 

Claude, who is by no means Imperceptlve, catches "his first 

glimpse of her sense of responsibility " (XI, 120). It 

becomes increasingly apparent that 14aisle's parents care 

nothing for her, but they contribute to her moral growth 

through their ovni depravity. 

In Kensington Park Maisie meets the Captain, her mother's 

latest lover. Maisie tries to determine whether this person 

really loves her mother. VJhen he does not answer directly, 

Maisie Implores him to "do It alwaysl" and not to just love 

her for a short time "like all the others" (XI, 155). A mo

ralist might condemn Maisie's encouragement of this affair; 

but her i-terest is only in the happiness of her mother who 

seems to have only bad luck in her marriages and her affairs. 



The fourth of these scenes is a result of a visit by 

I^isle and her father to the ludicrous but rich American 

"Countess" to whom Beale has sold his services. When it be

comes clea to her just what the relationship is between her 

father and this woman, l-Iaisie's first impulse is to cry, her 

second, to flee. She simply could not agree to go to America 

with the "Countess," not even for her father's financial ad

vantage. Maisie is perceptive enough to see "something In 

the Countess that falsified everything" (XI, 196). 

The last of these scenes which show Maisie's moral de

velopment and the incorruptibility of her Innocence comes 

at her last meeting with her mother. Maisie, still hoping 

that her mother can find a permanent love, asks about the 

Captain only to hear him called "the biggest cad in London" 

(XI, 224). Maisie had already realized the hopelessness of 

her father's case, and she now sees as little hope for her 

mother: 

...there rose in her a fear, a pain, 
a vision ominous, precocious, of 
what it might mean for her mother's 
fate to have forfeited such a loyalty 
as that. There was literally an in
stant in which Maisie fully saw—saw 
madness and desolation, saw ruin and 
darkness and death (XI, 225). 

I4alsie, like all James's elect, sees the Importance of 

love and of loyalty, but tc whom should Maisie give her love 

and her loyalty since both parents have disqualified them

selves? The only remaining people in her life are the 

housekeeper, Mrs, Wix, and the stepparents. Sir Claude and 

Mrs. Beale. Mrs. Wix eliminates herself by her continual 



eiTorts to force her own conventional morality upon Maisie. 

Maisie had already recognized the hypocrisy and the meaning

less terminology in such a concept of morality. She had ob

served that "there were things papa called mamma and mamma 

called papa a low sneak for doing and not doing" (XI, 260). 

Mrs. Beale, the stepmother, is eliminated when Maisie realizes 

that she is only a symbol of pure sexuality. Maisie finally 

learns just what Mrs. Beale had meant when she described 

her method of getting what she wanted by "making love" 

(XI, 300). irnen Maisie observes Mrs. Beale's ability to win 

over Mrs. Wix, who had detested Mrs. Beale, by this same 

"making love," I^isle "became on the spot quite as interested 

in Mrs. I'ix's moral sense as Mrs. Wix could possibly be in 

hers" (XI, 301). Maisie decides that the only possible re

cipient of her love must be Sir Claude. 

Maisie realizes, however, that the battle for Sir Claude 

will be between her and Mrs. Beale. Maisie has seen through 

Mrs. Wlx's belief that Mrs. Beale "has sacrificed him—to 

her duty" (XI, 297). She is perceptive enough to see that 

Mrs. Beale's only Interest in her is as an added enticement 

to Sir Claude. The major moral conflict of the novel grows 

out of Maisie's desire to protect Sir Claude from Mrs. Beale. 

Maisie has chosen him as the person most worth saving, but 

she has not done so blindly. She has observed his strength 

and his weaknesses almost from their first meeting. When 

the affair between her stepparents had first begun. Sir 

Claude had asked Maisie to help hide it from Mrs. Wix, but 

Maisie had refused, catching "the first small glimpse of 
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something in him that she wouldn't have expected" (XI, 85). 

l-lalsle is shocked later to learn that Sir Claude has been 

meeting Mrs. Beale; he had told her that he was not, but 

Maisie is able to think that he had only lied to her to pro

tect Mrs, Beale's name: "It fell in with all her inclina

tion to think of him as tender, and she forbore to let him 

know that the two ladies had, as she would never do, betrayed 

him" (XI, 118). It is clear then that Maisle's love and 

loyalty belong to Sir Claude, and she works unselfishly for 

his advantage. 

At the time when she must make her ultimate moral deci

sion, however, Maisie evaluates all her experiences, includ

ing her occasional fears concerning Sir Claude's strength. 

The conflict comes when Mrs. Beale, Sir Claude, Mrs. Wix, 

and Maisie are all together In Boulognne. Maisie knows that 

Sir Claude, who has arrived during the night, has spent the 

night in Mrs. Beale's room; but he denies it, and Maisle's 

little mind goes to work: "Maisie thought: there settled 

on her, in the light of his beautiful smiling eyes, the 

faintest purest coldest conviction that he wasn't telling the 

truth" (XI, 319-320). The result of Maisle's thinking Is a 

plan for testing Sir Claude. 

When Sir Claude asks her to give up Mrs. Wix, Maisie 

asks, "and stay with you alone?" But Sir Claude replies, 

"with me and Mrs. Beale" (XI, 333). Maisie delays answering 

because she is thinking about one word he had used. He had 

asked her to "sacrifice" Mrs. Wix. "Can you choose?" Sir 

Claude asks her several times, but Maisie only asks for time 
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to "think" (XI, 338). This thinking is only a delaying 

action; it is a continuation of her earlier thinking. She, 

like Pleda Vetch, desires to make her chosen character give 

up his morally chaotic life; but Maisie is only a chili and 

is unsure about a method for such an endeavor, A method 

evolves slowly from her thinking, and she puts it to work. 

V/hen Sir Claude asks her again if she has chosen, Maisie is 

ready for him, 

'Yes, I've chosen,' she said to 
him. 'I'll let her go if you—if 
you—. ' 

She faltered; he quickly took 
her up. 'If I, if I—?' 

If you'll give up Mrs. Beale' 
(XI, 346). 

This decision is not based on selfishness; it is 

the only possible product of a developed moral sense. 

Maisie is asking no more of Sir Claude than Pleda Vetch had 

asked of Owen Gereth; but they both asked too much; they 

asked for perfection. Later when Maisie once more asks Sir 

Claude "will you come?" Mrs. Wix accuses the girl of having 

lost her "moral sense" (XI, 352-353), but it Is clear to the 

reader that she has developed a moral sense far beyond any

thing Imaginable to Mrs. Wix. Sir Claude, of course, does 

not give up Mrs. Beale; but when Mrs. Wix accuses him of 

killing Maisle's moral sense, he shows his appreciation of 

the depth of Maisle's decision. 

'I've not killed anything,' he 
said; 'on the contrary I think I've 
produced life. I don't know what to 
call It—I haven't even known how de
cently to deal with it, to approach 
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it; but, whatever it is, it's the most 
beautiful thing I've ever met—it's ex
quisite, it's sacred' (XI, 358). 

It is Harris W, Wilson's contention that Maisie offers 

to be Sir Claude's mistress;76 hut even if his theory were 

correct, it would not necessarily show the corruption which 

Mr. Wilson finds in the novel. Msilsle does love Sir Claude; 

and if such an offer was made from love and a developed mo

ral sense, it would not be immoral in James's fictional uni

verse, Mr, Wilson, like Mrs. Wix, is judging a Jamesian 

character by the conventional code of morality—a code which 

does not apply. Sir Claude recognizes his own fatal weak

ness, but he has a dim moral awareness of what Maisie knew, 

"She made her condition," he says and adds, "She made the 

only right one" (XI, 356). 

76Harris W. Wilson, p, 281, The best answer to this 
theory is made by James W, Gargano, "What Maisie Knew: The 
::̂ /olutlon of a Moral Sense," Nineteenth Century Fiction, 
XVI (June, 1961), pp, 34-46, 



PART FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

This study has attempted to trace the development of 

James's moral philosophy from Its first expression In two early 

novels through Its still incomplete manifestation in two no

vels of the middle period to its climax in two novels of 1897. 

In the two early novels unselfishness and loyalty are 

seen to be moral necessities, although they are products of 

a static, undeveloped moral sense. In Roderick Hudson. Row

land Mallet displayed unselfishness and loyalty but only up 

to a point; he shifted his loyalty to Mary Garland without 

full consic'iration of the consequences. Had his theory of 

love been the same then that it was to become, James would 

have developed the love of Rowland for Mary more thoroughly, 

Mary Garland, though she is Incompletely presented, seems to 

be a prototype of later Jamesian heroines such as Fleda 

Vetch, and the relationship between Mary and Mrs, Hudson is 

very similar to that between Fleda and Mrs, Gereth, 

In The American, especially as strengthened by the revi

sions of 1907, renunciation is shown to be the method of ex

pressing complete unselfishness, Christopher Newman is the 

character who is able to renounce his advantage in a humane 

effort not to injure others. Qlaire de Cintre is also able 



to renounce her own interests for the sake of a morally naces-

sary allegiance to her family. Love is not as Important a 

moral factor as is unselfishness In this novel. Christopher 

Newman, like Rowland Mallet, does not embody all the charac

teristics of the later ideal characters; and, like Rowland, 

Newman has one major vreakness—pride of possession. The 

Bellegardes in this novel commit one of the major Jamesian 

sins; they sacrifice human beings to a principle. 

In the two novels of the 1880's unselfishness and loy

alty are still displayed; but in these novels there is a new 

emphasis on love, which is basically only a higher and more 

dedicated form of loyalty, and in these novels the major 

characters attempt to evaluate experience before making their 

ultimate moral decisions. In Washington Square, Catherine 

Sloper, caught in the midst of a terrible moral conflict anv. 

victimized by all three of the people closest to her, rises 

above her intelligently immoral adversaries through her de

velopment of a moral sense. She displays unselfishness, 

loyalty and a new type of love which absolves her of any 

guilt for the breaking of conventional moral standards. Her 

final triumph, however, is the result of her ability to eval

uate experience and of her vigorous art of renunciation. 

The Aspern Papers is a novelette which presents in 

Tina Bordereau another version of Catherine Sloper, Tina is 

also used by the only people close to her, and she also 

manages a small but real triumph ':hrcu:rh a developed moral 

consciousness and the ability to renoimce her own Interests 

-JO avoid an Immoral union. This story, however, is related 
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ourougn xne consciousness of a first person narrator, and a 

certain amoxint of skill and attention is required of the 

reader. Tina also falls in love and, consequently, must 

give her loyalty to the narrator rather than to her aunt, 

Tina, like Catherine Sloper, also exercises a partially de

veloped consciousness in resolving her final moral conflict, 

and she too has the "force of soul" to resign herself to a 

life of solitude. 

The Spoils of Poynton and What Maisie Knew exemplify 

James's consummate skill in limiting the viewpoint to the 

consciousness of one character, and they also contain the 

full expression of the Jamesian moral philosophy. Pleda 

Vetch and Maisie are both intelligent, and both are highly 

perceptive. They are both faced with moral conflicts which 

they resolve through thorough evaluation of experience and 

with complete awareness of the inevitable results. In The 

Spoils of Poynton, Pleda chooses Owen Gereth as the re

cipient of her combined love and loyalty. She is completely 

unselfish, and she attempts to improve Owen's character only 

so long as her actions are not harmful to anyone else. She 

has no desire to sacrifice herself or Owen to any principle; 

she only wants to protect Owen from his own moral vagrancy 

and to perfect him by replacing his weakness with moral 

strength. That Owen has responded to her treatment is shown 

by the fact that he marries Mona when she does not break the 

engagement as he had hoped she would, 

Maisie is surrounded by a militant moralist and four 

moral reprobates in What Maisie Knew, but her situation is 
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nox unlike that of Fleda. She bestows her love finally on 

Sir Claude as the least of the evils around her, and she is 

completely loyal to him to the end. He is the only person 

who even a: preaches a concern for her as a human be:.ng; and 

he is, appropriately, the only one who understands her final 

decision, Maisie is a perceptive child, and she has studied 

Sir Claude, noting his strengths and his weaknesses, V/hen 

Maisie asks him to choose between her and Mrs. Beale, sel

fishness is certainly not a motive; she does it for his own 

good; and even though he can only choose Mrs. Beale, Sir 

Claude is jolted into a new moral awareness by Maisle's de

cision. Maisie, despite her youth, exercises a fully devel

oped moral consciousness in making this final decision. The 

result of her decision is that she is left with only Mrs, 

Wix, as Fleda was left with Mrs. Gereth; but Maisie, like 

Pleda, had foreseen that consequence and accepts it with a 

smile. Like Fleda, Maisie has also given full expression to 

the Jamesian moral philosophy; she has displayed "moral 

sense" at its highest point; and we, like Mrs. Wix, can only 

"wonder at what Maisie knew." 
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