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"HOW  SHOULD O N E LOVE?": ALTERNATIVE LOVE PLOTS A N D
THEIR ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS IN THE VICTORIAN NOVEL

Jennifer J. Carpentier, Ph.D.

W estern  M ichigan University, 2001

In reading Victorian fiction through an  ethical lens, I am  atten tive  to 

questions of w hat constitu tes the good, loving, w ell-lived life. It is m y con­

tention that Victorian w riters tu rn ed  to fiction -  specifically, the rap id ly  

em erging novel form -  to explore the ethical im plications of being in love, 

and  the problems occasioned by  erotic love. The w riters I exam ine m odify  

the basic Aristotelian search  for a  specification of the  good life for h u m an  

beings: they used novels as testing  grounds for the ethical question, "H ow  

should  one love?"

My study of 19th-cen tu ry  British fiction reveals a  strain of novels 

deeply interested in exam ining  the  ethical im plications of love relationships, 

in  putting  forth alternative an d  nontraditional love stories, and  in expand ing  

conventional notions of w h a t constitutes a love plot. In m y exam ination of 

Anne Bronte's novels, I explore the Victorian courtship custom s tha t p reclude 

em pathy and intim acy b e tw een  m en and wom en, an d  particularly  betw een  

coquettes and their "honest"  counterparts. N ext I s tu d y  the philosophical 

and  aesthetic ideals that act as defenses against love in  H enry Jam es' The 

Am bassadors and The P ortra it o f a Lady, and in Joseph C onrad 's Lord Tim.

R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



The following chap ter is devo ted  to the novels of George Eliot; I contend that 

she is unm atched in her love p lo ts th a t transcend the possibilities of trad i­

tional love, an d  in  her suggestion th a t different kinds of love — later or second 

love, paternal love, unrequited  love — can compel pow erful transform ations. 

Finally, m y trea tm en t of un requ ited  love and  its redem ptive capacity is m ore 

sustained in m y discussion of C harles Dickens' A Tale of Two C ities.

All of the novelists I include in  this study  investigate the ethical 

potential of alternative love plots. In  the  cases of Bronte, Jam es, and  C onrad , 

love's ethical potential is m ore o ften  defenred than fulfilled, .whereas Eliot and  

Dickens are m ore m orally optim istic; love in their novels no t only  redeem s its 

participants, b u t diffusively enhances the comm on good of the  su rround ing  

com m unity as well.
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CHAPTER I

THE ETHICS OF BEING IN  LOVE IN THE VICTORIAN NOVEL:
A N  INTRODUCTION

This project has its roots in  the  perception of injustice I experienced 

after read ing  H enry Jam es's The A m bassadors and  a good  deal of literary 

criticism  on the novel. To m y dism ay, I discovered th a t a m ajority of critics 

found  Jam es's conclusion a comic trium ph  for Lam bert S trether, lauded 

Strether as indeed "dreadfully right" and  unequivocally successful, and 

dism issed Maria Gostrey as m erely another dispensable and  incidental 

confidante in Jam es's long line of literary ficelles. C harles T hom as Samuels, 

for exam ple, has argued  tha t S trether ultim ately "becomes noble in a higher 

sense than  [Quixote]" in  that he passes through the innocence that engulfs 

h im  for m uch of the novel an d  em erges w ith an acceptance o f the complexity 

of life (204). Similarly, W illiam  M acnaughton contends that Strether leaves 

Europe a m ore com plete m an, "full of possibility," and  therefore "it is a 

m istake no t to be d isappo in ted  by  the end of The A m bassadors or to read it 

pessimistically" (79). Even m ore troubling is M acnaughton 's assessm ent of 

M aria's fate: "[She] has no t been crushed; her w it and  p rid e  are intact; she will 

get over the jilting" (79).

Contrary to M acnaughton 's edict, I am  horrib ly  d isappoin ted  at the 

end  of The A m bassadors. M y first objection to such read ings as his and 

Sam uel's is that they overestim ate Strether's accom plishm ents and overlook

1
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his losses. The cost o f h is being "dreadfully right" is the  renunciation of 

M aria's love, of h u m a n  connection, and of a life fu lly  lived. Strether 

encourages others to  "live! live all you can!" b u t in  the  end  he evades life's 

beauty and  com plexity  by  fleeing back to  the d u ll safeness of Woollet; his 

"trium phant departu re" is m ore a fearful exodus executed under the guise of 

"dreadful rightness."

The insistence th a t M aria "has no t been crushed" ignores the details o f 

the text, and  the reassurance that she "will get over the  jilting" is an  exam ple 

of the kind of co ld-hearted  critical patronage th a t d isregards the rare and  

abiding quality  of M aria 's  love for Strether. M aria vow s that "there's no th ing  

in  all the world" she w ou ld  no t do for him , "deck[s] h im  ou t for others" w ith  

unfailing suppo rt a n d  perfect generosity, "wish[es] w ith  all her heart" that he 

stay in Europe, an d , w hen  he fears he w ill expend the  last drop of his b lood 

com pleting his m ission, ardently  pleads, "Ah you 'll please keep a drop for me. 

I shall have use for it!" (346; 198; 244; 246). M oreover, M aria is "the blessing 

that had becom e his need," and  Strether h im self adm its that his decision to 

leave her is "aw kw ard" and  "almost stupid" (80; 346). G iven all of this, w hich 

only grazes the surface of their relationship, I am  to believe that M aria 

emerges unscathed , th a t S trether's abandonm ent of her is a mere "jilting," 

and  that he is the be tte r for leaving her? C learly I w as bringing to m y 

reading of the text a  com passionate consideration o f M aria -  a character too 

m any are de te rm ined  to w rite  off as a s tepp ing  stone  in  Strether's progress, 

rather than  a character as fully hum an, com plex, a n d  feeling as Strether 

himself.

perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



Finding  M artha N ussbaum 's chapter on T he A m bassadors in her book

Love's Know ledge: Essays o n  Philosophy and L iterature w as ak in  to gentle

vindication. She argues th a t S trether oversim plifies life, d raw ing  an inviolate

distinction betw een "rightness" and  em otional intim acy:

by refusing him self feelings an d  w ays of liv ing that he could not 
reconcile w ith  his personal dem and  for perceptual clarity  and  unselfish 
general concern, he h a s  p reven ted  himself, in the end , from  perceiving 
a  crucial fact about th e  situation  around h im  (187).

That crucial fact is the presence of love in  the lives of those a ro u n d  him,

particularly M aria's love for h im , w hich N ussbaum  insists S trether cannot see,

understand , or return. T hat very  inability is "their com edy a n d  their trag ed y ”

(189). It w as and  is significant to m e tha t N ussbaum  is atten tive  to M aria's

plight, and  acknow ledges th a t the novel's conclusion is "theirs," not S tre ther's

alone. A lthough I quibble w ith  her subsequent claim  that the novel's

conclusion affirm s the m oral im possibility of love -  a claim  I challenge in

Chapter T w o — I was heartened  by N ussbaum 's careful s tu d y  of M aria

Gostrey as consequential in  her ow n  right, and  by  her conten tion  that

Strether really  "trium phs over life" ra ther than indu lge  in all of life's (and

love's) m essiness, w onder, an d  unpredictability.

N ussbaum  d istinguished herself from  the literary  critics I found so

frustratingly  rem iss by  b ring ing  ethical theory and  her background as a

m oral ph ilosopher to bear o n  the s tu d y  of literature. Insisting that the  speech

of literary  theory  in recent years has becom e im poverished , N ussbaum

locates the problem  as a  general unw illingness to talk abou t literature -

particularly  novels -  as rep resen ting  life. Such theorists, she contends, refuse
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to discuss w ha t tru th s  and  possibilities literary  works express abou t life,

including questions about m orals, justice, hum an  connections, em otions,

desire, and  w ha t it m eans to lead a good  life. It was precisely th is in terest in

the central ethical questions about h u m an  life, and how  such  questions are

articulated and  p layed  ou t in novels, th a t I found so essential to m y read ing

and  understand ing  of Jam es's novel. R eading N ussbaum  sen t m e on  m y

ow n exploration o f ethical theory an d  literature, and led m e to this s tudy  of

the ethics of love p lo ts in  19th-century British fiction.

In Love's K now ledge. N ussbaum 's self-proclaimed aim  is to "establish

that certain literary  texts ... are indispensable to a philosophical inquiry  in the

ethical sphere: n o t b y  any  m eans sufficient, b u t sources of insigh t w ithou t

which the inquiry  cannot be complete" (23-24). This inquiry is A ristotelian in

nature and  begins w ith  the sw eepingly inclusive question: "H ow  shou ld  one

live?" She calls this inquiry both em pirical and  practical: "empirical, in  that it is

concerned w ith, takes its 'evidence' from , the  experience of life; practical, in

that its aim  is to find  a conception by  w hich  hum an beings can live, and  live

together" (25). In explaining w hy she w ishes to "dragoon" litera ture  into her

philosophical, ethical enterprise, N ussbaum  again turns to A ristotle and  his

observation tha t literature

is deep, an d  conducive to ou r inqu iry  about how  to live, because it 
does no t sim ply  (as history does) record that this o r th a t even t 
happened; it searches for pa ttern s of possibility -  of choice, an d  
circum stance, and  the interaction betw een choice and  circum stance -  
that tu rn  up  in  hum an lives w ith  such persistence because they  m ust 
be regarded  as our possibilities (171).

P u t sim ply, lite ra tu re  speaks about us, abou t our lives, ou r connections, our
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choices, ou r possibilities, an d  thus it is particu larly  relevant to the inquiry  into 

w hat it is for a hum an  being  to live well.

M y ethical and  literary  inquiry is deep ly  indebted  to N ussbaum 's 

w ork, b u t is m ore focused bo th  in term s of its scope and  overarching 

question. I consider literature, particularly  novels, as ethically and 

em otionally valuable in  th a t they rep resen t life. A lthough we m ay be 

rem oved in  tim e from  fictional characters, the ir choices and  relationships an d  

d ilem m as are relevant to ou r daily lives; ju st as the Victorian novel reflected, 

shaped  and  instructed its contem porary readersh ip , it is equally useful to 

readers today. In read ing  narrative th ro u g h  an  ethical lens, I am  m ost 

attentive to questions of w h a t constitutes the  good, loving, well-lived life. It 

is m y contention tha t Victorian w riters tu rn ed  to fiction — particularly  the 

rap id ly  em erging novel form  — to explore the  ethical im plications of being  in 

love, an d  the problem s occasioned by  erotic love. These w riters m odify the 

basic A ristotelian search for a specification of the  good life for hum an  beings: 

they u sed  novels as testing  grounds for the ethical question, "How should  

one love?”

M y broad  in terest in  19th-century British love plots m akes m y project 

sim ilar to Robert Polhem us's in  Erotic Faith: Being in Love from Tane A usten  

to D. H . Law rence. Polhem us argues th a t erotic faith is the p redom inant 

m otive, them e, and  force in  19th-century an d  early 20th-century British p rose  

fiction. H e defines "erotic faith" as the  em otional conviction that m eaning, 

value and  hope can be found  th rough  erotically focused love; in the throes of 

"erotic faith," m en and  w om en  feel th a t love has redem ptive capacity an d
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constitutes a reason for being. I, too, discuss love as a redem ptive  force an d  

source of life's m eaning in  G eorge Eliot's A dam  Bede and  The Mill on the 

Floss and  in Charles D ickens' A  Tale of Two Cities. Polhem us and  I also share 

the contention that there ex isted  betw een  the V ictorian novel and  its 

readership a sym biotic relationship: ju st as the novel insp ired  and  instructed  

readers about being in  love (as Sam uel R ichardson so feared), readers 

devoted to exploring love's possibilities gave the  Victorian novel its subject 

m atter and  its popularity . The idea  th a t a rt both  reflects a n d  shapes, acts as 

social barom eter and  gu ide, is certinaly  no t a new  one; how ever, as the  novel 

em erged a nd  flourished in  th e  19th-century, it w as particu larly  socially 

influential and  reflective, a n d , as I shall argue, w as an ideal vehicle for the 

exploration of how  one shou ld  love. M y w ork departs from  Polhem us's in  

that I exam ine these novels th ro u g h  a n  ethical lens, w hereas he is in terested  

in literature as an  alternate religion: ultim ately he argues tha t the  British 

novel w as a m eans for im ag in ing  form s of faith tha t could substitu te  for or 

augm ent o rthodox religious v isions, and  that novels w ere to  erotic faith w h a t 

Bibles and  churches w ere to  C hristian ity . M oreover, his in terest is in recipro­

cated erotic desire, while I include  pertinen t exam ples of un requ ited  love an d  

of love that transcends the b o u n d s  of erotic desire.

M y focus on 19th-century love plots also m akes m y w ork  sim ilar to 

Joseph Allen Boone's in  his T rad ition  C ounter Tradition: Love and  the Form  

of Fiction. He, too, is in terested  in  the  relationship betw een fiction and  its 

readership, and  discusses h o w  narra tives can encode an d  perpe tuate  

ideological structures of belief. Specifically, Boone argues th a t the novelistic
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"tradition" has endorsed  conservative, unattainab le , and  undesirab le  expecta­

tions of m arital bliss w hich  m ore often th an  n o t coniine and  su b o rd in a te  

wom en; the "counter trad ition" narratives, he  posits, undo  such d o m in an t 

traditions an d  evade o r explode conservative ideologies of love an d  w edlock. 

W hile I do consider m arita l relationship , m y  s tu d y  is not confined to m arriage 

plots; in fact, in the novels I exam ine I often  find that m arriage is an  im p ed i­

m ent or an im possibility, ra th e r than  th e  relationship  at the heart of the  

narrative. Finally, Boone's selection of p rim ary  text is broader th an  m ine  in 

tha t he takes up  19th-century and  m o d em  love p lo ts in bo th  British a n d  

Am erican literature.

Certainly the concept of novels as sites of ethical reflection is n o t a  

theory w ithout detractors, an d  Frederic Jam eson is one of the m ore vocal. 

Jam eson's basic a rgum en t against ethics is th a t it legitim ates an d  su p p o rts  a 

netw ork of b inary  m oral oppositions, p ittin g  the  dom inant g roup  ag a in st the 

"Other" group an d  designating  the form er "good" and  the latter "evil." Ethics 

is inevitably judgm ental, Jam eson argues, endlessly  categorizing a n d  sep ara ­

ting  "good" and  "bad" and  often doing so  in  racist, classist, and  elitist w ays 

(A dam son 6). U nquestionably , ethics can  b e  judgm ental in  the w ays Jam eson 

suggests, an d  tha t is w hy  theorists a nd  readers w ho w ant to b rin g  ethical 

theory to bear on  lite ra tu re  m u st do so tem pera te ly  and thoughtfu lly , w ith  a 

keen aw areness tha t ethics m u st be ab o u t recognizing com m on h u m an  

bonds and  experiences, n o t abou t leveling egocentric verdicts against "Other" 

hum an  beings. Sym pathy  m u st be a t th e  core of ethical theory. I am  n o t 

suggesting tha t an  ethical s tu d y  resists decisive conclusions or rigo rous
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analysis, b u t I do suggest that ethical theory  resists readings that, to re tu rn  to 

m y original exam ple, sim plistically privilege a character like Strether at the 

expense o f those like M aria. Such reductive distinctions betw een  trium phan t 

heroes and  defeated outcasts are, in  m any  ways, precisely the kind that 

Jameson deplores.

M y rebuttal to  Jam eson is very  sim ilar to David Parker's, who 

acknowledges that judgm entalism  is an  unavoidable possibility w ithin ethics, 

b u t contends that Jam eson 's argum ent is deficient "in not recognising [the] 

perception of com m onality as a possibility  within ethics" (6). It is this percep­

tion of com m onality, Parker suggests, th a t allows one to "transcend the 

se lf/o ther b inarism  of the  judgm ental attitude" (6). Parker's literary  exam ple 

is that of the gospel sto ry  of the adu lterous w om an about to be stoned to 

death for her sin; the  Pharisees only spare  her life after they are  forced to 

examine their ow n consciences and  acknow ledge tha t they too are sinners; 

their shared in iqu itous pasts are the roots of sym pathy. I subm it a sim ilar 

example in  Shakespeare 's The M erchant of Venice: Shylock m akes an appeal 

to commonality, albeit unsuccessfully, in  his "Hath not a Jew eyes?" speech. 

H e attem pts to b u d g e  his Christian persecutors to com passionate em pathy, 

bu t his pleas fall on  ears deafened by  th e  conviction that a Jew ish heart is no t 

a fully hum an heart.

A nother com m on opposition to an  ethical investigation of literature is 

the belief th a t m oral or ethical ph ilosophy is only usefully applicable to real 

lives and to real people. In 1992, Peter Brooks convincingly addressed  the 

relevance of ethics to  fiction at an international conference on  L iterature and
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9
Ethics a t the University o f W ales. In answ er to the  question of w hy  w e  have 

and w an t fictional characters, and  w hat w ork they  do  for us, Brooks h a d  this 

to say:

To discuss them  fully , I believe that one needs to ... engage in  the  field 
o f ethics. The m ultip le  associations of the  w o rd  'character' a re  not 
accident, and  the ethical implications need  to  be explored if one is to 
account for the p o w er o f fictional dram atizations of persons 
negotiating the  p lo ts  in  w hich they figure (A dam son 13).

If we d id  not find fictional persons and their lives w orthy  of ethical

consideration, w e w ou ld  n o t become, as so m any  readers do, so in tellectually

and em otionally invested in  the  act of reading, particu larly  w hen  read ing  our

favorite books. I th ink  of Jeanette W interson's suggestion  th a t w h a t m oves

us m ost about w ords, language and  a rt is that they  can affect us across tim e,

not m erely for the hours w e spend  reading. She w rites: "A reader can  fall in

love w ith  w hat is alive th ro u g h  time. Such a book  is no t an object, it is a

relationship” (171).

I now  tu rn  to a m ore  positive and pertinen t (if broad) question: w hat

exactly is literature's, and  m ore  specifically, the  novel's , ethical dim ension?

Representing life, literature lends itself to classical philosophical and  ethical

questions, such as w hat obligations w e owe o u r fellow  hum an  beings, how

we negotiate conflicting claim s, how  w e can behave v irtuously  and

responsibly, and  w hat does an d  does not constitute "the good life." C ertainly

novels w ere not and are n o t the  only m eans of exploring  love an d  living, bu t

as N ussbaum  has argued , the  novel form, com pared  to plays, poetry , and

everyday exam ples, is m ore  open-ended, better able to characterize life

richly, truly, and  precisely (47). Novels also p rov ide  us w ith opportun ities to
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im agine ourselves in to  relationships and  situations, to m ake ethical queries, 

to explore various a n d  different m oral possibilities, and  to experience the 

results of all of th e  above from  a safe d istance an d  w ithout h a rm  to ourselves 

or others; novel rea d in g  affords us a buffer th a t protects us from  the acute 

suffering of real life, and  protects others w e  m ay  affect in  the course  of real 

life and  real decision m aking. Finally, lite ra tu re  brings us into contact w ith 

persons, problem s, a n d  possibilities w e o therw ise  w ould no t m eet; it allows 

us to see /k n o w  th e  para lle l lives w e o therw ise sense b u t cannot p lum b.

My study  o f  19th-century British fiction reveals a s tra in  o f novels 

deeply interested in  exam ining the ethical im plications of love relationships, 

in  pu tting  forth a lternative  and nontraditional love stories, an d  in  expanding 

conventional no tions of w hat constitutes a love plot. In m y exam ination  of 

A nne Bronte's novels, I explore the V ictorian courtship custom s th a t preclude 

em pathy and  in tim acy  betw een m en and  w om en, and particu larly  betw een 

coquettes and  their "honest" counterparts. N ex t I study  the philosophical and 

aesthetic ideals th a t act as defenses against love in  H enry Jam es' The 

Am bassadors a n d  T he Portrait of a Lady, an d  in  Joseph C onrad 's  Lord Tim. 

The following chap ter is devoted to the novels of George Eliot; I contend that 

she is unm atched in  h e r love plots that transcend  the possibilities of trad i­

tional love, and  in  h e r  suggestion that d ifferen t kinds of love — later or second 

love, paternal love, un requ ited  love -  can com pel pow erful transform ations. 

Finally, my trea tm en t of unrequited  love a n d  its redem ptive capacity  is more 

sustained in m y discussion  of Charles D ickens' A Tale of Two C ities.

All of the novelists I include in  this s tu d y  investigate the ethical
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poten tial of alternative love plots. In the  cases o f Bronte, James, and  C onrad, 

love 's ethical po ten tial is m ore often deferred  th an  fulfilled, w hereas Eliot and  

D ickens are m ore m orally  optimistic; love in  th e ir novels n o t only redeem s its 

participants, b u t d iffusively enhances the  com m on good of the su rround ing  

com m unity  as well.
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CHAPTER n

THE STRUGGLE TO LOVE AMIDST "FALSE, FAIR FACES"AND 
"D —D DECEITFUL TONGUES" IN  THE NOVELS 

OF ANNE BRONTE

In the  novels of A nne Bronte, feminine duplicity  is expected, rew arded 

and pun ished . A  single w om an  on  the courtship scene presum ably  and 

necessarily cultivates physical beau ty  in  order to w in suitors; m oreover, her 

society anticipates that h e r actions and  personality are, like her external 

beauty, affected and calculated. It is the designing w om an  w ho is successful 

in gam es of courtship because she conforms to the role o f cunning, beautiful 

coquette; the  honest w om an  struggles painfully w hile courting  because 

although she does no t p lay  the coquette, she is assum ed to  be one by the very 

nature of h e r sex, so th a t even  her m ost sincere actions an d  w ords are 

construed as coy connivances. These societal assum ptions about the very 

nature of the  female character configure w om en inherently , or necessarily, 

duplicitous, an d  consequently render the existence of honest wom en unlikely.

M ore often than  n o t in  these novels a w om an m u st be or play the 

coquette or w in d  up a "sp inster"  and  burden  upon  her com m unity. In Anne 

Bronte's The T enant of W ildfell Hall (1848), the heroine H elen H untingdon  is 

endlessly vexed due to h e r inability, or perhaps m ore accurately, her refusal 

to em ploy a coquettish facade — a refusal that bew ilders an d  m addens her 

suitors and  h e r com panions, and  th u s precludes successful participation in

12
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her social m ilieu. A gnes Grey, in  the  novel nam ed  for her (1847), repudiates 

the coquette 's desire  to  refine exterior charm  a t the expense o f the  h eart's  

cultivation; nonetheless, A gnes spends a  g rea t deal of tim e lam en ting  the  lack 

of attention she receives, especially com pared  to  the beautifu l and  flirtatious 

Rosalie. For bo th  H elen  a n d  Agnes the  p rice  o f m aintaining h e r  in tegrity  is 

anguish and  isolation. Yet for all of the suffering  endured  by  B ronte 's tw o 

heroines, bo th  w om en  u ltim ately triu m p h  as their coquettish coun terparts  fall 

from  grace. The p o w er designated the  dup lic itous w om an is fleeting an d  

cannot save her from  her u ltim ate fate of w ife  and  "conquest." A lthough  her 

m astery of p retense  a n d  h e r physical loveliness endow  her w ith  the  pow er of 

seduction, such  p o w er inevitably d issipates w h en  she subm its to  m arriage 

and  no longer needs o r is allow ed to exert h e r  fem inine charm s; as a w ife, the 

superficial charism a th a t w as once the roo t o f h e r influence a n d  appeal is no 

longer available to  her; her "self" as she a n d  o thers knew  it n o  longer exists.

O n the other hand , H elen an d  Agnes em erge independent a n d  happ ily  

m arried, their in teg ral selves intact, and  th e ir success is a ttribu tab le  to their 

ethical refusal to "p lay  double."

N either novel, how ever, sim ply affirm s and  celebrates the  honest 

protagonists w hile denouncing  the coquettes an d  the social circles th a t expect 

and  even d em and  the ir duplicity. The sw eep ing  patriarchal p resu m p tio n  

tha t w om en are inheren tly  shallow , tw o-faced creatures (w ith  w ha t, then , 

besides a p re tty  face does a  w om an have to  concern herself?) ensnares bo th  

m en and  w om en: m en  either perpetuate  the  prem ise of fem ale dup lic ity  by
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playing the  gam e and  expecting  fem inine participation , o r unsuspecting  m en 

enter in to  m arriages w ith  w om en  w ho a ren 't w h a t th ey  appeared  to be; 

w om en e ither play the gam e and  p ay  the grave price  of saying "I do ," o r 

suffer social isolation an d  trem ulously  hope tha t som eone, som eday w ill 

recognize their essential in teg rity  and  love them  for it. The ethical im p l­

ications a re  devastating: a  ru in o u s reduction of the fem ale and  m ale ch ar­

acter, a ne tw ork  of social a n d  rom antic relationships based  on  personal deceit 

and  frau d u len t social suppositions, a  divisive dynam ic betw een w om en , an d  

perhaps m ost im portantly , a  dim inished capacity am o n g  everyone for 

em pathy  a n d  love. The question  a t hand, then, is less "h o w  should one 

love?" th an  "how  can one love?" given these dep lo rab ly  inhum ane 

conditions. H ow  can one behave ethically if her in teg rity  is denied a n d  her 

duplicity  assum ed; or, h o w  can  even the best-in tentioned, m ost w ell-m eaning  

person establish m eaningful relationships w hen  the  essential veracity a n d  

very id en tity  of everyone a ro u n d  h im  is dubious a t best? A nd given th is  

com plicated paradigm  th a t asks for deception in exchange for "success," to 

w hat ex ten t can we ho ld  p eo p le  accountable for the ir choices, or for h o w  they  

play the  gam e of courtship? U ltim ately, I will a rgue th a t Agnes Grey a n d  

H elen H un tingdon  are n o t ju s t exceptions to the general ru le, bu t are 

instructive m odels Bronte p u ts  forth  as alternatives to  the  k ind of social 

behavior th a t is, w hile m ore prevalent, also destructive to  the hum an  sou l.

A  prolific exam iner of A nne Bronte's life and  w orks, Elizabeth 

Langland is one of very few  critics to pay the least-know n Bronte sister the
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attention she deserves.1 R elevant here  is Langland's assessm ent of the 

educational, courtship and  m arita l experiences of young V ictorian w om en as 

it relates to  B ronte's articulation o f the  patriarchal constraints tha t constricted 

her female characters. The goal o f w om en 's education in  V ictorian England 

was to refine a  girl's m anners b y  encouraging the acquisition of "show y 

accom plishm ents . . .  French, G erm an, music, singing, dancing, fancy-work, 

and a little draw ing;" this cu rricu lum  produced w om en possessed  of little 

solid know ledge, ru led by  van ity  (Langland 25). As L angland also 

dem onstrates, it  w as difficult, if n o t sim ply undesirable, for w om en to 

"counteract the  influence of a society ben t on producing w om en  w hose m inds 

were w holly  occupied w ith  the deta ils of costume, coquetry, an d  conquest" 

(25). The "conquest" involved, how ever, is ultim ately the  m an 's , not the 

coquette's: a lthough  the coquette experiences a fleeting sense of control as she 

is courted a n d  w ooed, she u ltim ately  is rendered vulnerable by a  lack of 

education a n d  opportunity , by  he r pa ren ts ' ambitions for her financially 

advantageous m arriage, and  by  h e r m ale suitor's ultim ate authority .

A fter m arriage, any illusion  o f pow er the one-tim e coquette  once 

possessed, o r believed to have possessed, is extinguished entirely  by her 

inevitable lack o f economic, legal, an d  personal rights an d  by  her new

1 Early and mid-twentieth century examinations of Anne Bronte are scarce but commenda­
tory. In this 1924 book Conversations in Ebury Street. George Moore insists that the genius 
expressed in Tenant is comparable to Jane Austen's, and that Agnes Grey is "the most perfect 
prose narrative in English literature" (257). Ada Harrison and Derek Stanford give Bronte 
more extensive attention in Anne Bronte: Her Life and Work, a 1959 biography in which they 
urge that the "stone at the mouth of Anne's tomb for something over a hundred years," 
placed there by  her sister Charlotte, be rolled away (245). A. Craig Bell offers the most
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identity as a  w ife and m other. To be a w om an in V ictorian E ngland w as to be 

"a silent p a rtn e r  in  a social con tract" and "passive [participant] w ho read the 

laws, suffered the conventions a n d  followed the ru les" (Kostka 41). A wife 

was a non-person  under 19th-cen tury  British law: her h u sb an d  could abuse 

her freely a n d  she was bound  to  h im  socially and  legally nonetheless; she had 

no legal r igh ts  to even her children; she lacked access to financial earnings, 

even her ow n; and  divorce w as alw ays the decision of the  husband  and  the 

fault of the  w ife (Langland 24-25). M oreover, the veil of sexual a llure and 

m ystery th e  coquette once w ore  as a source of influence an d  control m ust be 

cast off entirely: she m ust d ro p  the  coy, flirtatious p retense  th a t scored her a 

husband, a n d  adopt the m antle  of devoted, passive, sexless wife.

W hile this patriarchal ideology enforced the v iew  of "good" w om en as 

essentially passionless wives, the  sexual w om an w as configured  e ither a 

fallen w om an  or a prostitute. L angland articulates V ictorian society 's con­

ception o f th e  "fallen w om an:" "The patriarchal ideology th a t professes to 

explain the social event of a w o m an 's  fall has recourse to w om an 's  nature 

rather than  h e r nurture. The fallen w om an, then, is a d au g h te r of Eve, 

innately co rrup t"  (27). Unless a  w om an wishes to m arry  and  assum e the 

ironically pow erless role of "angel in  the house," or ad o p t the  life of the 

asexual, burdensom e old m aid , the  patriarchal ideology to w hich  Langland 

refers configures her as bad  by  nature: she is either the  sexually  prom iscuous, 

m orally c o rru p t fallen w om an o r the deeply deceitful, schem ing coquette; as

fervent defense o f Tenant in "Anne Bronte: A Re-Appraisal" (1966), lauding the novel as
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long as she conform  to a  role suppo rtive  of and  in deference to  th e  good of 

her husband and  society as a  w hole, she can transcend her h istorical 

affiliation w ith  Eve, the su p p o sed  instigator of the fall of m ank ind . In h er 

novels, A nne Bronte reveals th e  extent to w hich w om en w ere  inescapably  

confined to such personally  destructive  and  ethically un tenab le  categories. In 

The Tenant of W ildfell H all a n d  A gnes Grey. Bronte creates w o m en  w ho fit 

neatly into such an  ideological fram ew ork, and  w om en w ho courageously , 

im probably transcend the parad igm : the young  coquette on the  courting 

scene (Eliza), the m iserably m arried , form er coquette (Rosalie), the  

irrevocably fallen w om an (A nnabella), the  lonely governess (A gnes), a n d  the 

courageous runaw ay  wife (H elen).2

The T enant's G ilbert M arkham  is initially involved w ith  th e  young  an d  

coquettish Eliza, w hom  he dep ic ts as "charm ing beyond descrip tion , 

coquettish w ithout affectation, an d  evidently  m ore desirous to  engage m y 

attention than  that o f all the ro o m  besides," a fact "plainly  legible in  her 

glowing face and  heaving  bosom , how ever belied by saucy w o rd s  and 

gestures" (61). M arkham 's observation  of Eliza reinforces the  injurious 

supposition that w om en m ay  very  w ell be coquettes by natu re : he  sees 

"coquettish"-ness an d  "affectation" as m utually  exclusive ra th e r  than  

inextricable; in do ing  so, he v iew s Eliza as a w om an inheren tly  coquettish. In

"greater than Tane Evre. and a close rival of Wuthering Heights" (321).
: For a discussion of the strikingly similar experiences of coquettes, unmarried and newly  
married women in 19th-century America, see Cathy Davidson's chapter "Privileging the 
Femme Covert: the Sociology of Sentimental Fiction" in Revolution & the Word: The Rise of 
the Novel in America (110-150). See also Carroll Smith-Rosenberg's discussion of the 
representation of coquettes and "virtuous" women in the American novel (160-184).
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other w ords, Eliza does n o t have to affect coquettishness, she is coquettish .

M oreover, M arkham  p resum es that Eliza, despite  her a ttractive duplic ity , is

quite readable; he can easily  distinguish betw een her desire for h im  and  the

"saucy" charm s she relies on  to keep h im  by he r side.

H elen is no t possessed  of such com m on superficiality. Instead , of her

M arkham  claims:

W here her op in ions an d  sentim ents tallied w ith m ine, it w as her 
extrem e good sense, h er exquisite taste and  feeling that de ligh ted  me; 
w here they d iffered , it w as still her uncom prom ising bo ldness in  the 
avow al or defense o f tha t difference — her earnestness a n d  keenness 
that p iqued  m y fancy; and  even w hen  she angered m e b y  her unk ind  
w ords or looks . . .  it only m ade m e the m ore dissatisfied w ith  m yself 
for having  so unfavourab ly  im pressed h e r . . . .  (85)

In Helen, difference of op in ion , sincerity, and  directness in  w o rd  a n d  deed

are not only palatable, b u t  attractive to M arkham . H elen 's fo rth righ tness and

m anifestation of d isp leasure  can be com pared usefully to E liza 's coquettish

behavior as the form er stead ily  wins M arkham 's favor and  the la tte r falls

from it. M arkham  com plains that Eliza

d id  no t m anifest h e r chagrin by keen reproaches, bitter 
sarcasm s, or pou ting , sullen silence — any  or all of these I could  
have easily en d u re d  o r lightly laughed aw ay; bu t she sh o w ed  it 
by a kind of gentle  m elancholy, a m ild, reproachful sadness th a t 
cut m e to the h ear (90).

Eliza's som ber and in ju red  facade, affects M arkham  "to the heart,"  yet direct

signs of displeasure ("keen  reproaches, b itter sarcasm s") w ou ld  n o t have

m oved M arkham  — he w o u ld  have m ocked or entirely ignored such  show s as

"show s" rather than  real expressions of sincere emotion. E liza 's s ta tu s as

coquette, as duplicitous w om an, ironically m akes her quite readab le . H is
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expectation th a t she w ill p lay double on every occasion renders her no t only 

legible, b u t also vulnerable to dism issal as a  po ten tial w ife and  thinking 

wom an. The ro le  of the  coquette, then, is no t one to be cast on and off for the 

convenience o f courting , bu t rather a  role that defines one 's self and pre­

cludes one's participation  in any  kind of honest relationship .

D espite the fact that she is the m ost honest character in the novel, 

Helen cannot be  read , in terpreted or categorized so easily, a fact repeatedly 

underscored b y  the  tex t and by  H elen herself. She scorns those who em ploy 

artificial devices to attract m en, w ho to her " ap p ea red  so provokingly 

m indless, an d  heartless and artificial" (151), an d  she cannot bring herself to 

partake in  their gam es. She reports to H argrave, "I never cry for effect; nor 

can I conceive h o w  anyone can" (250). N ot only does she refuse to 

participate, she adm its  an inability to do so, thus subtlely  refuting the social 

presum ption th a t duplicity is an  inherently fem inine characteristic. Just as 

Eliza's duplicity  m akes her suprem ely  readable, H elen 's honesty m akes her 

illegible, a  fact m ost painfully expressed w hen  M arkham  convicts her of 

duplicitous action w ithout any  substantial evidence of her guilt. After seeing 

her walk the g a rd en  w ith  her bro ther and  falsely p resum ing  that she is 

cuckolding h im , M arkham  bem oans: "The contrast betw een her ou tw ard  

seem ing and  h e r  inw ard  m ind, as I supposed , — betw een  m y former and  

present opinion of her, was so harrow ing  — so d istressing  to m y feelings that 

it sw allowed u p  every lighter consideration" (142). Since he can com fortably
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assum e that w om en a re  inherently "seem ing" creatures, he can ju st as 

groundlessly p resum e th a t she has deceived  him .

M arkham 's un founded  d istru st o f H e len  a n d  his rash, vehem ent

denouncem ent of h e r carries echoes o f S hakespeare 's  Othello, a text w ith

w hich Bronte w as undoub ted ly  fam iliar.3 M arkham 's error in  percep tion

resonates especially forcibly w hen com pared  to  O thello 's strik ingly  sim ilar,

though m ore tragic, m isconception. In  O thello , the  consequences of b lind

m asculine faith in  the capacity of fem inine dup lic ity  are b ru tally  expressed  in

the sm othering of the  innocent D esdem ona. O thello  not only  believes th a t his

wife is a "seem ing" a n d  "subtile w hore," b u t  also tha t hers is a sin  com m on to

w om en tha t "m akes m en  m ad" (V .ii.lll) . A ccordingly, w hen  he u ltim ately

subdues his wife, he  believes he is acting  as an  instrum ent of justice on  behalf

of all men: "She m ust d ie, else she 'll be tray  m ore  m en" (V.ii.6). Ju st as

Othello universalizes D esdem ona's su p p o sed  transgression by configuring

him self as an avenger o f m ankind, he  also am plifies her sin  an d  dup lic ity  by

insisting that his one-tim e "rose-lipped ch eru b in "  is now  a keeper o f " the  gate

of hell" and  the very  "devil." M arkham  reacts in  a rem arkably sim ilar

m anner, insisting tha t H elen, in revealing  herself to be the very opposite  of

w hat he supposed  h e r to  be, transform ed h is life into a living hell:

Then the d aw n  o f bitter recollection th a t succeeded — the w ak ing  to 
find life a b lank  — teem ing w ith  to rm en t an d  m isery — no t a m ere 
barren  w ilderness, bu t full o f th o rn s a n d  briars -  to find m yself

3 Noted Bronte scholar and biographer Winifred Gerin records in Branwell Bronte that the 
Heaton family put at the disposal of the Bronte fam ily their extensive library at Ponden  
House which contained a First Folio edition of Shakespeare (44). Further, the school-room in 
which Anne spent the majority of her two years at Thorp Green Hall contained Bell's 
Shakespeare (220).
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deceived , duped , hopeless, m y  affections tram p led  on, m y angel no t 
m y angel, and  m y friend  a  fiend  in ca rn a te .. . .  (126-127)

The tru st M arkham  invests in  H elen  (trust he w o u ld  n ev er de ign  to bestow

on the silly flirt Eliza) is sha tte red  in  one m om ent o f am biguity ; in spite of his

affection for H elen, his tru s t in  her is fragile because o f one inescapable fact -

that she is a  w om an , and therefore  alw ays possesses the  po ten tial for

duplicity. The outrageous no tion  th a t a duplicitous w o m an  constitutes a

m oral and  m orta l threat to m ank ind  renders honest, lov ing  relations betw een

genders n o t on ly  thorny b u t im possib le, given th a t one sex is constructed by

the o ther as inhum an , as th e  dev il herself. In The T enan t of W ildfell Hall, the

feminine archetype Eve devolves in to  the  fem inization of Satan.

G rim sby reiterates th is dem onization  of w om en: "It's  all these cursed

women! T hey 're  the very bane  o f the  world! They b rin g  trouble  and

discom fort w herever they com e, w ith  their false, fair faces an d  their d — d

deceitful tongues" (305). Such w om en  are also p resu m ed  to exert some sort

of irresistible contro l over the ir m ale victims, control w hich  renders men

unaccountable for any actions perfo rm ed  under a w o m an 's  seductive sway.

After O thello h as  rashly a nd  un ju stly  m urdered  his innocen t w ife, he finds it

appropriate  to vindicate herself even  as he lam ents h e r dem ise: "I pray you,

in your letters, /  W hen you  shall these  unlucky deeds re la te , . . .  /  Then m ust

you speak /  O f one that lo v 'd  n o t w isely  but too w ell" (V.ii.340-344). In these

last lines of his faux-confession, O thello  not only fails to  b lam e his own

jealous, w illfu l b lindness for h is w ife 's  death, b u t he  actually  identifies

him self as a v ictim  of sorts, as a  m an  so spellbound by  love th a t he is
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unaccountable for his actions; in  doing so, O thello  does m ore than  absolve 

himself, he im plicates D esdem ona as a sort of enchantress, as it w as h e r effect 

on h im  which dictated, even  necessitated his unw ise  love and its dead ly  

consequences. Of course O thello 's m isogyny is instigated and persistently  

kindled by Iago, w hereas G rim sby's is solely the  resu lt of his ow n 

insipidness.

U pon learning of H elen 's innocence, M arkham  stridently echoes 

Othello, "If I d id  w rong , love alone was m y incentive" (145). Like O thello, 

M arkham  not only asserts his innocence, b u t im plicates love as a destructive, 

seductive force against w hich  he had no pow er, no agency. Both m en m ay as 

well have also claim ed, in  their verbal self-absolutions, that "she d id n 't  

deceive me as I believed, b u t given feminine dup lic ity  is so prevalent, so 

destructive, m y m istake is understandable, as w as m y subsequent reaction." 

Given these circum stances, even a  good and noble m an (which, tru ly , Othello 

is), in his effort to love conceivably m ay be thw arted  by  the culturally 

em bedded p resum ption  th a t wom en, at best, are  no t to be trusted, a t w orst, 

m orally and  m ortally  dangerous.

H elen 's refusal to p lay  the role of coquette complicates her relationship 

not only w ith  M arkham , b u t w ith  Boarham and  H untingdon  as well. After 

she vehem ently and  repeated ly  rebukes the p roposals of the appropriately- 

nam ed Boarham, her su ito r insists that he  will "have  no young lady 's 

affections and  caprices" an d  encourages her to "speak  ou t at once" in 

acquiescence to his overtu res (158). Boarham confidently  assum es th a t H elen
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is p ro testing  falsely w hen  she is no t, and  his assum ption m akes com m uni­

cation w ith  her impossible since she is indeed "speaking p la in ly"  — a 

language he cannot understand . Exasperated by the e n d  o f the ir interview ,

H elen  adm its, "I found [Boarham ] very  troublesom e, a n d  very  h a rd  to 

convince tha t I really m eant w h a t I said, and  really w as so obstinate and blind 

to m y  o w n  interests" (159). H e len 's  honesty contradicts the  affected facade 

typical of coquettes, thus u tterly  thw arting  her attem pts a t forthright 

in teraction  w ith  her suitors. M oreover, Boarham  is tru ly  perp lexed  w hen 

H elen fails to seize the pro tection  an d  security afforded by  m arriage to him ; 

her desire  for m utual respect, love and  com patibility is n o t in  h e r best interest 

socially o r financially, an d  this p roves yet another obstacle in  her com m un­

ication w ith  Boarham. O nly after h is "pertinaciously re tu rn in g  to  the sam e 

p o in t an d  repeating his sam e a rg u m en t over and over again , forcing her to 

the  sam e replies," does he give u p  o u t o f sheer irritation a n d  bew ilderm ent, 

an d  a lthough  he walks aw ay  "d isconcerted  and offended," he  is nonetheless 

confident that it "surely w as n o t [his] fau lt" (159). W ere it n o t so vexing for 

H elen, the  scenario w ould  be comic: H elen 's patient candor precludes m ean­

ingful com m unication w ith  B oarham , and  m oreover earns h e r harassm ent 

and  contem pt while Boarham, boorish  and  baffled, leaves the  exchange w ith  

his p ride  and  sense of rightness intact. O n the other h an d , one m ight 

question  the extent to w hich Boarham  is culpable for his failure  to  com pre­

h en d  H elen, given that H elen is a n  anom aly in their social m ilieu , and his 

experience w ith  w om en is contrary  to all that Helen em bodies.
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W hile B oarham 's exit is certainly w elcom e relief, the  in te rp re tive  

problem s H elen  poses for H untingdon  costs her w hat she perceives to be a 

true opportun ity  for love. D uring one exchange w hen H elen perceives that 

A rthur can pa lpab ly  feel her w arm  affection for him , he ab ru p tly  leaves her to 

attach h im self for the  evening to the "vehem ently  coquetting A nnabella  

W ilmot;" H elen  reflects, "So then, he despises m e, because he know s I love 

him " (172). H elen  fu rther observes th a t A nnabella rightfully "a ttrib u tes  

[A rthur's a ttention] to her ow n superio r charm s and  b land ishm ents; b u t I am  

truly m iserable" (178). As this scene p lays o u t before her, H elen  com es to the 

painful realization  th a t coquetting is the  "superio r" behavior th a t d raw s male 

attention, w hile her ow n tender, flustered  attem pts to convey h e r  fondness 

for A rthur com pels his p rom pt flight from  her. Coquetting is the  m ode  of 

behavior A rth u r an d  his peers find predictable, com forting, gratify ing; for 

that circle of courters, com m unication m eans coy banter, flashy repartee , 

playful flirtation. D espite evidence th a t A nnabella 's m ode of op e ra tio n  is 

successful, H elen  is unw illing, even unable , to play the gam e. H er self- 

respect prohib its coquetting, b u t does n o t g ran t her the pow er of tra n s­

cendence as com pensation: "Pride refuses to a id  me. It has b ro u g h t m e into 

the scrape, a n d  w ill no t help m e ou t of it"  (178). A nnabella's charm s w in  her 

affection, and  H elen 's integrity costs h e r the  possibility of love. N o t on ly  is 

Helen's v irtue, or p ride, of little social value, it  actually p lunges h e r in to  an 

abyss of loneliness an d  despair. N o t even  know ledge of h e r ow n  ethical
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integrity brings H elen  solace — u tte r isolation overw helm s any  such self- 

satisfaction.

H onesty an d  v irtu e  n o t only jeopardize H elen 's  happiness bu t

potentially H u n tin g d o n 's  as well. Helen realizes:

It is no t m y  loss, n o r he r trium ph  that I dep lo re  so greatly as the w reck 
of m y fond hopes for his advantage, and  her unw orth iness of his 
affection, a n d  th e  in jury  he will do him self b y  tru s tin g  his happiness to 
her. She does n o t love him ; she thinks only of h e rse lf .. . .  She will 
neither dep lo re  h is faults no r attem pt their am endm ent, but rather 
aggravate them  by  he r ow n. (178)

N ot only does H elen  suffer for her refusal to p lay  the gam e, b u t the partici­

pan ts of the gam e suffer as well. In  seeking the coquette, the suitor seeks an 

unw orthy  m ate a n d  m akes a  dreadful m atch in  w hich  neither partner is 

capable of or in terested  in  g row th  or em pathy. The relationship  is one based 

upon  fraud: m ost often , the  su ito r m asquerades as an  a rd en t lover, often to 

degenerate into a  d isin terested  if no t abusive husband ; the coquette only need 

m aintain her carefully  crafted  facade until m arriage, after w hich she can 

reveal her her true  self a n d  heart, however dark  or lov ing  h er self and heart 

m ight be; essentially, the  coquette  and suitor m arry  as strangers. Further, the 

th ird  party  in  th is triang le , in  this case Helen, is resentful due  to her 

unw illingness to m ake h e r ow n  coquettish p lay  for A rth u r 's  heart, and  

heartbroken a t her o w n  an d  his dreadful prospects.

H elen 's above assessm ent of A rthur's potential fu tu re  w ith Annabella 

is d isturbing for tw o fu rth er reasons. First, she places the  b u rd en  of m ale 

happiness and  m oral hea lth  squarely  upon fem ale shoulders. She envies 

A nnabella's o p p o rtu n ity  to  im prove A rthur's character, to chasten his faults,
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to cultivate his advantage a n d  happiness; she fails to m en tion  any harm  

Annabella m igh t incur in  such  a relationship, o r any  m easure  of happiness it 

might cost her. Second, a n d  rela ted  to the  first point, H elen  articulates the 

competitive, acrim onious relationship  betw een the coquette and  the "honest" 

wom an. H elen obviously is contem ptuous of A nnabella 's shallow  nature, 

dishonest in tention, and  inability  to love A rthur sufficiently. The em pathy 

Helen harbors in  abundance for A rthur, she lacks entirely for Annabella: she 

refuses to see A nnabella as exercising w hat she m ay perceive as her only 

choice as a single w om an, an d  she also denies A nnabella 's righ t to happiness 

and affection. In  such a  triangu lar configuration, clearly, everyone loses, and 

love is lost on all sides.

In A gnes Grey, earnest governess Agnes Grey, y oung  clergym an 

W eston, and  spoiled  coquette Rosalie form  a sim ilar triangle. Agnes con­

siders herself the  best m atch for W eston, bu t also estim ates h e r chances at 

w inning a p lace in  his heart as very slim:

Besides m y  hope in  G od, m y  only consolation w as th ink ing  that, 
though  h e  knew  it or not, I w as m ore w orthy of his love than  Rosalie 
M urray , charm ing a n d  engaging as she was; for I cou ld  appreciate his 
excellence, which she could  not; I w ould devote m y  life to the 
p rom otion  of his happiness; she w ould destroy his happ iness for the 
m om entary  gratification of her ow n vanity. (199)

Again, the  em phasis is on  w h ich  w om an is better w illing a n d  able to enrich

the m an 's life, a n d  it happens, again, tha t the m ore aesthetically  beautiful and

charm ing w om an  is both the  m ost unw orthy  and  the m ost likely to be

"chosen." A gnes can only conten t herself w ith the know ledge tha t she could

make h im  happy  — a bitter consolation indeed. Like Rosalie's, A gnes's
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scenario im agines a loveless union be tw een  Rosalie and  W eston w ith  A gnes 

rem aining in the  m arg in , capable of being  h a p p y  and  cultivating ano ther's  

happiness, bu t den ied  th e  opportun ity  to d o  so; again, external charm  is 

valued a t the expense of everyone's h app iness an d  fulfillment. A nd again,

. the coquette is vilified by  the  m ore w orthy , m ore  honest wom an. W hether in 

regard to W eston (w ith w h o m  Rosalie m erely  toys) or any of her o ther 

suitors, Agnes does n o t consider Rosalie as a  w om an  exercising w hat she has 

learned is her only choice — to w in a h u sb a n d  by  em ploying her beau ty  and  

flirtatiousness — bu t in stead  assum es Rosalie to be  thoroughly artificial, 

devoid of any  desire to m ake a loving m arried  life, an d  even possessed of 

m alignant intent. W hen Rosalie becom es engaged  to Sir Thomas Ashby,

Agnes know s tha t it is a n  "inauspicious m atch ,"  based  upon m utual flattery  

rather than  m utual love, b u t d isgusted  by  " th e  dep th s of [Rosalie's] heartless 

coquetry," she purges h e r  h eart of any  p ity  for the  new  bride: "She deserves 

it. Sir Thom as cannot be too bad for her; a n d  the  sooner she is incapacitated 

from deceiving and  in ju ring  others the  b e tte r"  (194; 195). A gnes's 

condem nation carries echoes of O thello 's, M arkham 's , and G rim sby 's in tha t 

she w ishes an  ill fate m ig h t thw art a w o m an 's  inevitable efforts to do harm  to 

others.

N ot only does R osalie 's ram pant flirting , as Agnes perceives it, im pede 

intim acy betw een herself an d  W eston, b u t be tw een  Agnes and  Rosalie as 

well. Agnes d raw s s tren g th  from  her confidence tha t she is m orally 

upstand ing  and  inheren tly  beautiful w hile Rosalie is m orally ugly  and
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superficially pretty . The fact th a t these tw o w om en  exist on tw o very distinct 

social p lanes also consistently p reven ts any  re la tionsh ip  from  blossom ing 

betw een them , despite  Rosalie 's a ttem pt to estab lish  one after she is m arried 

to ano ther m an . Even in  A gnes's  m om ents of p ro found  loneliness she 

reinforces an  im m utable barrie r betw een herself an d  Rosalie. The 

establishm ent of this barrier is p rom pted  b y  th e  class d isparity  — Rosalie is 

ind isputably  a lady, bo th  socially and  econom ically, w hile Agnes as a 

governess m u st m aintain th e  the  m iens of b o th  servan t and  lady  — bu t it is 

rendered  u tte rly  inviolate b y  A gnes's conviction th a t her honest nature  and  

unshakeable uprightness m ake h e r superio r to  h e r coquettish counterpart.

W hile A gnes's belief in her m oral superiority  is self-serving an d  rather 

pitiless, a t least Agnes can find  com fort and  s tren g th  in  h er ethical integrity -  

a k ind  of solace tha t often e ludes H elen in  T he T enan t of W ildfell H all.

D espite Rosalie's enviable allure, coquettish  pow er is illusory, a poin t 

em phasized continually  an d  poignantly  in b o th  of B ronte's novels. In Tenant. 

Helen identifies the tenuous n a tu re  of the coquette 's  influence as she w atches 

A nnabella in terac t w ith L ord Low borough a n d  H un tingdon : "I see she is 

p laying double betw een h im  and  Lord L ow borough, and  w hile she am uses 

herself w ith  the  lively H un tingdon , she tries h e r  u tm ost to  enslave his 

friends" (178). The im portan t p o in t is tha t n e ith e r m an  will tru ly  be enslaved, 

for this w ou ld  im ply th a t M iss W ilm ot has th e  u p p e r h an d  and  ultim ate 

control of the  situation. Indeed , the  coquette m ay  enjoy a fleeting taste of 

pow er as tw o m en  en tertain  o r pu rsue  her, b u t  th is  pow er is em pty  and
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elusive. Helen articu lates the eventual p ligh t o f every coquette: "If 

[Huntingdon] observes [Miss Wilmot's] artfu l by-play, it gives h im  no 

uneasiness, b u t ra ther ad d s  new  zest to his d iversion  by opposing  a 

stim ulating check to h is otherw ise too easy conquest" (178). F lirting is m erely 

a diversion and  a light challenge for the m an; the  w om an inevitably suffers 

the fate of "conquest." Though her artifice allow s h e r the tem porary  pow er 

of attraction, such pow er relies on the m an 's w illing  participation in  the 

game, a condition especially disturbing w hen  one considers the fact th a t a 

w om an in p u rsu it of a husband  has no choice b u t to play. Even A nnabella 's 

charms are effective on ly  because they cause H un tingdon  "no uneasiness." 

The coquette only tastes the  illusion of pow er th a t accom panies m ale 

attention; ultim ately, the pow er is entirely the m an 's  as he decides w h e th er or 

not to engage her, and  subsequently  w hether o r no t to m ake her his 

"conquest."

The im balance o f pow er between coquette and  suitor is again  evident

w ith  H untingdon an d  L ady Lowborough. H elen  once m ore acutely analyzes

Lady Low borough as she flirts w ith H untingdon:

Her efforts w ere no t unnoticed by him: I frequently saw  him  sm iling to 
himself a t her artfu l m anoeuvres: but, to  his praise be it spoken, her 
shafts fell pow erless by  his side. H er m ost bew itching sm iles, her 
haughtiest frow ns w ere received w ith  the  sam e im m utable, careless 
good hum or; till, finding he was indeed  im penetrable, she su dden ly  
rem itted h e r effo rts.... (281)

The pow er of her charm  im plicitly depends u p o n  w hether he chooses to

render himself penetrable; only if he is receptive are her "shafts" effective.

Lady Low borough hau ls o u t the arsenal — her "m ost bew itching sm iles" and
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"haughtiest frow ns" — only to  b e  m et w ith  cold and  bem used  im penetrability . 

Truly, the potency of the coquette 's w eapons is unpred ictab le  given th a t the  

object of her attack can alw ays o p t to shield him self w ith  arm or. H av ing  

w asted her tim e and considerable energy, Lady L ow borough accepts her 

defeat and  retreats, hum iliated .

If the  illusory natu re  of the  coquette 's au thority  is foreshadow ed 

before m arriage, it is m ore pa in fu lly  evident after the  w edd ing , as in the  case 

of Rosalie in  A gnes G rey. A lthough  Rosalie's artifice allow s h e r tem porary  

pow er of attraction, such p o w er necessarily dissipates w hen  she is 

"conquered" and  her w om anly  charm s rendered bo th  ineffective and  

inappropriate. Elizabeth L angland  argues that "[Bronte] deserves recognition 

for the clarity w ith  w hich she deta ils  m en 's contem pt for w om en  in V ictorian  

society an d  for the corollary recognition  that, given this con tem pt and  th e  

pow er m en ho ld  in m arriage, w om en  are likely to suffer in  th a t re la tionsh ip" 

(112). Rosalie makes the m istake of believing tha t the  pow er w hich ga ined  

her Lord A shby 's affections w ill rem ain  a t her d isposal d u rin g  their m arriage.

O n the contrary, she quickly d iscovers tha t "he zuill do  as he pleases, an d  I 

m ust be a prisoner and  slave" (237). The coquette falls p rey  to coquetry.

Ironically, Rosalie accuses h er h u sb an d  of feigning sincere affection and  

genuine concern while he courted  her, or in other w ords, of behaving  in 

precisely the  w ay  she did: "I th o u g h t he adored m e, an d  w o u ld  let m e h ave  

m y ow n w ay  -  he d id  p re tend  to  do  so a t first; b u t n o w  he does no t care a  b it 

about m e" (237). In tu rn , L ord A shby  maligns her for con tinu ing  to coquette
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abou t and refusing to accep t the role of p ro p e r  w ife. Rosalie cries, "The 

m om ent he saw  I could enjoy m yself w ith o u t h im , and  that o thers knew  m y 

value  better than  him self, the  selfish w re tch  b egan  to accuse m e of coquetry  

a n d  extravagance" (237). She is com ing to  th e  d istressing  realization that 

now  there is only  one m an  to charm , one m an  to  value her, and  he is u tte rly  

un touched by her o u td a ted  arsenal of flirty  slings an d  arrow s. In Rosalie w e 

can view  the painful transition  coquettes m u s t en d u re  as their artificial p o w er 

fades -  the transition  from  vibrant, m an ipu la tive  flirt to subm issive, lonely 

w ife, or, as Rosalie herself depicts it, from  a carefree life to "the life of a n u n "  

(237).

A coquette 's sense o f  control is also th rea ten ed  by the m ost innate  of 

h u m an  activities, particu larly  falling in  love. Falling in  love is a  dangerous 

an d  abhorrent p roposition , as Rosalie articu lates: "To think that I could  be 

such  a fool as to fall in  love! It is quite b en ea th  the  dignity  of a w om an  to  do  

such  a thing. Love! I d e te s t the word! as ap p lied  to one of our sex, I th ink  it 

is a perfect insult!" (172). To fall in love is to  relinquish  control, to m ake 

oneself vulnerable an d  to  sha tte r the coy aloofness upon  w hich single, y o u n g  

coquettes like Rosalie rely. She claims th a t love is only dangerous for the 

fem ale sex, a  claim  that forgets she exists in  a  m ilieu  in  which no one opera tes 

w ithou t guile an d  every decision and  feeling  is m ade  according to a n  im plicit 

social code, and  one 's ow n  self-interest. F u rth er, falling in love is an  em o­

tional response, ra ther th an  a calculated econom ic an d  social decision re­

gard ing  a husband , an d  R osalie literally can n o t afford  to act so illogically.
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She believes that to app ly  the  w o rd  "love" to w om en is an  insult because it

im plies forgetting one 's " ran k  an d  sta tion /' a  m istake she w ould not m ake

even for "the m ost delightful m an  th a t ever b reathed" (172). Indeed, w h en

considering m arriage to L ord  A shby, she considers n o t the man, bu t th e

acquisition of his property . "The fact is," she p lainly states, "I must have

A shby Park, w hoever shares i t  w ith  m e" (172). Love is indeed a perilous

possibility for one w hose despera te , deep-rooted prio rity  is to ensure a

socially and  financially secure fu ture.

H ad she her w ay, Rosalie w ou ld  reject m arriage altogether, b u t even

she realizes that such freedom  is a  fantastic hope:

. . .  if I could be alw ays young , I w ould be alw ays single. I 
should like to enjoy m yself thoroughly, and  coquet w ith all the 
w orld, till I am  on the ve rge  of being called an  o ld  m aid; and  
then, to escape the infam y of that, after having  m ade ten 
thousand conquests, to  b reak  all their hearts save one, by 
m arrying some h igh-born, rich, indulgent husband , w hom , on 
the other hand, fifty lad ies w ere dying to have (136).

Rosalie's statem ent is appalling  for a num ber of sentim ents, am ong th em  that

her happiness is partially  contingent upon the desperate  envy of a score of

rejected w om en, and  that she harbors the delusion th a t she, not any  m an , will

alw ays be the rom antic conquistador. She is rem arkably  clear-sighted,

how ever, in review ing the  s tages of a w om an's life: coquetting is for th e

young, and once a w om an reaches a  point of m aturity  she m arries or fades

into an  old m aid; for Rosalie, the  form er option is repugnantly  confining

w hile the latter is noth ing  less th an  infamy.
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To a g rea t extent, Bronte suggests tha t a  culture tha t so prizes female

beauty literally  im perils w om en's hearts and  m inds. The iso lated , often

entirely loveless life o f a governess stirs dark , m ortal d read  in  Agnes:

I seem ed to  feel m y intellect deteriorating , m y heart petrifying, 
m y soul contracting, and  I trem bled  lest m y very m oral 
percep tions should  becom e deadened , m y distinctions o f right 
and  w ro n g  confounded, and  all m y  better faculties be sunk , at 
last, b en ea th  the baleful influence of such a m ode of life (155).

How chillingly ironic that Agnes, w ho lacking beauty and  social rank finds

her self-w orth in  h e r im pressive intellect and  sense of m oral d u ty , fears the

petrification of those faculties, a  loss th a t w ou ld  leave her w ith , quite literally,

nothing (no in te rnal o r external resources). The lack of b eau ty  costs her love

and com panionship  w hich in tu rn  costs he r very  m ind and  soul. Rosalie, on

the other h an d , never possessed of intellectual cleverness o r an y  profound

inner-life, enjoys enorm ous social and  rom antic  attention at th e  expense of a

petrified heart. A gain  it is ironic that the  w om an who has the  opportun ity  to

love detests th e  very  w ord, and  instead  determ inedly  cu ltivates her own

heartlessness. A fter callously rejecting M r. H atfield 's p roposal, Rosalie revels

in her victory: "I am  delighted w ith  m yself for m y prudence, m y  self-

com m and, m y  heartlessness, if you  p lease" (179). Indeed, it is th is cold and

calculated m ode  of com portm ent th a t coquettishness requires, an d  that

Rosalie's p re tty  face enables (tem porarily , a t least): to Mr. H atfie ld  she "just

acted and spoke as [she] ought to have done" (179). In fact, in  referring to

Rosalie's "heartless coquetry," Agnes m akes m ention of he r h o rro r a t Mrs.

M urray's ap p aren tly  inherited and  inheren t "heartlessness."
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In a less d ire  m om ent, Agnes strives to convince herself tha t " It is

foolish to  w ish for b e a u ty .... If the m ind be b u t  w ell cultivated, a n d  the  heart

w ell disposed, no one ever cares for the exterior" (193). She then  m uses that

such a theory is judicious a n d  proper, "bu t are su ch  assertions su p p o rte d  by

actual experience?" (193). W hile Agnes as yet has no  personal su p p o rtin g

experience, I contend th a t B ronte's text(s) are testam ents to the va lid ity  of

such a  theory. Em otional restra in t and suppression  of feeling is a sta rtling ly

unna tu ra l hum an response  (although not at all uncom m on in V ictorian

E ngland), and w hile it p rov ides tangible safety for Rosalie and  m an y  of her

peers, it neglects "the  h e a rt 's  desire." Even for Rosalie the heart is n o t an

eternally  suppressible o rgan . Agnes reflects as she leaves Rosalie's hom e:

It w as no slight add itional proof of [Rosalie's] unhappiness, th a t she 
should so cling to  the  consolation of m y presence, and  earnestly  desire 
the  com pany of one w hose general tastes a n d  ideas w ere so little  
congenial to h e r ow n, w hom  she had  com pletely  forgotten in  h e r hours 
of prosperity, a n d  w hose  presence w ou ld  be rather a nu isance th an  a 
pleasure, if she cou ld  b lit have half her h e a rt 's  desire. (239)

A gain  Agnes refers to the  seem ingly im passable gu lf betw een them , created

by the ir d isparate sta tions in  life, bu t even this gu lf Rosalie is despera te  to

bridge  for simple h u m an  com panionship. Tragically, Rosalie prefers the

com pany of a w om an w ith  w hom  she has no th ing  in  com m on, w hom

prev iously  she had  neg lected  and  even abused , to  the  com pany of h e r ow n

husband , w ith w hom  she is socially and generally  com patible, w hom  she

tirelessly pursued  a n d  courted . In choosing h e r life 's partner and  th u s  her

fu tu re  so coldly, Rosalie nev er achieves even "half h er heart's  desire"  an d

lacks or self-protectively represses the ability to iden tify  exactly w h a t she 's
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missing. In  all o f  h e r discussions w ith  A gnes, Rosalie notes h e r  m isery  bu t 

cannot touch the  cause, an  inability th a t Agnes d isapprov ing ly  a ttribu tes to 

"her false idea  o f happiness an d  d isregard  of duty" (237). M eticulously  

raised to be on ly  "superficially a ttractive an d  show ily accom plished ," she is 

unable to even  im agine herself into a  different life. Even w ere  d ivorce an 

option, one expects that Rosalie's tra in ing  is irrevocable, he r asp irations 

hopelessly m isgu ided , and  a portion  of he r heart forever s tag n an t from  lack 

of exercise. The coquettish  role that seem ed so prom ising for h e r ends up 

hindering genu ine  hum an  relationships, w ith  men, w ith  w om en , and  even 

w ith herself; she  can neither achieve in tim acy w ith A gnes n o r achieve m arital 

happiness w ith  " the  w retched p a rtn e r w ith  w hom  her fate w as  linked;" 

perhaps m ost im portan tly , she lacks the  self-awareness o r self-know ledge 

that m ight p e rm it her to seek her ow n  happiness and  reconstruct her ow n  life.

For Rosalie, em otional restra in t is instinctual an d  even  effortless w hen 

com pared to th e  efforts of Agnes an d  H elen  to m ask desire a n d  love. For the 

latter, suppression  of em otion m ust be learned  in o rder for H e len  to endure  

m isguided a ttem p ts to "read  her," an d  in  order for Agnes to patien tly  a bear 

a love w hich is, initially, unrequited . O n  several occasions H elen  m ust 

physically h ide  feeling since she cannot b u ry  it altogether, n o r can she em ­

ploy an artificial fagade to conceal it. To p revent her aun t from  guessing  her 

love for H u n tin g d o n , she physically closes herself off: "I felt m y  face glow  

w ith redoub led  fires, k indled  by  a  com plication of em otions, o f w hich  ind ig­

nant, sw elling anger w as chief. I offered no  reply, how ever, b u t  p u sh ed  aside

R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



the curta in  and looked in to  the n ight" (164). W hen  expecting H un tingdon 's 

arrival w ith  a "bound ing  h e a r t/ ' H elen " tu rn ed  to  the  w indow  to hide or 

subdue em otion" (171). Such bodily concealm ent is only effective for so long. 

After m arriage to H elen, H untingdon pred ictab ly  deteriorates into an abusive 

and taun ting  tyrant, a n d  H elen no longer needs to h ide  her affection, bu t 

instead  to endure H un tingdon 's  torturous scru tiny . She trains herself in 

restraint:

I used  to fly into passions or m elt in to  tears a t first, bu t seeing tha t his 
delight increased in proportion  to m y  anger and  agitation, I have since 
endeavoured  to  suppress m y feelings an d  receive his revelations in  the 
silence of calm  contem pt; bu t still, h e  reads the  inw ard  struggle in  m y  
face, and m isconstrues m y bitterness o f soul for his unw orthiness into 
the  pangs of w o u n d ed  jealousy. (221)

Even w hen  Helen attem pts to adop t a false countenance, attem pts to "p lay  

double" as is expected of her sex, she rem ains unreadable: H untingdon 

detects her effort a t suppression  b u t m isreads bitterness for jealousy.

Tow ard the end  o f the novel H elen acknow ledges that she has learned  

to ap p ea r calm, to ad o p t a facade w hich still does no t render her com pre­

hensible to her society. L ord Low borough insists, "You smile, Mrs. 

H un tingdon  -  no th ing  m oves you. I w ish m y  na tu re  w ere as calm as yours!" 

Helen replies, "I have learned  to appear so b y  d in t of ha rd  lessons, and  m any  

repeated  efforts" (349). She has trained herself to seem  calm, bu t has not 

altered her essential na tu re ; her innate sincerity  an d  honesty  prevent such 

severe m odification. Still, Low borough m isin terp re ts her placid look as a 

sign o f inw ard  placidity. Langland argues th a t Bronte understood the fact 

that no  in terpretation o r reading  of a person, book or episode is definitive,
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particularly w ith o u t full contextual know ledge (127). T he c rux  of H elen 's 

problem  is th a t she holds no position  w hatsoever w ith in  the context of her 

society, and  therefore any a ttem p t to read  her w ith in  it w ill inevitably fail. 

M oreover, her very  na tu re  im pedes social assim ilation because her w orld  is 

dependent upon  the  ironic reliability  o f duplicity  and  facade.

In the  Preface to The T enan t o f W ildfell Hall. Bronte insists that her 

reason for w riting  w as "to tell the  tru th , for tru th  alw ays conveys its ow n 

moral to those w ho are  able to receive it." Clearly, A gnes an d  H elen enjoy 

favorable endings because they m ain ta in  their essential in teg rity  and sense of 

rightness, refusing  to  partake in  dup lic itous games, even w h en  lack of com ­

plicity thw arts successful p artic ipa tion  w ith in  their social m ilieus. That 

"honesty, no t d ishonesty , pays off" is h a rd ly  the m essage a t th e  heart of these 

intricate novels. In  Bronte's texts, dup lic ity  functions as the  proverbial 

double-edged sw ord: the fem inine em ploym ent of artifice a n d  the m asculine 

deference to coquetry  allow  y o u n g  w om en tem porary  p o w er to  attract su itors 

and  potential husbands; yet, such dup lic ity  ultim ately p rec ludes em pathy, 

love, friendship an d  intim acy be tw een  genders. The societal dynam ic w hich 

encourages and  expects w om en to "p lay  double" and  the corollary assum p­

tion that w om en are inherently  dup lic itous neglect the d em an d s of the heart. 

Helen realizes this w hen  she com pares her em otional sincerity  to Gilbert 

M arkham 's, the m an  w ith  w hom  she eventually  shares a deep  an d  abiding 

love:

If you  loved as I do, she earnestly  replied, you w o u ld  n o t have so
nearly lost m e — these scruples o f false delicacy a n d  p rid e  w ould  never
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th u s  have troub led  you  — you w ou ld  h av e  seen that the greatest 
w orld ly  d istinctions an d  discrepancies in  rank, b irth  an d  fo rtune  are as 
d u s t in  the balance com pared w ith  the  u n ity  of accordant th o u g h ts  and 
feelings, and  tru ly  loving, sym path izing  hearts and  souls. (487)

M arkham 's initial im pulse  to  bow  to the p o p u la r  belief that p hony  titles and  

superficial differences determ ine  a hum an  b e in g 's  value very  nearly  costs him  

the chance for real love. Sim ilarly, Agnes recognizes that Rosalie's m aterial 

achievem ents and  em p ty  social prestige are  u tte rly  unable to com pensate for 

her em otional barrenness. She notices Rosalie 's "sm ile of p leasure, th a t soon, 

how ever, vanished, a n d  w as followed by a m elancholy  sigh, as if in  consid­

eration of the  insufficiency o f all such baubles to  the happiness of the  hum an  

heart, a n d  their w oeful inability  to supply  its insatiate  dem ands" (231). 

Deceitful, p retentious liv in g  ensures light c rea tu re  comforts and  social 

m obility, an d  furtherm ore functions as a glue th a t superficially b inds society 

together, delicately stab ilizing  it and  p reserv ing  its heartless artificiality. In 

Bronte's novels, it is p recisely  this artificiality th a t is a com m unity 's safest 

m ode of functioning, because while it p rec ludes love and com passion, it also 

staves off darker em otions like grief and  heartache; for instance, the deepest 

level of p a in  Rosalie is capable  of experiencing is w istful m elancholy. It is 

only appropria te  th a t a society operating on  th e  m ost superficial p lan e  of 

hum an  existence is capable of m erely the m ost superficial degrees of h um an  

feeling.

In  h is "defense" o f T enant. Sir L inton A ndrew s app lauds B ronte 's 

"zeal" a n d  "authentic  B ronte vitality," b u t nonetheless indicts her: "Ind igna­

tion b u rn ed  up  h e r com passion  for hum an  frailty . H er p icture of certa in  ills
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of society is d istorted . She puts m an  on  trial, b u t in  m y  judgm ent not nearly 

enough is sa id  in  h is defense" (30). This condescending v iew  overlooks the 

fact tha t B ronte thoughtfully scrutinizes society's ills: h e r novels not only 

indict "h u m an  frailty" bu t locate its source and cause as w ell. Moreover,

Bronte's analysis is particularly sophisticated in that she exposes a society 

that is only  seemingly working: people m arry  w ithout love, com m unicate 

w ithout honesty , p u rsue  security w ithou t happiness, live w ithout ethical 

integrity. As for A ndrew s' com plaint tha t H untingdon  (an abusive, ego­

tistical, d ru n k en  brute) is unfairly trea ted  by the narra tor, he seems to be 

operating u n d e r the assum ption th a t characters m ust alw ays and  necessarily 

reveal sym pathetic  qualities and  receive unqualified sym pathetic authorial 

treatm ent. W ho has m aligned Shakespeare for Iago, or pe rhaps more 

appropriately , Lady Macbeth? A ndrew s also falsely assum es "that few if any 

novels have been  w ritten  with a m ore transparently  conscientious purpose 

than The T enan t" (25). Putting aside the  p resum ption  th a t an  author having 

an ev ident p u rpose  in  w riting is a  regrettable thing, L inton severely 

underestim ates the complexity of Bronte's task, as m any critics have before 

and since h im . A gnes Grey and  The Tenant of W ildfell H all represent m ore 

than the affirm ation of honest w om en and  the denunciation  of coquettes and 

rakes. The "h ap p y  endings" enjoyed by  Helen and  A gnes (Helen escapes the 

cruel H un tin g d o n  and  finds love w ith  M arkham ; A gnes m arries and begins a 

family w ith  her beloved Weston) do  n o t eclipse the fact th a t the route to love 

was to rtu rous for bo th  heroines, th a t their coquettish counterparts are both
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deeply flawed and  deep ly  poignant characters, and  that the social dynam ic in 

place at the beginning and end  of both  novels devastates the h u m an  soul.

Romantic entanglem ents and  social com m unication often  involve or 

even require a degree of reticence, discretion, o r even concealm ent for the 

sake of politeness an d  civility or in  o rder to spare  hurt feelings. In A nne 

Bronte's novels, how ever, deceit and  d istrust are  the very foundations of 

"civilized" society. The characters m ost invested  in  living in  accordance w ith 

their socially p roscribed  duplicitous roles are n o t coincidentally the  char­

acters m ost incapable o f love or even sim ple contentm ent, Bronte does not 

indict these indiv idual players as m uch as the patriarchal ideology th a t rules 

them . N ot only are som e of the m ore artificial characters sym pathetic , b u t 

Bronte also illustrates ho w  the alternative — nonconform ity — is perilous.

Agnes and H elen quickly  discover tha t once they  behave in d irect con tra ­

diction to the expectations and  experiences of others, social in teraction  and  

assim ilation become im possibilities. Rather th an  starkly differentiate 

betw een the good, honest heroines an d  their ethically deplorable coun ter­

parts, Bronte com plicates the narrative by acknow ledging her hero ines ' 

fallibility (both Agnes an d  H elen are susceptible to jealousy, self-pity, and  

judgm entalism ), and  b y  rendering  her less savory  characters (like Rosalie and 

M arkham  in his in itial phases), sym pathetic a n d  their choices su rp rising ly  

comprehensible. C learly, Rosalie believes th a t coquetry and  a loveless 

m arriage are not ju st m eans to security and  social standing, b u t to h e r  very 

salvation; she h asn 't been  raised to value m eaningful hum an connection, and
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sees her fu tu re  well-being solely contingent upon  stab le  financial and  social 

standing. M arkham 's initial inability to  discern a n d  reciprocate  H elen 's 

honesty an d  in tegrity  is attributable n o t only to his w eakness of character, bu t 

also to the fact th a t she is an  u tte r anom aly, a foreigner speak ing  in a different 

language. Both characters are  accountable but no t vilified  for their choices,4 

choices w e as readers are no t incapable of seeing ourselves m aking.

Both of Bronte's novels have optim istic V ictorian conclusions that 

affirm the value  of their hero ines' earnestness, patience a n d  uncom prom ised 

integrity. These are  not unequivocally  comic, m arriage-heals-all endings, 

how ever, first because there are too m an y  hum an casualties — Rosalie being 

the m ost po ignant. Second, w e are left w ith  the d is tu rb in g  im plication that 

the patriarchal social structure as firm ly in  place in  th e  last pages as in the 

first w ill g radually , inevitably resu lt in  the utter devaluation  of the hum an  

heart; Bronte proposes that a society w hich  produces on ly  em otionally 

im potent participan ts will itself devolve into a state  o f im potence. These 

social w orlds are so toxic, so hostile to the  cultivation of com passion and 

sym pathy th a t A gnes and H elen u ltim ately  m ust estab lish  the ir fam ily lives 

in physically an d  m orally separate spheres. Agnes a n d  W eston  establish 

them selves a t h is m odest parish , w here  he works "su rp ris in g  reform s" and 

they "never [attem pt] to im itate [their] richer neighbours"; H elen  and 

M arkham  leave G rassdale w here "there  are painful associations ... she cannot

4 Arthur Huntingdon is a case apart from characters like Eliza, Annabella, Rosalie, Markham 
and Boarham. Huntingdon is not just shallow and duplicitous, he is a profligate drunkard 
and abusive husband.
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easily overcom e" for a country  re trea t w here  they  enjoy seasons "o f 

invigorating relaxation and  social retirem ent" (251; 489-490).

In The T enant o f W ildfell H all an d  A gnes Grey, duplicity  is n o t just a 

possibility, bu t a w ay of living th a t precludes rom antic and  p latonic love and 

threatens the  fu ture of civilized society. In m any  ways, lying and  role- 

p lay ing  are m eans of evading  love a n d  life, and  o f disengaging from  reality in 

o rder to instead participate in  a  fraudu len t existence. In  C hapter 3 1 will 

discuss two heroes, po ised  betw een  the  Victorian and M odem  eras, w ho  

respond  to the face of love by  d isengaging  from  life entirely; one does so 

literally, and  the o ther figuratively b u t just as irrevocably.
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CHAPTER m

THE PURSUIT OF "DREADFUL RIGHTNESS" A N D  THE"SHADOW Y 
IDEAL OF CON DUCT" AT THE EXPENSE OF LOVE IN  JAMES'S 

THE AMBASSADORS AND CONRAD'S LORD TIM

Joseph C onrad 's L ord  Tim an d  Henry Jam es's The A m bassadors are  

both  novels about a m an 's  q u est for redem ption, m oral absolution, and  glory, 

quests com pelled by  perceived  m oral failures. Lord Jim  betrays his con­

science an d  his heroic ideals w hen , as the crew m an of a doom ed  ship, he 

abandons the sinking vessel an d  its hundreds of sleeping occupants; he 

spends the  rest of his life s trugg ling  w ith guilt and  seeking  no t only 

atonem ent, but a dram atic  o p p o rtu n ity  for glory he has d ream t of since 

boyhood. C om paratively, T he A m bassador's L am bert S tre ther has never 

lived a  grand or heroic life, a n d  in  fact, one could argue th a t he h asn 't ever 

fully lived life; thus, on  his am bassadorial m ission ab road  to rescue his 

be tro thed 's  son from  a p resum ab ly  debauched and  decaden t European 

lifestyle, Strether vows to be  C h ad 's  savior and  m oral gu ide, and  in the 

process decides to m ake u p  for his ow n lost you th  and  to  redeem  his d reary , 

gray soul. Sprung from  m issed  opportunities, these quests for redem ption  

and glory are tem porarily  w ay laid  by  the introduction o f w om en, and 

subsequently  by  the possib ility  of love that com plicates th e  p ro tagonists ' 

ethical choices.

43
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H ow  shou ld  one love? S trether an d  Jim  ultim ately answ er one should  

not. C onfronted by  love and love 's  obligations, Strether and  Jim  flee in  

pursu it of vague ideals and  m oral absolution: Strether abstrusely  claim s that 

the "right" th ing  to do  is to com plete his ha llow ed m ission (for he really  does 

see him self as C had 's  redeem er) a n d  re tu rn  to  the staid  safeness of W ollett; 

Jim wishes to fulfill h is boyish d ream  of greatness, and  in  so do ing  atone for 

his past sin. W hile b o th  m en renounce love in  the nam e of p u rity  and  

righteousness, they achieve neither. I con tend  tha t these abstract quests are  in 

fact excuses th a t justify  the avoidance of love and  suffering: w hen  confronted  

w ith  the possibility o f love and  all of its m essiness, passion, and  uncertain ty , 

both Strether and  Jim  flee, evading  in tim acy and  thus hum an  com pleteness.

In choosing to " triu m p h  over life" ra th er th an  im m erse them selves in  it, both  

m en deny them selves n o t only love, b u t ethical in tegrity  as well. Seeking to 

behave ethically, b o th  m en act p ro fo u n d ly  unethically  by ignoring  the 

consequences for the  w om en th ey  leave beh ind , an d  by answ ering  the  call to 

transcendent greatness and  glory, ra ther th an  the call to real life.

It is precisely the  call to liv ing  th a t M aria an d  Jewel offer: bo th  offer a 

com bination of vitality  and  safe harbor; as m uch  as they encourage S trether 

and  Jim to em brace a  m eaningful w ay  o f liv ing  in  the  w orld, they  also offer 

the understandably  w ary  heroes havens a p a rt from  the often perilous and  

complex w orld , havens w here it is safe to  be  vulnerable, an d  to love. W hile 

both  m en tem porarily  acquiesce to  the  w ays of living and  loving M aria and  

Jewel represent, u ltim ately  they reject both , and  in  doing so com prom ise their
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ethical integrity a n d  th e ir  ve ry  lives. In offering safe h aven  from  the w orld , 

dom estic affection, an d  ten d e r understanding , M aria an d  Jewel at a glance 

seem  to fulfill the conventional Victorian role of the  "angel in  the house;" 

traditionally, m en  nego tia ted  the  com plicated w orld  o f comm erce, w hile the  

w om en created a safe dom estic  space com pletely d istinc t from  the ills and  

evils of the public sphere; such  "angels" offered shelters from  life even as 

they  w ere sheltered  from  it. In  The A m bassadors a n d  Lord Tim, how ever, 

these once inviolate d istinctions betw een public a n d  p rivate  spheres and  

betw een gender roles collapse. M aria and Jewel are h a rd ly  unw orld ly  

innocents ensconced in  th e ir  respective domiciles: in d eed , M aria functions as 

a to u r guide lead ing  o thers th ro u g h  the very  w orld  from  w hich  most 

V ictorian w om en w ere  b a rred , an d  often navigates th a t  w orld  w ith greater 

deftness than  S trether; Jew el inhabits a realm  defined  b y  adventure  and  

danger, and  is frequently  inseparable  from  Jim  bo th  a t  hom e and  in the 

w orld . It is perhaps th is d u a lity  -  this ability to function  an d  exert pow er in  

bo th  the private a n d  pub lic  spheres -  that unsettles S tre ther and  Jim, m en 

w ho are w ary  of an d  n o t en tire ly  comfortable in  e ither sphere.

Jim 's choices at th e  en d  of Lord Tim, are, I th ink , m ore ethically 

egregious than  S tre ther's  in  th a t he  not only denies a n d  deludes himself, b u t 

Jewel as well, a  fact tha t, like love 's obligation, he refuses to confront. Jim  

deliberately deprives Jew el of the  tru th  that could  liberate  her from the 

interm inable gu ilt a nd  d esp a ir the  final pages p rom ise  for her. The con­

sequences of Jim 's choices for Jewel are also m ore devasta ting  than S tre ther's
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for Maria, a fact that, as I shall discuss, is as m uch a resu lt of his actions as 

C onrad 's possibly  m isogynistic rendering  of Jewel. W hile this s tu d y  is very 

concerned w ith  the  ethical im plications of these m asculine heroic quests, it is 

just as m uch if no t m ore concerned w ith  illum inating tw o  characters too often 

overlooked (or even m aligned) by  studies m ore preoccupied  w ith  the leading 

men. As readers w e  should  no t m ake the  m istake of leaving M aria and Jewel 

behind as cavalierly as Strether and  Jim  do. It is too easy, how ever, to dism iss 

these heroines as victim s, for to do so is to deny their agency and  the pow er­

ful lessons about the  hum an  condition th a t they have to  offer. Strether and 

Jim  disavow love 's m oral capacity — for them , m oral tru th  lies in  som e showy, 

g rand action — an d  this is yet ano ther exam ple of their peripheral blindness, 

for the very peop le  they  abandon are the  very  people w ho  are, as I shall 

argue, proof o f love's m oral possibility. H ow  should  one love? We should, 

as m ost others have not, turn  to M aria and  Jewel for guidance.

Lam bert Strether, who sets off to Paris w ith  a relatively  sim ple goal -  

to persuade C had  to  abandon his p resum ably  frivolous lifestyle and  return  to 

America — transform s it into a task of m onum ental im portance: he w on 't 

m erely haul C had  hom e, he will act as h is self-appointed savior. He refers to 

him self as such  on m any  occasions, as w hen  speaking to Little Bilham: "W hat 

d id  I come o u t for b u t to save him ?" (168). Strether also d isplays a penchant 

for m artyrdom , as w hen  he repeatedly  suggests tha t h is m ission requires that 

he deny his selfhood and  act solely for others: he insists unbaited  that he 

doesn 't have a life of his own, tha t he  has "a life only for o ther people" (160).
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The self-sacrifice Strether claim s he is engaging in  is really  irresponsible

evasion u n d e r the guise of selfless heroism . Rather th an  live for  others, he

lives th ro u g h  o r via o thers, a n d  th is allows h im  to deny  personal

responsibility  and avoid personal g row th  since he refuses to live his ow n  life.

This evasion of the  self is fu rther evident in the vicarious youth  he

enjoys from  his relationship w ith  Chad:

I d o n 't  get drunk; I d o n 't  pu rsu e  the ladies; I d o n 't  spend  m oney; I 
d o n 't  even w rite sonnets. But nevertheless I 'm  m aking  up  late for 
w h a t I d idn 't have early. I cultivate m y little benefit in m y ow n little 
w ay. It am uses m e m ore th an  anything that has happened  to m e in  all 
m y  life. They m ay say  w h a t they like — it's  m y  su rrender, it's  m y 
trib u te  to youth. O ne p u ts  th a t in w here one can — it has to com e in  
som ew here, if only o u t of the  lives, the conditions, the feelings o f o ther 
persons. Chad gives m e the  sense of i t . .. and  she does the sa m e .... 
T hough  they're young  enough , m y pair, I d o n 't say  they 're  in the  
freshest w ay .... The p o in t is tha t they 're  m ine. Yes, they 're  m y 
y o u th .... (199)

Instead o f engaging in life in  any  capacity, w hether it be  revelry, sociability or 

artistry, S trether pilfers the  v igor an d  creative energy of others. N ot only  

does he settle  for an ersatz m ode of being in the w orld , he  denies his ow n  

independen t existence and  th e  indiv idualism  and  separateness of C had an d  

Marie, referring  to them  as "[his] pair,"  insisting that " they 're  m ine" a n d  th a t 

"they 're  m y  youth." Such greedy  appropriation  grants Strether a m easure  of 

pleasure w ithou t the unpleasantness, disappointm ent, and  pain  that inev i­

tably accom pany a fully lived life. Vicarious living is S trether's defense, 

allow ing h im  to skim the surface of life w ithout d ipp ing  below  the surface to 

experience the depths of love, loss, joy, pain.
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Strether's a ttem p t to  sequester his h e a rt affects M aria Gostrey, the  

w om an w ho loves h im , m ost profoundly. The n a rra to r aligns us w ith  

Strether, calling h im  "o u r friend" and  telling th e  story  through his 

perspective, b u t it is M aria  Gostrey w ho em erges as ou r trusted  confidante, 

sage observer, selfless friend, and  m oral an d  in tellectual touchstone. Jam es 

adm its in his "Preface" th a t it is M aria in  w h o m  the  readers can invest their 

tru st and  affection: "She is the reader's friend ...; and  she acts in that capacity , 

and  really in  tha t capacity  alone, w ith exem plary  devotion, from beg inn ing  to 

end of the book" (12). M aria is a "general gu ide"  w ho plucks up  hap less 

tourists, acts as their "com panion  at large" a n d  then  invariably sends th em  

hom e: "I alw ays w a n t them  to go, and  I send  th em  as fast as I can" (35). T hat 

she doesn 't form  a ttachm ents capriciously, a n d  th a t Strether is the first v isito r 

she w ants to ho ld  on to  is indicative of the rare  an d  abid ing  quality of h e r 

affection for him . H er cham bers quickly becom e a re treat to w hich S tre ther 

can escape to p o u r o u t a n d  so rt through all of th e  elem ents com plicating his 

am bassadorial m ission. There, in the "innerm ost nook of the shrine," he 

experiences alm ost m ystical elucidation abou t every th ing  confounding him : 

"After a full look at h is hostess he knew  none the  less w hat most concerned 

him . The circle in  w h ich  they  stood together w as w arm  w ith life, and  every  

question betw een th em  w ould  live there as now here  else" (80). N o t on ly  is 

M aria the m ystic or goddess of her ow n shrine, an d  her very presence elicits a 

clarity of th inking  S tre ther otherw ise feels h im self incapable of, b u t it is M aria 

and  her hom e that is associated w ith life, heat, exchange of ideas,
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understand ing . There Strether fin d s a vibrant w arm th  a t o d d s  w ith  his usual 

cool m odus operandi, as w ell as acceptance and in tim acy d en ied  him  in 

W ollett. M aria 's extraordinary, ev en  unearthly  capacity  for generosity  and  

em pathy  are further ev ident in  S tre th er's  estim ation o f h e r value: "She w as 

the  b lessing  th a t had  now  becom e his need , and w hat cou ld  prove it better 

th an  th a t w ithou t her he h ad  lo st him self?" (80). There is an  im portan t d is­

tinction to be m ade betw een S tre ther as he exists w ith  M aria  and  as he exists 

w ith  o thers like Chad. W ithout M aria, he  feels "he h ad  lost him self" because 

it is on ly  with her that he is vu lnerab le  enough to feelingly respond  to and  

struggle  w ith  his real life. C onversely , w ith  Chad he loses h im self in  tha t he 

disengages from  his real life, choosing  instead to siphon  off the  experiences 

an d  energies of others. M aria 's dom icile is a refuge full of life; vicarious 

liv ing is S trether's refuge from  life.

T hat Strether appropria tes th e  lives of those a ro u n d  h im  has received 

critical a tten tion  before, b u t  th a t h e  actually  begins to live, to em erge from  his 

"g rey" existence in M aria's p resence and  w ith  her gentle gu idance and 

encouragem ent is a point less w id e ly  discussed. S trether reflects upon his 

p as t as "grey  in  the shadow  of h is  so litu d e ... a solitude of life, o r choice, of 

com m unity ;" he laments "the p a le  figure of his real you th , w hich  held against 

its b reast the tw o presences pa le r th an  itself—the young  w ife he had  early lost 

an d  the son  he had  stupid ly  sacrificed" (61). H aving lost the tw o  lives closest 

to h im , S trether responds by renounc ing  his own, even dep ic ting  his past as a 

liv ing  death: pale, shadow y, grey , rem oved. He claims th a t "all he had to

R e p ro d u c e d  with p e rm iss ion  of th e  copyrigh t ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited w ithout perm iss ion .



show at fifty-five" w as "th is acceptance of fate," a resignation to loneliness 

and m ediocrity particu larly  p o ig n an t given the hopes and aspirations he once 

harbored, asp irations firm ly associated w ith  his previous E uropean  excu­

rsion.

N ew ly-m arried , sailing hom e after an  excursion abroad , Strether

believes "he h ad  gained som eth ing  great, and  his theory -  w ith  an  elaborate,

innocent p lan  of reading, d igesting, com ing back even, every  few  years -  had

then been to preserve, cherish a n d  extend it"  (62). "Such p lans as these had

come to noth ing ," except a "hand fu l of seed" he "should have  lost account

of" (62). It is th is "handfu l o f seed ," the  rem nants of S tre ther's potential and

youth, that m erely  two days u n d e r M aria 's tutelage begin to  dem onstrate

signs of su rp rising  vitality.

Buried for long years in d a rk  com ers at any rate these few  germ s had  
sp rou ted  again  u n der forty-eight hours in Paris. The process of 
yesterday  h ad  really been  the  process of feeling the general stirred life 
of connexions long since ind iv idually  dropped. S tre ther had  become 
acquain ted  even on th is g ro u n d  w ith  short gusts of 
speculation—sudden  flights of fancy in  Louvre galleries, hungry  gazes 
th rough  clear plates beh ind  w hich lem on-coloured volum es w ere as 
fresh as fru it on the tree.3 (62-63)

Note that all of th e  im agery is associated w ith  life and  appetite : sprouting

germs, gusts, su d d e n  flights of fancy, hungry  gazes, colour, volum es fresh as

fruit. Before S trether ultim ately decides that he "w asn 't there  to dip, to

consume," he does enjoy the  first stages of a rebirth, in sp ired  by  the rich

5 In Chapter 5 ,1 discuss how Sydney Carton undergoes similar spiritual renewal, also 
compelled by love. Just as Strether undergoes "the process of feeling the general stirred life 
of connexions long since individually dropped," Carton claims that Lucie Manette inspires 
"stirred old shadows that [he] thought had died out,” and that since making her acquaintance,
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beauty and  cu ltu re  of Paris, a n d  by  the w om an w ho  takes h im  into her "nest"

— the ideal p lace for Strether to  find  both  safety, nourishm ent, an d  a site to 

test the w ings he  thought h a d  long  ago petrified for lack of use. W hen 

Strether declares to Maria, "I th in k  I 'm  only better since I've  know n you\" he 

is perfectly right.

It is im p o rtan t to u n d e rs tan d  the quality o f S tre ther's  life betw een the 

death  of his w ife and  child a n d  h is E uropean sojourn in  o rd er to understand  

and sym pathize w ith  him , for he  tru ly  is "our hero" even  if w e find som e of 

his behavior deep ly  regrettable. As I m entioned above, the  loss of his wife 

and son m ark  the  beginning o f  S tre ther's hiatus from  life, a  h ia tus of som e 30 

years that is tem porarily  and  occasionally in te rrup ted  w hile  he is in Europe 

w ith M aria. In  W oollett, his existence is one of restra in t — of sexual celibacy, 

emotional repression, singular com m itm ent to du ty , p rop rie ty , and  service to 

others. Even h is ostensible "love in terest" and  perenn ia l fiancee Mrs.

Newsom e is a  "h ighly  nervous," "no t a t all strong" "A m erican  invalid," and  

Strether's chief occupation is d o in g  her b idding  an d  sheltering  her from all 

things "unsafe" (46). Given th a t S trether has been  "liv ing" in  this m anner for 

decades, one can  hardly  expect h im  to dive headfirst in to  a life of decadence, 

passion and  abandon; he is em otionally , psychologically and  m ost likely 

physically incapable. But this is exactly w hy a life w ith  M aria is S trether's 

best option. She invites h im  to tip toe  back into life, offers to gradually  

resuscitate his heart, and  she nev er m akes dem ands th a t w ou ld  overw helm

he has "heard whispers from old voices impelling me upward, that [he] thought were silent
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his understandably  fragile a n d  b ru ised  psyche. It is M aria, Jam es m akes us 

com prehend, w ho possesses th e  un ique  ability and  w illingness to  gently  help 

Strether transform  his "secret h a b it o f sorrow " into a hab it o f  affection.

M aria's patien t tenderness is im portan t: certainly w e w o u ld  n o t expect that 

M arie de V ionnet cou ld  perfo rm  such  a role, as her irrepressib le  sensuality  

w ould deter ra ther th an  encourage him . Strether is lovable a n d  harbors 

enorm ous potential, w hich  is p recisely  w hy  his choices an d  conduct are  so 

lam entable.

Even though  Strether is a t h is m ost self-reflective, an im ated  and  

indulgent in  feeling w hen  w ith  M aria, he  still exhibits a  deg ree  o f egocentric, 

appropria ting  behavior in  neg lecting  to acknow ledge her in d ep e n d en t 

personhood, her needs and  desires. H e refers to her love as h is blessing, his 

need, his best self, an d  is a lw ays eager to consum e h e r gifts w ith o u t contem ­

plation of reciprocation. M aria, in  re tu rn , is perfectly w illing  to com plem ent 

and even be absorbed by  h im , en tire ly  for h is benefit and  fo r those he 

"saves:"

.. .it w as as if she had  sh ru n k  to a secondary elem ent a n d  h ad  
consented to shrinkage w ith  the  perfection of tact. T his perfection 
never had  failed h e r.... She h a d  decked him  o u t for o thers , an d  he saw  
at th is poin t a t least n o th in g  she w ou ld  ever ask for. She only 
w ondered  an d  questioned  a n d  listened, rendering  h im  th e  hom age of a 
w istful speculation. She expressed  it repeatedly; he w as a lready  far 
beyond  her, and  she m u st p rep are  herself to lose h im  (198).

While m any readers m ay categorize M aria  as a defeatist m arty r a t best, as a

pitiful and  p roverbial "doo rm at"  a t w orst, I w ould argue th a t h e r  w illingness

for ever" (181).

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



53
to love despite  obstacles a n d  w ithout the  rew ard  of reciprocity is a stunning ly  

adm irable m odel of m oral love. For all o f  the self-aggrandizing Strether does, 

one m ust w onder how  "successful" S tre ther's travels and negotiations w ould  

have been  w ithout M aria's unfailing su p p o rt and  perfect generosity. Ironi­

cally, the "hom age" she pays h im  and  th e  "shrinkage" she undergoes for h im  

only m ake her loom  finer and  larger, ra th e r than  render her pathetic and  

obsequious. For all of her w isdom  and  sa w in ess , M aria cannot d isentangle 

herself (as Strether does in  the face of po ten tial loss) from a relationship she 

know s w ill culm inate in her loss, yet or m ore to the point, she will no t cease 

loving even  though she sim ultaneously  m u st p repare  to lose the object of that 

love. G iven these tw o responses to rom antic  uncertainty and  com plication -  

flee (Strether) or persevere (Maria) -  one can im agine m any readers rela ting  

to Strether's im pulse tow ard  self-protection. As the novel w as pub lished  on 

the brink of the 20th-century, one can also see Strether as Jam es's answ er or 

even an tido te  to Victorian earnest optim ism  (for example, the trium ph  of 

sincerity and  patient love as discussed in  C hapter 1) or Victorian rom antic 

idealism  (as will be discussed in  C hapter 5 in relation to Dickens's A Tale of 

Two Cities). If S trether's final exit is indeed  a m odernist, w arily pessim istic 

response to love and desire, it is not necessarily an  example to em ulate, 

particularly  given the alternative that M aria em bodies.

A popular critical take on  the n ovel's  conclusion is that Strether 

emerges unequivocally trium phan t, h av ing  been transform ed into a m ore 

fulfilled, m ore m orally w hole m an. In h is H enry  Tames and the M odern
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Moral Life. Robert B. P ipp in  contends: "The novel is, after all, abou t how  

exquisitely and  fully  Strether h as  begun  to live, finally" (159). H e also depicts 

Strether as "an  enlightener, a n d  as fine and  adm irable a character as James 

ever created, his best hero by  far" (150).6 I w holeheartedly ag ree  w ith  Pippin 

that Strether g radually  dem onstra tes the  capacity and desire to  live a more 

satisfying, im aginative existence. H e arrives in Paris suffering  from  the 

"failure to enjoy," as M aria p u ts  it, w hich Strether adm its is " the  failure of 

W oollet" (25). Consistently, W oollet is associated w ith  im ages of rigid 

Puritanism , cultu ral bereftness, cold capitalism, and  general bleakness; at 

times James seem s to delight in  scorning rather than  celebrating the Am erican 

dream , and  the notion  of A m erican innocence. W ith the exception  of Chad 

and  Strether, it is the A m ericans in  the novel w ho exhibit nai've m oral 

judgm entalism , a  lack of im agination, and  stifling pragm atism : W aym arsh is 

consistently appalled  w hen  S trether sym pathizes w ith  the "debauched" 

Europeans, or strays from  his m ission; Mrs. Newsom e a ttem p ts to keep 

Strether on a sho rt tether, an d  w hen  she senses her im pend ing  failure, sends 

the Pocock brigade  to haul h im  safely home; all of the above characters 

m istakenly and  unfounded ly  assum e that M adam e de V ionnet an d  Europe 

generally are corruptive, even  evil, influences on the innocent a n d  im pres­

sionable Chad; in  fact, the opposite  is true, and M arie's in ten tions are 

beautifully loving and  p u re  w hile  C had 's  motives are often ra th e r dubious

° Macnaughton, for example, contends that Strether leaves Europe a more complete man,
"full of possibility," and that therefore "it is a mistake to be disappointed by the end of The 
Ambassadors or to read it pessimistically" (79). Similarly, Charles Thomas Samuels has
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and  selfish. It is, m oreover, in  America w here  S tre ther has self-adm ittedly  

squandered  his you th , an d  America th a t he  associates w ith  regret, an d  grief 

and  gu ilt over the deaths of his wife an d  son .7

O n the contrary , E urope proves to b e  a p lace of freedom , adven tu re , 

and  im agination, an d  w hile  Strether often finds its sensuality  overw helm ing 

and its affairs com plicated, guidance is one p u rp o se  M aria serves, and  w hen  

he falls into her hands, he  declares, "no th ing  m ore extraord inary  has ever 

happened  to m e" (25). A nd  so that S trether "begins to live exquisitely" is 

true, b u t he refuses to su sta in  an elevated, v ital lifestyle; only for a tim e does 

Strether im m erse h im self in  sensory p leasures like h igh  art, enchanting  lan d ­

scapes, fine wine, and  yellow ed French novels, a n d  only for a  w hile does he 

enjoy a vibrant lifestyle an d  find a "haven" in  M aria 's  love. In fleeing Paris, 

he n o t only  rejects M aria, b u t also his o p p o rtu n ity  to  fully live and  to cast off 

all of the regret and  long ing  th a t burdens h im  u p o n  his arrival. I w ould  

never suggest tha t S tre ther is cold-hearted — his forays into life are p roof 

enough that he is n o t — b u t I do contend th a t he chooses to harden  his h eart in 

order to renounce all th a t he  loves.8 Early in  his E uropean  sojourn, S trether 

contem plates "o ld  ghosts of experim ents," "o ld  recoveries w ith  their 

relapses," "broken m om ents of good faith" — all "prom ises to him self th a t he 

had after his o ther v isit never kept" (62). S tre ther's  tragedy  is that he allow s

argued that Strether ultimately "becomes noble in a higher sense than Quixote" in that he 
passes through innocence into a more mature acceptance o f the complexity of life (204).

Pippin acknowledges that Strether "seems for a time sim ply to have leapt into the European 
garden as if it were life, and W oollet death" (161).
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this episode, this gift of n e w  life and  love, to pass aw ay as y e t another d is­

carded experim ent, an o th er m issed opportunity , ano ther p rom ise  to himself 

broken.

R enunciation is certain ly  a favorite Jam esian reso lu tion  for his heroes, 

as in  the cases o f M erton D ensher in  W ings of the Dove, an d  Isabel Archer in 

The P ortra it of a Ladv. I w o u ld  argue, and  do in  C hapter 3, th a t Isabel Archer 

sacrifices for the  good of o thers as w ell as to preserve her o w n  m oral integ­

rity, w hereas S trether's "sacrifice" is m orally irresponsible, intellectually m is­

guided, an d  logically fuzzy. To refuse to m arry one w om an  o n  another 

w om an 's m oney  is a va lid  po in t, b u t he had  indeed  com pleted  his m ission to 

the best of h is ability, an d  to  re tu rn  (ostensibly) to a w om an  he  does not love 

at the expense of a  w om an  he does love is grossly unfair to bo th ; further, 

Strether is d readfu lly  v ague  about w hat constitutes rightness, and  his implicit 

claim  tha t M aria, of all peop le , w ould  "m ake him  w rong" is th e  height of 

irony. To renounce for th e  sake of renunciation, for the sake of som e ideal he 

can barely articulate, is n e ith e r ethically adm irable nor m ind fu l of the self and  

others; ironically, the gestu re  th a t fleetingly gratifies his ego (for Strether as 

he leaves M aria 's does seem  rather sm ug  in his "rightness") dep letes his soul.

Readers ben t on  p a in tin g  Strether as a hero p ay  no h eed  to critical 

questions tha t, for me, strike  to the heart of the novel's m oral complexity, 

such as: Is S trether's abandonm en t of M aria in p u rsu it of a vague,

8 Richard A. Hocks argues that in the end Strether "severs himself" from life, love, and self- 
control and that "as a quondam ambassador, he has known power for a time and then 
squandered it" (58).
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unspeakable ideal ethically responsible? W ho, if anyone, pays the price for

Strether's opp o rtu n ity  to be "d read fu lly  right"? W hat conception o f the

"right" w ay to  love does the novel finally  endorse? (Is love an action a t odds

w ith m orality?) M artha N ussbaum , one of few  scholars I have encountered

who address these very questions, has argued  tha t in the conclusion of The

A m bassadors, Jam es affirms the m oral im possibility of love. N ussbaum

classifies S trether as a perfect, de tached  perceiver of life: he is free to  explore

all of its fine perceptions, bu t ho lds a t bay  all of the violence, arbitrariness,

passion, and  delicious or d readfu l su rprises th a t real personal relationships

entail. Strether approaches the w o rld  v ery  m uch  like a novelist o r novel-

reader, stand ing  som ew hat or en tirely  a p a rt from  the com plexity o f the

hum an scene, avo id ing  im m ersion in  th a t scene, and  thus avo id ing  hum an

completeness. U ltim ately, Strether

achieves a certain clarity of v ision  a t the expense of a certain 
em otional depth ; one tha t forgoes, or even scorns, im m ersion in 
the darker, m essier passions, one th a t 'reduces' them  all to a 
sim plified generic story, read  on ly  w ith  a reader's interest 
(N ussbaum  186-189).

In describ ing  Strether as a m an  "convinced that loneliness is the 

condition of lum inous perception," N ussbaum  offers a plausible explanation 

for his refusal to stay  w ith M aria G ostrey  in  spite of, or because of, the  haven 

of intim acy she offers. In short, S tre ther w ill alw ays choose a de tached  vision 

of life, " lum inous" as that vision m ay  be, rather than  life itself.

N ussbaum  alludes to the effect S trether's choice has on  M aria and  

extrapolates h is d ilem m a to the possib ility  of hum an  love in  general:
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a ro u n d  him, b u t of deliberately  choosing to reject th a t love in favo r of the

loneliness of lum inous perception.

T hat M aria loves w hile m aintaining c larity  o f perception, desires w hile

m ain tain ing  a vast capacity  for sym pathy, is m ov ing  evidence th a t d ispu tes

N ussbaum 's theory on  the  im possibility of m oral love. N ussbaum  argues:

For so long as o u r  eyes are open, w e are  w onderfu l and  lovable and  
finely responsive; b u t w hen w e im m erse ourselves in the m ost 
pow erful responses, entering silence, closing our eyes, are w e  then  
capable a t all of ask ing  questions abou t friends, of th ink ing  of the  good 
of the com m unity? A nd  if w e are no t capable of this, are w e  w o rth y  of 
the  deepest feelings a n d  com m itm ents of others? (189)

S trether does indeed  close h is eyes to M aria a n d  to  the good of those  a ro u n d  

h im , ironic behavior for one w ho so privileges clarity of vision, b u t  can w e 

say the  sam e for M aria? I contend that w e cannot, for M aria nev er forgets the 

w ell-being of others, never loses sight of rea lity  or tru th , and  loves S trether all 

the  w hile. A keen perceiver of life, M aria is a lw ays and  accurately p red ic ting  

an d  analyzing the com plex tangle of people a n d  events, of political and  em o­

tional connections a ro u n d  her; indeed, it is h e r job to guide the o ften  hapless, 

w illfu lly  b lind Strether th ro u g h  such com plications. Further, she is able to 

tu rn  analysis upon  herself, even  w hen she m u s t com e to the pa in fu l realiza­

tion  th a t she has "ceased to serve" Strether, a n d  th a t subsequently  the  p lea­

su re  of his com pany is a t  his discretion. M aria m oreover accepts tru th  ra th e r 

th an  denying it o r de lud ing  herself; w hen  S tre ther finds him self ab le  to 

" to d d le  alone" th rough  P aris, he notes the  "strange  sw eetness -  a  m elancholy  

m ildness that touched h im  — in [Maria's] acceptance of the altered  o rd er"

(198). H er acceptance, how ever, m ust n o t be m istaken  for contentm ent. She
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around  him , b u t  of deliberately choosing to reject th a t love in favor of the

loneliness o f lum inous perception.

T hat M aria  loves w hile m ain tain ing  clarity o f perception , desires w hile

m aintaining a  v as t capacity for sym pathy , is m oving  evidence th a t disputes

N ussbaum 's theory  on  the  im possibility  of m oral love. N ussbaum  argues:

For so long  as ou r eyes a re  open, we are w onderfu l and  lovable and 
finely responsive; b u t w h en  w e im m erse ourselves in  the  m ost 
pow erfu l responses, en te ring  silence, closing o u r eyes, a re  w e then 
capable a t all of asking questions about friends, of th ink ing  of the good 
of the  com m unity? A nd if w e are no t capable of this, a re  w e w orthy of 
the  deepest feelings an d  com m itm ents of others? (189)

Strether does in d eed  close his eyes to  M aria and  to th e  good of those around 

him, ironic behavior for one w ho  so privileges clarity  o f v ision, b u t can w e 

say the sam e fo r M aria? I con tend  th a t we cannot, for M aria never forgets the 

well-being of o thers, never loses sig h t of reality o r tru th , an d  loves Strether all 

the w hile. A  keen  perceiver of life, M aria is alw ays a n d  accurately  predicting 

and analyzing  th e  complex tangle of people and  events, of political and  em o­

tional connections around  her; indeed , it is her job to gu ide  the often hapless, 

willfully b lind  S trether th rough  su ch  com plications. Further, she is able to 

tu rn  analysis u p o n  herself, even  w h en  she m ust com e to th e  painfu l realiza­

tion tha t she has "ceased to serve" Strether, and  th a t subsequen tly  the plea­

sure of his com pany  is a t his d iscretion. M aria m oreover accepts tru th  rather 

than denying  it  o r de lud ing  herself; w hen  Strether finds h im self able to 

"toddle alone" th rough  Paris, he no tes the "strange sw eetness -  a m elancholy 

m ildness th a t touched  h im  -  in [M aria's] acceptance of the  altered  order"

(198). Fler acceptance, how ever, m u s t no t be m istaken  for contentm ent. She

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



60
"w ish[es] w ith all her h ea rt"  that S trether stay , an d  w hen  he fears he w ill 

expend  the last d rop  of h is blood during  his m ission, she ardenly p leads, "A h 

you 'll p lease keep a d rop  for me. I shall have a use for it!" (244; 246). Indeed, 

if on ly  Strether w ere to expend his energy a n d  lifeblood on M aria, she w ould  

have a  use for it, and  h e  a  m ore purposeful existence. That M aria is n o t m ore 

insistent, does not a ttem p t to m old S trether's destiny  into a shape m ore in 

keep ing  w ith  her needs an d  desire is further evidence of her lucid grasp  of 

reality, and  her refusal to  partake in the self-deception passion often entails; 

to  be sure, her resolve to love Strether desp ite  the inevitability of her losing 

h im  is testim ony to her ability  to honor love over her ow n self-interest. We 

m ay p ity  Strether if he is, as N ussbaum  suggests, incapable of or disinclined 

to percep tion  and passion, b u t he is com plicit an d  even content in his inca­

pacity , w hereas M aria harbors great potential for m oral love -  a potential 

tragically unfulfilled th ro u g h  no fault of h e r ow n.

O ne m ight reasonably  w onder if M aria loves Strether in a sim ilarly 

detached  way, given her apparen t unw illingness to expose herself, to risk  less 

in  an  a ttem p t to regret less. She is contained a n d  acutely, even coolly, w atch­

ful ra th e r than  am orously dem anding. U ntil th e  last chapter, M aria, w isely, 

only intim ates her affection for Strether, as in  th is exchange:

[Maria]: "D on 't you  rem em ber how  in  those first days of ou r m eeting  
it w as I who w as to  see you through?"
"Remember? T enderly, deeply" -  he alw ays rose to it. "Y ou're just 
do ing  your p a rt in  letting me m au n d er to you  thus."
"A h d on 't speak as if m y part w ere sm all; since w hatever fails you— "
" You w on't, ever, ever, ever?" -  he  th u s  took her up. "Oh I beg your 
pardon; you necessarily, you inevitably zvill. Your conditions — th a t's  
w ha t I m ean -  w o n 't  allow m e any th ing  to  do  for you."
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"Let a lone — I see w hat you  m ean  — th a t I'm  drearily  d readfu lly  old. I 
am, b u t there 's  a service -  possib le  for you to ren d e r -  th a t I know, all 
the sam e, I shall th ink of."
"A nd w h a t will it be?"
This, in  fine, she w ould  never tell him . "You shall h e a r only  if your 
sm ash takes place. As th a t's  really  o u t of the question , I w o n 't expose 
m yself—" a  po in t at w hich, for reasons of his ow n, S trether ceased to 
press. (200)

Characteristically, Strether does n o t allow  M aria to express herself, bu t 

instead pu ts w o rd s in  her m outh  a n d  transform s her desire  into desire m ore 

in accordance w ith  his own: he does n o t w an t to hear h er p rom ise  to never 

fail him, for even  tha t w ould  be too confrontational for h im , so he deters her 

by insisting th a t such a  vow  would be, w ere  she to m ake it, rid icu lous since she 

inevitably w ill fail him . Thus de te rred , M aria understandab ly  changes her 

course and claim s tha t she w o n 't th e n  expose herself. M aria 's  reticence is less 

self-protectiveness than  suppression  im posed  on her by  S tre ther as he con­

sistently preem pts the articulation o f he r desire. Maria learns how  to love 

Strether, and  th a t she m ust often do  it silently  is not a sign  o f self-protection 

or general feebleness, b u t instead of he r devotion, patience, an d  intim ate 

understanding  of him . Tow ard the en d  of the preceding exchange, Strether 

does in fact ask  he r w hat service he  could  possibly render her, a question she 

refuses to answ er, and  one could in te rp re t this as a m issed o ppo rtun ity  to 

reveal her desire. H ow ever, one m u st take note of w hy she  w o n 't expose 

herself — she canno t until or if his "sm ash  takes place," fu rth e r evidence of her 

emotional a ttunem en t w ith  h im  because she knows he w ill never be available 

to love her un til h is m ission reaches its "sm ash;" w hether th a t sm ash be a 

calamity or a trium ph , Strether cannot, w ill no t com prom ise his m ission by at
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the sam e tim e seeking  personal advantage. Further, for her to behave  o ther­

w ise w ould be con trary  to  N ussbaum 's defin ition  of m oral love as she w ould 

be losing herself in  h e r o w n  longing, and  acting  in  a m anner a t o d d s  w ith  

"the  deepest feelings a n d  com m itm ents of o thers."9

Jam esian scholar W illiam  M acnaughton has insisted tha t in  th e  end 

"M aria has no t been  crushed ; her w it and  p rid e  are intact; she w ill ge t over 

the  jilting" (79). W hile M aria is certainly resilient, to characterize S tre ther's  

desertion as a m ere "jilting" th a t Maria shou ld  sim ply "get over" is ap p a l­

lingly dism issive of h e r  love for him , and of the  value of the h u m an  heart. 

M acnaughton 's accom panying suggestion is th a t "alm ost every th ing  Strether 

says and does in  the las t p a rt  of the occasion com m unicates his k indness"  and 

evokes the reader's sym pathy . I contend th a t this is also a dub ious claim , as 

w ell as one d isproved  b y  the last exchange betw een  the couple:

"There's no th ing , you  know , I w o u ld n 't do for you."
"O h yes - 1 know ."
"There's no th ing ,"  she repeated, " in  all the w orld."
"I know. I know . But all the same I m u st go." H e had  got it a t last.
"To be right."
"To be right?"
She had  echoed it in  vague deprecation, b u t he felt it a lready  clear for 
her. "That, y o u  see is m y  only logic. N ot, ou t of the w hole affair, to 
have got any th ing  for myself."
She thought. "B ut w ith  your w onderfu l im pressions you 'll h ave  got a 
great deal." (346-347)

I d o n 't perceive S tre ther's  response as kind, b u t  as suprem ely a rrogan t: w hen

M aria's attem pts to p e rsu ad e  h im  to subm it to  love, he cavalierly rebuffs her

9 That Maria "would never tell [Strether]" the service he could render her is narrative 
foreshadowing, not an indication that Maria herself is resolved from early on never to reveal 
her heart to him.
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three tim es w ith  "I know ;" in  an  a ttem pt a t em otional self-protection, he 

refuses to  even hear her o r to  acknow ledge h e r unconditional devotion, 

thereby deny ing  the valid ity  of her feelings. Furtherm ore, unlike M aria,

S trether is certainly w on t to lam ent his p ligh t a n d  bem oan  w hat his heroism  

costs h im . C onsidering his obsession w ith  percep tion  and  rightness, it seem s 

particu larly  thoughtless th a t he  claims to have g leaned  noth ing  from  his 

excursion, an d  particularly  insensitive that he does no t include M aria's affec­

tion a n d  loyalty  in his calculation. Ironically, it is M aria, w ho stands to lose 

the m ost a n d  gain  the least, w ho  m ust endure  his egotism  and rem ind  him  

that he does no t in fact leave Paris em ptier than  h e  a rrived , that a t the very  

least he has his "w onderful im pressions."

T he last exchange b e tw een  Strether and  M aria encapsulates their 

ethical stances. Strether declares to M aria, "You c a n 't  resist me," referring to 

his in tellectual argum ent th a t he m ust leave in  o rd er to be right; M aria 

responds, "I can 't indeed resist you" (347). W hat S trether misses is the 

passion b eh in d  M aria's response: she em otionally an d  erotically cannot resist 

him , w h ich  is her tragedy. This conversation reveals their ethical priorities in 

that S tre ther privileges his personal sense of "righ tness" a t the expense of 

M aria 's — a n d  his ow n — heart, w hile M aria chooses to im m erse herself in 

love's m urk iness even in  the  face of rejection. S trether believes tha t in  leaving 

M aria a n d  Europe, he is redeem ing  him self by  do in g  som ething righ t (leaving 

a w om an  he m et w hile traveling  on behalf of ano ther w om an) after having  

com m itted a  w rong  (being unab le  to advocate C h a d 's  re tu rn  to America).
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"Then there [they] are:" Strether in  his "trium ph," M aria b roken in "defeat." 

One m ust w o n d e r w hen  Strether w ill recognize his squandered  opportunity  

for real redem p tion  (if he doesn 't a lready  sense it as he  stands on M aria's 

doorstep); for S tre ther is broken, too, b u t  recoils from  M aria and  the chance 

for healing. S tre ther m ay be "our hero ," b u t it is M aria w ho stands for ethical 

responsibility a n d  integrity and  for the  possibility o f m oral love.

Joseph C o n rad 's  Lord Tim is com parable to Jam es's novel in several 

salient w ays, the  first of w hich is the parallel betw een the  tw o heroes, both of 

w hom  are oft-heralded  despite their deep ly  equivocal fates and  m orally 

unsound behav io r.10 Both m en decide to trium ph  over life, to adhere to an 

elusive and  ethically  untenable m asculine code of h o n o r ra ther than  fall 

vulnerable to love, o r more specifically, to fem inine sexuality  and  pow er. In 

both m en's m inds, glory and  reputation  preclude the  defenselessness love 

(and often, life) dem ands, even though  privileging th e  form er ensures their 

defeat w hile honoring  the latter could b ring  about redem ption .

That said , ju s t as Strether harbors beautiful po ten tia l tem porarily 

tapped by M aria, initially there is som ething  prom ising  an d  even 

enchantingly exceptional about Jim 's character, as w ell as som ething tru ly  

heartrending a b o u t his Patna failure an d  its psychological ram ifications. The 

carrier of Jim 's sto ry , Marlow, is instantly  sm itten by Jim 's physical presence, 

and im presses u p o n  the reader Jim 's distinctiveness am ong  his crewm ates,

10 Albert J. Guerard has insisted that only a casual or first-time reader of the novel "ignores or 
minimizes the important evidence against Lord Jim, is insensitive to ironic overtone and
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w ho M arlow  describes variously  as "sallow -faced," "m ean," "little," "vexed" 

and  having  the "air of jau n ty  imbecility" (28). Q uite  the  opposite, Jim  is a 

stunning  w hite vision, "spotlessly  neat, ap p are led  in  im m aculate w hite  from  

shoes to hat,"  "clean-lim bed, clean-faced, firm  on  his feet" (7; 28).11 It is of 

course ironic, or p e rh ap s appropriate , th a t afte r the  Patna episode an d  Jim 's 

fall from  grace an d  heroic  stature, he crosses a  b ro w n  stream  to be em braced 

by a  d ark  race, m arried  to  a  b row n girl and  d efea ted  by  G entlem an B ro w n .12 

He is equally  associated w ith  great vision a n d  prom ise, w hich m akes his 

Patna cow ardice and , in  m y  reading, his m oral failure in  the end all the  m ore 

tragic. The narra to r m arvels that initially Jim 's h ead  is perpetually  "full of 

valorous deeds" an d  "d ream s and the success of h is im aginary achieve­

m ents," all of w hich gave h im  "unbounded confidence" and m ade h im  

"d runk" (17). H is v ision  h ad  "a gorgeous virility ," b u t once Jim  refashions 

his dream  into a  relentless pu rsu it of a single d ram atic  opportunity , it takes 

on a deathly, lifeless pallor. Prior to the  calam ity  a t sea, Jim 's reveries focus 

on prospective acts of ch ivalry  and opportunities to  do  good for others (w hich

illustrative digression, assum es that Conrad wholly approved of his hero, and is quite certain 
that Jim 'redeemed himself' in Patusan" (400-401).
n It must be remembered that w e receive all of this through the filter of Marlow, whose  
narrative reliability has been exhaustively debated: his position is deeply ambivalent when it 
comes to Jim, as he assesses his friend in one moment w ith distrust and disapproval, and in 
the next with starry-eyed wonder and even envy; in this w ay Marlow resembles Fitzgerald's 
Nick Carraway. Carraway is a narrator similarly tom  betw een censure and awe when it 
comes to his much grander, more impressive friend Gatsby, even though Nick's ow n sense of 
righteousness and morality should prevent admiration (and in Nick's case, should prevent his 
collusion in some of Gatsby's unethical dealings).
12 Marianne De Koven argues that Jim's dazzling white racial identity and masculinity are 
both overdone, and therefore questionable. She further argues that the "destructive element" 
in Lord Tim is constituted by the brown Patusan race and by the maternal feminine 
represented by Jewel. See her chapter in Rich and Strange: Gender. History. Modernism  
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1991).
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w ill a lso  b rin g  him  a good m easu re  of satisfaction). A fter the  Patna, Jim 

becom es egocentrically obsessed  w ith  a  single chance to recoup the "g lam our 

[that] h a d  gone w ith the ship  in  the  n igh t"  (80). H e insists "the  p roper th ing  

w as to  face it ou t -  alone — for m yself -  w ait for ano ther chance — find ou t.

(81). H ere  the  chapter d im actica lly  ends as Jim 's voice trails off, but w e can 

im agine  h im  finishing his m u sin g  th is w ay: "find out, for him self, if he 

possesses the  constitution of a  hero , or a  coward; to find ou t, if he w ould face 

o r flee death ."  N ever does Jim  consider o ther hearts or lives his quest m ight 

cost.

I do  n o t m ean to m inim ize the  agony and regret Jim  endures, or that

his sp irit an d  view  of the  w o rld  is irrevocably altered: it w as "as if a cold

finger-tip  h a d  touched h is h eart,"  as if he  "had  jum ped  in to  a well -  in to  an

everlasting  deep ho le ..."  (54; 70). M arlow  locates the  sh ip  as a particularly

fickle com pan ion  and the  sea as a p recarious hom e, and  w h en  either fails you ,

the  w o rld  is never the same:

W hen  your ship fails you , you r w hole w orld seem s to fail you; 
the  w orld  that m ade y ou , restra ined  you, took care o f you. It is 
as if the  souls of m en  floating  on  an  abyss a n d  in  to u ch  w ith 
im m ensity  had  been set free for any  excess of heroism , 
ab su rd ity  or abom ination  (75).

W hile such  com passionate estim ations of Jim do serve to m ake his character

m ore sym pathetic , w hich in d eed  he m u st be to w arran t M arlow 's devotion,

Jew el's love, and  the fidelity o f the  P a tu san  people, a  life-altering event and

the  b e trayal of the sea, if you  w ill, do  n o t justify Jim 's response, w hich in  m y

read in g  is to  em bark up o n  the  p a th  of self- and other-destructiveness.
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Before Jim 's need  for a tonem ent quickly develops into a need  to 

achieve a k ind  o f greatness tha t w ill supp lan t his m om ent of instinctive 

weakness, he seeks relief by verbally  reliving the sham eful incident to  

Marlow, his captive audience. Like C oleridge's Ancient M ariner, retelling  his 

story brings relief an d  a sense of h um an  connection, but not long-term  

absolution, and  so ra ther than continue recounting his failure, Jim  resolves to 

rewrite or re invent him self as a  tragic hero, a role tha t will inevitably cul­

m inate in  his death . "W holly a n d  natu ra lly  concerned for w hat he h a d  failed 

to obtain," Jim  single-m indedly p u rsues a second dram atic opportun ity , and 

does so "as unflinching as a hero  in  a book" (Lord Tim: 53; 9).13 It is th is very 

single-m indedness th a t costs Jim  his integrity, his ability to see anyone 

outside of the n arro w  tunnel of h is ow n desire and  ambition, an d  con­

sequently, his m oral wholeness. Further, by  fictionalizing him self a n d  

adopting a persona or character, Jim  abdicates his hum an particu larity  and  

individuality. A bandoning  the p resum ably  sinking Patna was bo th  a  very 

cowardly and  a very  hum an response, b u t instead of repenting his sin  and 

accepting his im perfect condition, Jim  chooses to dispense w ith  the very  

concept of hum an  frailty (for h is heroic persona w ill not accom m odate it).

This choice will dictate reckless ethical an d  physical behavior tha t contributes 

to the destruction of him self and  those w ho love him.

13 Conrad/Marlow echoes this phrase when Jim ostensibly is on the brink of achieving his 
heroic vision: as he takes Doramin's bullet in the heart, "the white man sent right and left at 
all those faces a proud and unflinching glance" (246).
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Philip M. W einstein has also contended th a t after the Patna disgrace, 

Jim loses his identity, ceases to live, and  further, tha t he em barks upon  the 

fulfillm ent of a  death-w ish: "H is life has lost its unfo ld ing  prom ise, has 

become (essentially) a suspension. Rooted m entally  to the  time and  place of 

one traum atic scene, he lives to prove that he w ill know  how  to die next tim e" 

(161). Indeed, in  reference to his jum p from  the  Patna, Jim  claims, "It was 

like cheating the dead ," a t w hich  point M arlow  m ust rem ind  him  that no one 

died (82). It is possible th a t Jim  w as not referring  to the crew  of the sinking 

vessel, b u t to himself, a n d  th a t he had cheated death. Jim  also "w ished [he] 

could die," and  M arlow  is several times con tem ptuous of Jim 's penchant for 

"deliberating about d ea th "  and  squandering h is p rom ise (70; 80). W einstein 

further argues that Jim 's continual risking of h is life on  Patusan is evidence 

that he has already conceded his life: he regu larly  d rinks the Rajah's 

potentially poisoned coffee every m onth, he p ledges his last drop of blood 

and last b reath  to the P a tu san  people, and  he relishes D oram in 's recounting 

of a death  scene "too in tensely  for it no t to relate  m assively to his ow n" (161- 

162). W hether you believe W einstein's case for Jim 's death-w ish, or tha t Jim 

is no longer him self-as-him self b u t instead him self-as-tragic hero, or sim ply 

that Jim  is seeking an act of com pensatory heroism , it is hugely  problem atic 

that he d raw s others — n o t coincidentally, b u t in tim ately  — into his quest 

w ithout inform ing them  th a t they are players in  h is tragic psychic dram a.

Most irrevocably a ltered  is Jewel, the w om an w ho , like M aria Gostrey, offers 

him  a sanctuary  from  loneliness and an  a lternative redem ptive possibility.
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Soon after Jim  and  Jew el m eet, they are  inseparable , even in the m ost 

literal o f w ays: "they  w alked  side  by side, open ly , he  hold ing  her arm  u n d er 

his — pressed  to h is side — th u s  — in  a  m ost ex trao rd inary  w ay;" they w ere 

"two w h ite  forms very  d ose , h is arm  about her w aist, her head  on his 

shoulder" (168; 169). It is in  Jewel, and  only  in  h e r, th a t Jim  finds safe shelter 

from the solitude, often as self-im posed, and  to rm en t th a t shadow s h im  from  

the tim e he abandons his ship: "he  realized th a t for h im  there was no refuge 

from tha t loneliness w hich cen tup led  all his dan g ers  except -  in her" (178).

He adm its to  M arlow , "I th o u g h t ... that if I w en t aw ay  from  her it w ou ld  be 

the end  of everything som ehow " (178). First, h e  considers Jewel as a desir­

able alternative to his solitary, reckless existence, a n d  second, he predicts that 

forsaking h e r will be "the  en d  o f everything." T heir relationship is defined in 

other w ays than  absence o r lack (lack of loneliness, lack of danger, lack of 

peril), it is also the site of healing  and redem ption: "Their soft m u rm u rs ... 

penetrating, tender, w ith  a calm  sad  note in  the stillness of the night, like a 

self-com m union of one being  carried  on in  tw o tones"  (169). It is "as if they 

had been indissolubly u n ited"  an d  in  their love they  experience a spiritual 

and even physical w holeness th a t eludes them  ind iv idually .

T hat Jim  loves Jewel p ro found ly  m ay seem  like a sim ple point, b u t it is 

im portant th a t Jim does n o t consider Jewel a m ere  diversion, or use their 

relationship a source of escape o r forgetfulness. E ven  the natural w orld  

reveres an d  illum inates the couple: "The light in  w hich  they  stood m ade a 

sense b lackness all around , a n d  only  above th e ir heads there  was an opu len t
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glitter of s ta rs .... A  lovely n igh t seem ed  to breathe on them  a  soft caress"

(177). It is as if their love is cosm ically ordained  and  of m ythical proportions: 

"they cam e together under the  sh ad o w  of life's disaster, like kn igh t and  

m aiden m eeting to  exchange v ow s am ongst haunted  ru ins" (185). M arlow  

certainly depicts their bond in  h igh ly  rom antic, quixotic language -  he often 

seems to be in  love w ith  their love — b u t th is "love story" (as he  so often re­

m inds us it is) is also "a strange uneasy  rom ance" w ith  d angerous im pli­

cations that Jim  eventually  recoils from .

Jew el's loveliness is explicitly dark , as is her sexuality, as is her love.

W hat M arlow  "rem em bers best" ab o u t her is her exotic darkness: the "even, 

olive pallor of her com plexion," " th e  in tense blue-black gleam s of her hair, 

flowing abundan tly  from  under a sm all crim son cap," that "she  b lushed  a 

dusky red" (168). H er duskiness is n o t only  a direct contrast to Jim 's pristine 

whiteness, b u t is associated w ith  d an g er a n d  dom ination. All of the darker 

elements in the  last half of the novel — the Patusan people, th e  landscape,

Jewel -  are configured as threats to  Jim 's independence: "The land , the 

people, the forests w ere [Jewel's] accom plices, guard ing  h im  w ith  v igilant 

accord, w ith  an  air of seclusion, of m ystery , of invincible possession" (169).

As m uch as Jewel represents safety an d  salvation for Jim, she paradoxically  is 

the "destructive elem ent," and  M arlow  a t tim es seem s to justify  Jim 's u lti­

m ate renunciation o f Jewel as, ironically , a  form  of self-preservation. C on­

tem plating the "b ig  som bre orbits of he r eyes" that seem  "an  im m ensely  deep 

well," M arlow  w onders if "a b lind  m onster"  dwells there, a n d  then  goes on to
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claim  that she is "m ore inscrutable ... th an  the  Sphinx p ropounding  childish 

ridd les to w ayfarers" (182-183). W ith these h a rd ly  am biguous references to 

Jew el's all-consum ing m onstrosity , M arlow  suggests that she m ay engulf Jim, 

im periling his independence, identity  and  in tegrity ; like a hopeless Theban 

before the sphinx, Jim  is vulnerable to being  devou red  by Jewel. This m ental­

ity, that conceives the fem inine, m ore specifically fem ale sexuality, as a dark  

th rea t to m asculine p o w er an d  dom inance, justifies Jim 's refusal to subm it to 

h is love for Jewel; even  tho u g h  leaving her resu lts in  his death, at least he dies 

w ith  his integrity an d  m asculin ity  intact. A t least th a t is the line of reasoning 

M arlow  and Jim  (and p erh ap s Conrad) em brace.

In C onrad in Perspective. Zdzislaw  N ajder argues that Lord Tim is a 

Rom antic tragedy of h o n o u r that rem inds us of classical tragedy because one 

o f the novel's basic features is the inescapability of fate, and  an irrevocable 

course of events: "In Lord Tim the action rolls on  w ith  the inevitability of an  

avalanche; w e are conscious of the necessity o f nearly  everything w hich h ap ­

pens, as if, indeed, m erciless fate had decided  it all" (91). I disagree that Jim 

w as borne along helplessly on  the tide o f fate, for to suggest that is to d isre­

g a rd  the deliberate, conscious choice he m akes to die rather than fight as 

Jewel urges. Earlier in  the  novel, Jim even w eighs his options. As he vow s, "I 

shall be faithful, I shall be faithful," referring to his com m itm ent to "follow 

the  dream ," M arlow  rem inds h im  of the alternative, "A nd then there 's  Jewel" 

(198). Jim then acknow ledges tha t he is w illing  to concede the w om an he 

loves: "Yes.... In tim e she w ill come to u n d e rs tan d "  (199). N ajder supposes
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that Jim does n o t perceive any options, a n d  therefore h is d ea th  is an inevita­

bility to w hich h e  m u st bravely resign  him self. W hile the  range of responses 

is scant and  perh ap s inglorious, a  range does exist: he  could  flee, seek a tone­

m ent and  reconciliation, o r fight the  fight th a t w ould  en su re  Jewel of his love 

and respect for her. In stead  he chooses th e  option th a t has the  appearance of 

self-sacrifice b u t is u ltim ately  self-serving. In  subm itting  to  death , Jim avails 

him self of a rom antic  gesture that saves h im  from  hav in g  to confront both 

him self and  the  consequences of his choices.

N ajder's insistence that Jim 's fate is unavoidable is underm ined  by his 

subsequent suggestion  th a t his fate is a  consequence o f h is principles. 

According to N ajder, " the  voice o f his conscience, a source  of his honesty and  

hum ility  in dealing  w ith  others, w as the noblest trait in  Jim 's character, and  

also the direct cause of his debacle" (92-93). If Jim 's conscience and  personal 

attributes contribute to his death, then  Jim  is an  active agent, n o t m erely 

destiny 's paw n. Further, I dispute th a t Jim 's supposed  conscience, honesty 

and hum ility  w ere  factors w hen he decided  to  take th e  bu lle t in his heart. 

D oesn't our conscience usually  ho ld  us accountable for the  p a in  w e cause 

others? Was it honest of Jim  to keep the  secret that w o u ld  have enabled Jewel 

to at least u n d e rs tan d  h is decision, an d  honestly  m o u rn  him ? W as it hum ility  

that com pelled Jim  to p u t his ow n heroic self-im age before  the people w ho 

love him ? Finally, N ajder asserts that, in  keeping  w ith  the  trad itions of the 

Romantic tragedy, "Jim 's m oral victory  h as been pu rch ased  not only w ith his 

ow n life bu t also w ith  the pain  and  so rrow  of those closest a n d  dearest to
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h im " (93). It seem s to m e th a t th is assertion cancels itself out. T hat h is  vic­

to ry  was purchased  w ith  the  devastation  an d  grief o f his loved ones p re ­

cludes it from  being a "m oral victory." Purchasing  victory and  self- 

aggrandizem ent w ith  the  b lood  an d  broken h earts  o f  o thers is u n am b ig ­

uously  im m oral.

My goal in this s tu d y  is n o t m erely to in terrogate  the p o p u la r no tion  

th a t Jim dies a redeem ed hero , b u t also to call a tten tion  to Jewel, a character 

w ho, like M aria Gostrey, is too  often  either dem eaned  or ignored  by  critics 

and  readers alike.14 Jew el, again  like Maria, h a rbo rs un tapped  heroic possi­

bility: she is the  w om an w ho  calls Jim  to ethical responsibility , w ho  in tro ­

duces him  to the  possibility o f tru e  m oral redem ption . Yet her trag ed y  is 

nearly  alw ays subsum ed  by  Jim 's in  discussions of th e  novel. Jew el's p rob ­

lem  is a p roblem  of know ledge: w h a t she know s a n d  w hat she is no t p e r­

m itted  to know . W hat she objectively and  subjectively know s is the h isto ry  of 

w eeping  w om en in  her fam ily, a n d  w hat she d o e sn 't  know  is the  Patna secret 

th a t Jim and  M arlow  deliberately  keep from  her.

One could  conceivably a rgue  that Jim  does rela te  the story  an d  the 

tru th  to Jewel based u p o n  M arlow 's insistence th a t Jim  "had  told her;" 

how ever, a careful read ing  o f th a t entire section of M arlow 's narra tive , w hich  

is rather bew ilderingly  d isjo in ted , supports m y  read in g  that Jewel w as indeed  

unenlightened by  the tru th  th a t could  have saved  her. M arlow  insists tha t

14 Albert J. Guerard, for example, considers Jewel and wom en generally the m ost regrettable 
elements in the entire novel: "We m ay add that a characteristic mediocrity sets in with the
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Jim will never leave her because "no one w ants h im " (188). The following

exchange then  occurs:

"W hy?" she  repeated  louder; "tell m e!" A nd as I rem ained  
confounded , she stam ped w ith  her foot like a spoilt child. "W hy?
Speak." "You w an t to know," I asked in a fury. "Yes!" she cried.
"Because he is no t good enough," I said  brutally. [...] W ithout raising 
her voice, she th rew  into it an  infinity of scathing contem pt, bitterness, 
and  despair.
[Jewel:] "This is the  very th ing he sa id .... You lie!" (189)
[Soon a fte r this, M arlow 's narrative breaks, and  the first th ing  he says 
w hen  he  resum es is:] "He h ad  told her—that's all. She d id  not believe 
him  -  no th in g  m ore" (190).

W hat M arlow  to ld  Jewel is tha t Jim "is not good enough," w hich is according 

to her "the very  th in g  [Jim] said," w hich Jewel believes is a "lie" based on  her 

intuition, on  h e r know ledge of Jim 's character, and  on her ignorance of the 

Patna incident. So w e know  that M arlow  to ld  her that Jim  is no t good 

enough, and  th a t Jim  to ld  her the very  sam e thing, and  that is w ha t M arlow 

refers to w hen  he  says th a t Jim "had told her -  that's all." O f course Jewel 

believes they  a re  ly ing  g iven her lack of context; had  she know n Jim 's past, 

she w ould  u n d e rs tan d  Jim 's self-indictment, and  although she m ay not agree 

that he "is not good  enough," she w ould  no t call his self-assessm ent (and 

M arlow 's assessm ent of him ) a "lie." M oreover, Jewel's lack of know ledge is 

substantiated b y  her reaction to Jim 's death: the fact that she does not com ­

prehend his final act and  refusal to fight reveals that she does no t know  the 

Patna story  or its indelible effect on him ; had  she know n, she could  have 

surm ised w hy h e  took  his ow n life, even if she opposed his decision; the

introduction of Jewel in Chapter 28: with women and their frightening 'extra-terrestrial 
touch'..." (419).
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profundity  of her grief is contingent upon  her conviction tha t his dea th  is a 

form  of flight from  her. Even as Jim  departs from  her for the last tim e, he 

preserves the am biguity  o f h is motives. Jewel accuses him , "You are  false!" to 

w hich he replies, "Forgive m e" (245). Logically Jew el w o u ld  assum e th a t he 

is asking pardon for the crim e she accuses h im  of — the infidelity and  deser­

tion she has so d readed .15

Painfully aw are of m an 's  proclivity for abandonm ent, Jewel fears she 

will inherit the legacy of loneliness passed on from  he r g randm other an d  her 

m other, both w om en w ho d ied  w eeping after be ing  forsaken and betrayed  by 

the m en  they loved. U nderstandably  then, she p ro found ly  doubts Jim 's 

prom ise that he will never leave her because, as she tells M arlow: "O ther m en 

had  sw orn  the sam e th ing" (187). M arlow questions her distrust:

W hy couldn 't she believe? W herefore th is crav ing  for 
incertitude, this c linging to fear, as if incertitude an d  fear had  
been the safeguards of h e r love. It w as m onstrous. She should  
have m ade for herself a  shelter of inexpungable peace out of 
tha t honest affection. She had  not the k n o w led g e ... (186).

In tha t last line, M arlow  answ ers his ow n question. W hat Jewel know s is that

m en leave; this is the fearful legacy she has inherited . The know ledge Jewel

doesn 't have is the secret she intuitively know s w ill take Jim  from her

sudden ly  and irrevocably. Because she has these doub ts, because she lacks

critical inform ation, she is unab le  to build  a shelter of peace and affection for

herself, and  instead erects a defense against love, the  safeguards of w hich  are

151 also find it significant that Marlow consistently describes Jewel as a petulant child; in 
doing so, he can falsely assume that she lacks the maturity and sophistication needed to
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fear and incertitude. Ironically, Jew el loves even as she b u ild s  a barrier 

against love. "W hy cou ldn 't she believe?" Because experience teaches her to 

harden her h eart even as her love for Jim  dem ands vu lnerability . Like 

Strether (given the loss of his w ife a n d  son), experience has tau g h t Jewel to 

anticipate pain.

A lthough she does no t k n o w  the  secret Jim  conceals, she feels its

existence and  anticipates its pow er:

You all rem em ber som ething! You all go back to  it. W hat is it?
You tell me! W hat is th is thing? Is it alive?—is it dead?  I hate  
it. It is cruel. H as it got a  face and  a voice— this calam ity? Will 
he see it—will he h ear it? In  his sleep perhaps w hen  h e  cannot 
see me— and  then  arise a n d  go (187).

H ow  can she contend w ith  or com prehend  this d ream , this en igm a of which

she has no know ledge, over w h ich  she has no control? The m en  ('you all

rem em ber," "you all go back;" m y  italics) presum e that ignorance w ill protect

her. M arlow  claim s that he  w o u ld  have "given anyth ing  for the pow er to

soothe her frail soul," and  I believe he is sincere, yet he is p e rp e tu a tin g  a cycle

in which w om en are forb idden access to the m asculine rea lm  of know ledge,

and  as a result m u st suffer p reven tab le  suffering and  loss. Jew el's  lack of

inform ation does no t protect her, b u t instead establishes a b a rrie r of fear and

insecurity betw een herself and  Jim , and  ultim ately herself a n d  her entire

com m unity. M arlow , and  perhaps Jim , w orry th a t access to the  Patna secret

will w ound her "fragile soul," b u t  Jewel desperately needs to  be vulnerable,

because vulnerability  will d ism antle  the defenses and  safeguards she has

receive and comprehend the secret of Jim's past and his subsequent efforts to recover his
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carefully erected a ro u n d  herself. She does no t need protection, she needs and  

deserves the honesty  tha t will a llow  h e r to freely act and  feel.

In Shakespeare 's Othello, O thello  narrates to D esdem ona " the  story of 

[his] life /  From  year to year, the battle , sieges, fortune /  That [he had] 

passed ... /  from  [his] boyish d ays"  (I.iii.128-131), and  "w ith  a g reedy  ear" she 

d id  "devour u p  [his] discourse" (I.iii.148-149). Othello acknow ledges, "She 

loved m e for the  dangers I had  passed , /  A nd  I loved her that she d id  pity 

them " (I.iii.166-167). Intim ate an d  particu la r know ledge of O thello 's history 

no t only inspires D esdem ona's love, b u t  also her pity. It is precisely this kind 

of com passionate em pathy  that is m issing  from  Jim a nd  Jewel's relationship 

because, unlike O thello , Jim w ithho lds from  Jewel the story  of his life and the 

dangers he h ad  passed . Unlike m an y  o f C onrad 's w om en, am ong them  

K urtz 's In tended , w ho  are content in  their ignorance and  resistant of dark 

inform ation, Jewel dem ands Jim 's sto ry , a story  she know s will foster a 

deeper un d ers tan d in g  of the m an  she  w an ts to love com pletely, b u t Jim 

denies her this opportunity . A w are in  the  end  that D esdem ona w as the only 

person w ho knew  h im  in  his en tire ty  an d  loved him  entirely, O thello  dies 

w ith  the excruciating know ledge o f w h a t he  has lost; Jim  is tragically unen­

cum bered by  such know ledge. The presence of another person w ho knows 

and pities, u n d ers tan d s and loves, th a t contributes to O thello 's dem ise could 

have saved Jim  from  his.

masculine honor.
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Jewel does bear som e responsibility for h e r ignorance in that rather 

than  p robe Jim or M arlow  an d  express receptivity, she assum es they are 

lying, a n d  indicts them  instead  of questioning th em  further. She is so 

parano id  of unfaithfulness, given her history, th a t she is quicker to disbelieve 

than to  believe. This unshakable  expectation of betrayal is a  form of self­

protection, bu t it also com pels Jewel perversely to  act against her ow n best 

interests: even had  Jim  o r M arlow  w anted to penetra te  her defenses, her 

predisposition to disbelief m akes such an endeavor inordinately difficult. In 

these w ays, Jewel collaborates w ith  Jim and  M arlow  to ensure her abandon­

m ent. Storytelling is the  shared  responsibility of the  teller and  the receiver.

In  his chapter on  Lord Tim in his book O n M oral Personhood. Richard 

E ldridge argues that Jim 's decision to die is actually  a sign of his com m itm ent 

to and  respect for Jewel a n d  for their relationship. E ldridge writes: "T hough 

Jewel, afra id  of losing Jim, m ay  n o t see the situation  so sharply, it is none­

theless true  in large m easure  th a t for Jim to m n  w o u ld  be to reject or deny the 

person he has been w ith  her. A nd this in tu rn  w o u ld  also be to reject her, in 

failing to  take seriously h er com m itm ent to tha t person" (96). I concur that to 

run  w ou ld  be an  evasive an d  cow ardly act inconsistent w ith  the m an Jewel 

has com e to love, bu t I believe Eldridge glosses over the fact that Jewel "m ay 

not see the  situation so sharply ." If Jim tru ly  respected Jewel and, as E ldridge 

argues, her personhood, he  w ou ld  have p rov ided  her w ith  the tru th  that 

w ould  allow  her to act an d  choose unencum bered by  doubts and falsehoods. 

By keeping  the secret, Jim  operates on a h igher level of know ledge and
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aw areness th a n  Jewel does, and  th u s he  tip s the scale of their relationship in 

his favor. T hus Jim  is rejecting Jew el b y  preserv ing  the ignorance that tor­

m ents and  u ltim ately  destroys her. M oreover, failing to  take  seriously their 

com m itm ent to each other is precisely  w h a t Jim does. H e  acknow ledges that 

they share a  " tru st,"  and  that he has been  "m ade to u n d e rs tan d  every day 

that [his] existence is necessary — you  see, absolutely necessary  — to another 

person" (181). This adm ission m akes it qu ite  clear th a t Jim  is em inently 

aw are of Jew el's fundam ental reliance u p o n  him  — a reliance he cultivates -  

and he  nevertheless betrays his com m itm ent to her, a  betrayal w hich, given 

the in tensity  of their m utual dependence, w ill ensure  her tragedy.

It is paradoxical that in try ing  to regain  his in tegrity  an d  com pensate 

for his past uneth ica l choices, Jim  m akes ano ther egregious choice. H is last 

act is one of m assive egoism, a n d  Jew el verbalizes it w h en  she tells M arlow, 

"You alw ays leave us — for your ow n  en d s"  (206). Jewel recognizes that Jim 's 

quest — th a t m ale quests in general -  a lw ays entail som e form  of ego-driven 

flight, often from  wom en. O ne of the  reasons w om en die  w eeping , in  Jewel's 

experience, is because they u n d ers tan d  them selves to  be  toxic, or even fatal 

influences from  w hich  men m ust ru n  in  o rder to retain  th e ir w holeness, to be 

faithful to th e ir m asculine code of honor. Jewel u rges Jim  to do  the tru ly  

heroic th ing , "to  fight," and to this M arlow  responds, " there  w as noth ing  to 

fight for," a n d  Jim  claims, "I have no  life [to fight for]" (242). E ldridge 

interprets M arlow 's an d  Jim 's reactions m ore literally th an  I do: he contends 

that they  are  righ t, th a t Jim has no  ju st cause to fight (95). In u rg ing  Jim  to
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fight, I believe Jew el's m eaning  is deeper th an  th a t she w an ts h im  literally  to 

battle D oram in  an d  the  Patusan  people: she w an ts h im  to figh t h is u rge  to 

su rrender to death , to figh t — not necessarily w ith  w eapons — to resto re  his 

standing in  the  com m unity , to fight for her. Jew el m ay not k n o w  the secret of 

Jim 's (of m an 's) soul, b u t  she understands the essential, ethical tru th s  that 

elude those w ho seek "shadow y ideal[s] of conduct" (246).

M arlow  suggests th a t w om en are som ehow  inheren tly  capable of 

bearing pa in  and  grief in  a w ay that m en cannot, and  that subsequen tly  Jewel 

will suffer b u t w ill also survive (perhaps as M aria w ill "get o v e r the jilting"): 

"W om en find their in sp ira tion  in the stress of m om ents tha t for u s  are  m erely 

awful, absurd , or fu tile" (188). H e im plies th a t m en escape w hereas w om en 

endure, th a t a m an 's  va lue  lies in g rand  action w hereas a w o m a n 's  value lies 

in her capacity to su rv iv e  the cruel w orld  from  w hich she is a llow ed  no 

escape, n o r any  heroic opportunity . M arlow  insists that "o u r com m on fate 

fastens up o n  the w o m an  w ith  a peculiar cruelty ," and  he m ig h t have  a d d ed  

"an unavoidable pecu liar cruelty" (165). For n o t only is Jewel un ab le  to save 

Jim due to her lack o f know ledge, she is also den ied  the o p p o rtu n ity  to  to 

avert her ow n agony a n d  to save herself. Perhaps if Jewel h a d  been  p rivy  to 

the tru th  and  h ad  accep ted  it, she w ould  have w illingly d ied  w ith  h im , p re ­

serving their bo n d  in  m u tu a l sacrifice; she w ou ld  a t the very  least understand  

the course of events. A s it is, she lam ents, "It w ou ld  have been  easy  to  die 

w ith h im ," thus rea liz ing  his death  for w ha t it really  is -  an "easy"  evasion, 

an avoidance of responsib ility  (206). The p o in t really is no t w h a t Jewel m ight
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or should  have done, b u t tha t Jim  denied  her the o p p o rtu n ity  to choose and 

to honestly grieve.

Jew el's fate is sealed by w o rd s Jim never u tters, and  it is im portant to 

appreciate the  m agnitude of her suffering, for it is the consequence of Jim 's 

choice. In discussing the novel w ith in  the context of a Rom antic tragedy,

Najder adm its that trem endous grief and  political chaos follow  on the heels of 

Jim 's death, b u t suggests that w e in terp ret it "w ith in  the  fram ew ork of the 

traditions of literature concerned w ith  chivalric ethos: there, after the hero 's 

death follow usua l scenes of grief and  m ourning" (93). By w riting  off grief 

and  m ourn ing  as mere literary  conventions, and  by  considering  the m ourners 

as an indeterm inate general g roup , I believe N ajder severely underestim ates 

the im pact on  Jewel: she is not m erely  grieving, b u t irreparab ly  dam aged, 

even destroyed. Jim 's death  "tum [s] her passion to stone," robs her of her 

capacity for love and  forgiveness, an d  transform s her in to  a lifeless w anderer 

M arlow barely recognizes. Jewel understands Jim  as m aking  a choice 

betw een her an d  an ugly death, a n d  he  makes this choice directly in the face 

of her pleas an d  pain: "H e could see m y  face, hear m y voice, hear m y g rief....

H e w ent aw ay from  m e as if I h ad  been  worse than  death . H e fled as if 

driven by  som e accursed th ing  he  h ad  heard or seen in  his s le ep ..." (207). Jim 

"rem ains for her w ho loved him  best a cruel and  insoluble m ystery" (233).

For the rest of her life she will live u n d er the apprehensions th a t Jim 

deliberately chose a n ightm arish, "accursed th ing" over her, and  that w om en 

are destined to d ie  w eeping because of the inevitable infidelity  of men.
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M arlow  is equivocal about Jewel's fate, a t first pity ing " th e  liv ing  

w om an" Jim  deserts to "celebrate his pitiless w edd ing  w ith  a sh ad o w y  ideal 

of conduct" (246). It is significant that M arlow  invokes w edd ing  im agery  

here and  in referring to Jim 's heroic opportun ity  as an "Eastern b ride:"  he is 

em phasizing that Jim w eds death  rather than  Jewel. Yet, even as he  finds 

Jim 's act unforgivable, he  significantly qualifies it, m using: "A nd  yet is no t 

m ankind itself, push ing  o n  its blind w ay, d riven  by  a dream  of its g reatness 

and  its pow er upon  the d a rk  paths of excessive cruelty and  devo tion?" (207).

His question im plies th a t Jim  pursues a  dream  all m en have, b u t few  have the  

courage to pursue, and  th a t Jim  does so blindly , unable to see bey o n d  his 

dream  to its alternatives an d  consequences. Furtherm ore, M arlow  dism isses 

Jewel's fate as rather inconsequential, or at least a  secondary concern: "[Jim] 

is gone, inscrutable at heart, and  the poor girl is leading a sort o f sound less, 

inert life in Stein's house" (246). Jim w arrants fam e and an  en d u rin g  heroic 

legend that M arlow  will undoubted ly  narra te  again  and again, b u t Jewel 

w arrants only a passing, ra th e r flippant reference to her tragedy; M arlow  

does not even grant her th e  dignity  of her nam e, infantalizing h e r again  as a 

"poor girl." The narra tive ends w ith the im age of Stein's loss an d  w o rld ­

weariness, and  Jewel is once again forgotten, lost in the m ysterious m ist of 

m an 's secret yearnings.

W hen telling the tale  of Jim and  Jewel, M arlow  incessantly rem inds us 

that "this is a  love story." I w ould  suggest th a t th is tale hard ly  qualifies as a 

conventional love story g iven  that in  the end  personal am bition tru m p s  love,
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and o u r ostensible "lovers" bo th  abdicate love forever. M ore appropriately , 

this is a ghost s to ry  haun ted  by  the  specter o f th e  once prom ising  and  v ib ran t 

Jewel. The tale  fails to qualify as a  love story, a n d  Jim  fails to reconstitute 

himself as a trag ic  hero. Like O thello, he is " th e  base Indian  [whose hand] 

threw  a pearl aw ay  /  Richer than  all his tribe" (V.ii.343-344) (Jim squanders 

not his pearl, b u t  "his jewel"), b u t unlike O thello, Jim  never achieves the 

m om ent of ep ip h an y  in  which he can  see bey o n d  his delusions to the  beloved 

w om an and  o p p o rtu n ity  he has neglected; w hile  O thello dies repen tan t and  

enlightened, Jim  dies w ith  "a p ro u d  an d  unflinching  glance," sm ug  in  his 

own "dreadfu l rightness."

M y p o in t of contention is n o t tha t S trether an d  Jim  refuse to recipro­

cate love, or m erely  th a t they h u rt the w om en w ho  love them , or th a t they 

privilege an eth ical principle over a rom antic relationship . Instead, it is tha t 

they fashion th e ir personal m orality  to accom m odate their quests for righ t­

eousness and  th e  appearance of nobility, an d  in  o rd er to justify their evasions 

of life and  ethical responsibility. C onsequently , the  casualties are no t only 

Maria and  Jew el, b u t Strether and  Jim  as well: Jim  quite  literally destroys 

himself w hile S tre ther obliterates w h a t w e can p resum e is his last chance to 

recoup his lost y o u th  and  liberate h im self from  his grey and  shadow y soli­

tude. Strether tem porarily  and  w onderfu lly  dem onstra tes both  the capacity 

and desire to rejoin the  land of the living, b u t in  the  end  he readopts 

W oollett's b ran d  of cold, moral absolutism  w h ich  he  h a d  shirked w hen  it 

suited him  (w hen  he w anted  to im m erse h im self in  the  E uropean landscape)
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and then resum es w h en  convenient (w hen he needs an excuse to  flee life's 

and  love's com plexity an d  unpleasantness). Jim , on the o ther h an d , never 

loses sight of his self-destructive dream , w hich  m akes his re la tionsh ip  with 

and betrayal of Jew el all the m ore ethically egregious.

To re tu rn  to m y  earlier point th a t these novels deconstruct the  "angel 

in the h o u se " /m a n  in  the w orld  dichotom y, I subm it that S trether an d  Jim are 

profoundly un n erv ed  b y  the m utable b o u n d ary  betw een the pub lic  and  the 

private. For them , th e  dom estic shelter offered by  w om en is in  som e ways 

just as dangerous as the  public w orld, for there  they are requ ired  to be vul­

nerable, to love, a n d  to fully live. O n the  o ther hand , neither hero  exhibits 

m astery o r com petence in  the public sphere: S trether feels he has failed his 

am bassadorial m ission, and  Jim feels he failed his long-aw aited test of man­

hood w hen he ab an d o n ed  the Patna. U nable o r unw illing to find  a  place in a 

w orld w here the dom estic  and  the public, the  fem inine and  the  m asculine, are 

not com fortably d istinct, our heroes choose d ea th  -  Jim literally so, and  

Strether by  choosing the  unlived life.

If S trether's a n d  Jim 's w ariness, fear, a n d  d istrust constitu te  a  distinctly 

M odem  response to  love, Jewel and  M aria rep resen t a m ore trad itionally  

m id-Victorian belief in  love's redem ptive p o w er (see C hapters 5 an d  6). If 

M aria resem bles a  M o d em  heroine ra ther th an  a  Victorian hero ine (and I 

think she does — she is rem arkably in d ep en d en t and  relatively unencum bered  

by societal and  pa triarchal conventions), h e r faith  in  love's p o w er of im prove­

m ent, pow er to "recall to life" m akes her seem  like an  escapee from  a Dickens
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or Eliot novel. Jewel, w hile  also a  V ictorianesque proponen t of love's 

redem ptive capacity, is ironically proof of the "destructive elem ent" th a t is 

often a com ponent of passion  and  desire; she is po ised  betw een a V ictorian 

and M odem  heroine, then , in  tha t she proves th a t love is both  a p rom ising  

and a perilous proposition. Jewel is spared no th ing  -  her pain , devasta tion  

and loss is absolute an d  irrevocable. We leave h e r a  nam eless, loveless, iife- 

less w anderer, acquain ted  only w ith  grief, d estined  to be another w om an 

who dies w eeping. A lthough  both  M arlow 's a n d  the om niscient n arra to r's  

judgm ent of Jim is equivocal, both  leave open  the  possibility that Jim  does 

indeed redeem  him self a n d  fulfill his lifelong d ream . N o such redem ptive 

possibility exists for Jewel, possibly and only because she is a w om an. 

According to the narra tive, a w om an 's source of value is also her source of 

destruction: her streng th  lies no t in w hat she can do , bu t in w hat she can 

endure, as "fate fastens u p o n  the w om en w ith  a  peculiar cruelty" (165). This 

capacity to bear suffering does no t apply, how ever, to Jim 's secret, w hich  

Jewel is deem ed unable to  com prehend or survive; of course not hav ing  the 

secret is precisely w h a t p recludes her survival in  the end. In the novel, then, 

to be a w om an is to be assu red  of great and  inescapable anguish, w hereas to 

be a m an  is to be assu red  of the opportunity  to flee or transcend suffering.
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CHAPTER IV

"GREAT ART" AT "VULGAR" COST: DEADLY AESTHETICISM A N D  ITS 
RECUPERATION IN  HENRY JAMES'S THE PORTRAIT OF A LADY

T hat H enry  James's The P o rtra it of a Lady is a  novel deeply steeped in 

aesth e tid sm  is hard ly  arguable: th e  text is bo th  a  p o rtra it and  exam ination of 

the aesthetic lifestyle, is p o pu la ted  by  aesthetes, an d  is itself a  piece of art. It 

has been  suggested , variously, th a t James uses his novel to satirize, celebrate, 

or skew er the  late Victorian aesthetic  m ovem ent, a n d  w hile  such argum ents 

are persuasive , each alone is too sim plistic, too stark  a  conclusion. A closer 

exam ination reveals two distinct b rands of aes th e tid sm  coursing th ro u g h  The 

Portrait of a  L ady, one of w hich, practiced by Isabel A rcher, affirms life an d  

love, w hile  th e  other, exerdsed  b y  her husband  G ilbert O sm ond, represen ts 

an evasion  o f an d  even stifling o f life.

Isabel A rcher begins the  novel as an  adm irab le  if am ateur Paterian  

aesthete, w ho responds to a rt a n d  to life thrillingly a n d  im aginatively. It is 

precisely th is Paterian desire to be m oved deeply  by  beau ty  that contributes 

to h e r objectification and collection by Gilbert O sm ond . It is he, the m an she 

m arries for h is prom ise of a life overflow ing w ith  lu s tro u s  and soul-stirring 

beauty, w ho  ironically seeks to transform  her in to  a lovely  and untouchable  

ob jed  e n d o se d  in  a glass case. H e  attem pts to contro l th e  com pany she 

keeps, de te rm ine  her environm ent, an d  snuff o u t h e r desperately  sough t

86
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independence. In  h is book o n  Jam es, Professions of Taste. Jonathan 

Freedm an asserts  th a t O sm ond em bodies all of the caustic criticism s launched  

on  aesthetes b y  la te  19m-century satirists: he is indolent, " langu id , w eary, 

enervated, b o red ; he prefers inaction to  action" (147). I read  O sm ond as 

m uch m ore th a n  a dastard ly  satiric caricature. T h ro u g h o u t the  novel,

O sm ond's d ep rav ed , life-stifling b ran d  of aesthetidsm  requ ires that he trea t 

people, from  his w ife to his dau g h te r to  h is com panions, as objets d 'a rt, th a t 

he collect th em  ra th e r than  love them , th a t he keep them  a t  a rm 's  length  as 

fascinating specim ens rather than  reg a rd  them  as fellow  h u m an  beings.

Indeed, it is h is deep ly  unethical aesthetic  that not only  den ies the hum an ity  

of those a ro u n d  h im , bu t p ro foundly  dim inishes his ow n  hum an ity  and  soul 

as well.

That Isabel escapes O sm ond 's le thal grasp b u t nonetheless re tu rns to 

her m arriage for th e  sake of Pansy a re  n o t particularly  orig inal argum ents, 

and are only  p a rts  of m y read ing  of th e  novel. As I m en tioned  above, Isabel 

em bodies certa in  Paterian  characteristics (an abid ing  a ttrac tion  to beautifu l 

things, a v ib ran t im agination) th a t ren d e r her vulnerable to  O sm ond, b u t 

eventually she  achieves a h igher set o f Paterian ideals (sym pathy , the capacity  

to feel deeply) th a t fad lita te  her redem p tion  at the end  o f the  story. F reedm an 

argues tha t d u rin g  h e r m idnigh t reverie  in  chapter 42, Isabel experiences a 

recuperative "aesthe tidz ing  vision," — heightened, perfect percep tion  — w hich  

distinguishes h e r aesthe tid sm  from  O sm ond 's and  enab les her to "step 

beyond the  n arra tiv e  fram e w ith in  w h ich  she is enclosed, to  m ove ou t of 'T he
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Portrait of a L ady '"  (162-166). I w ould  continue Freedm an 's argum ent by 

suggesting tha t the  transcenden t aesthetic consciousness Isabel achieves not 

only frees her from  O sm ond 's trappings, bu t also com pels h e r rebirth and 

will enable the redem ption  of O sm ond 's other possessions, particularly  

Serena M erle an d  Pansy. T he aesthetic choice Jam es u ltim ately  offers us is 

betw een Isabel's redem ptive, life-affirming aesthetic consciousness and 

O sm ond's baser, deeply destructive aesthetidsm ; the form er entails a life in 

which love is possible, w hile  the  latter entails a life deferred to art.

Isabel arrives in  E urope from  America absolutely d riv en  by her desire 

for autonom y, open  paths, a n d  free choice, and above all, the  venues in which 

to satisfy her th irst for beau ty  an d  experience: it w as "her determ ination  to 

see, to try , to know ;" "the im m ense curiosity about life" she harbored  com­

pelled her desire to "feel the continuity  betw een the  m ovem ents of her ow n 

soul and  the agitations of th e  w orld"  (54; 41). As to her v iew  of m arriage,

"she held tha t a  w om an o u g h t to be able to live to herself, in  the  absence of 

exceptional flim siness, and  th a t it w as perfectly possible to be  happy  w ithout 

the sode ty  of a m ore or less coarse-m inded person of ano ther sex" (55).

Initially, O sm ond seem s to fulfill these requirem ents in that h e  offers 

opportunity  w ithou t encum berm ent, guidance w ithout im pedim ent. Put 

simply, he cannot constitute a th rea t because w hat he constitu tes most is 

nothingness. M adam e M erle refers to him  as having "no career, no name, no 

position, no fortune, no past, no  fu ture no anything" (169). M rs. Touchett 

attests th a t "he has no m oney; he  has no name; he has no im portance" (277).
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Even Isabel herself claims that she is "m arry ing  a perfect nonen tity ,"16 and 

G ilbert's p roposa l to her includes the adm ission, "I offer no th ing ,"  which in 

m ost cases w o u ld  hard ly  be a persuasive point. T hat O sm ond can only be 

defined in  term s of insignificance com forts rather than  d issuades Isabel. 

W hen M rs. T ouchett reiterates, "There's noth ing  o /h im ,"  Isabel poignantly 

replies, "T hen he can 't hurt m e" (277).

W hen com pared  to Osmond, C aspar G oodw ood does constitute a 

threat of sorts to  Isabel's goals of a beautifu l aesthetic life a n d  com plete 

independence; w hereas Osm ond is defined  by absence, G oodw ood  is very 

m uch defined  b y  his presence, a presence Isabel m ore often  th an  n o t resents. 

An indefatigable su itor, G oodw ood's persistence despite  Isabel's consistent 

rebuffs, and  h is  strong, forceful m anner a re  contrary to Isabel's desire to 

m arry "a perfect nonentity;" given tha t Isabel likes O sm ond for being 

"representative o f the  hum an race" (242), G oodw ood 's A m ericanness also 

works against h im . The very resolve a n d  directness tha t ostensibly  would 

make G oodw ood a desirable love interest repel Isabel, w ho feels m ost in 

control in  the presence of O sm ond's vacuity.

O sm ond 's  one defining characteristic is the one th a t bo th  will initially 

attract Isabel a n d  eventually suffocate her. As often as O sm ond  is identified 

by  his poverties he  is recognized for his exquisite taste and  artistic sensibil­

ities. V ariously dep icted  as "the incarnation  of taste," as "artistic  through and 

through," an d  as principally "fond of originals, of rarities, of the  superior and

IO Isabel makes this claim to rebuff the persistent suitor Goodwood, so her seriousness is
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the exquisite," he ap p ea rs  not just w illing  to  perm it Isabel her liberty , bu t also 

able to provide h er im m ersion in a n d  even  guidance th rough  the  gardens of 

life (286; 207; 253). It is precisely O sm o n d 's  existence as "no th ing" except the 

em bodim ent of aesthetic discrim ination a n d  appreciation that b o th  neces­

sitates his collection of Isabel and  facilitates h e r ensnarem ent. H e envisions 

her as the star piece o f h is artistic collection, som eone to reflect w ell upon 

him, m aking h im  m ore  beautiful; Isabel, touched  by the "contagion" of 

aesthetidsm , gravitates to O sm ond's p rom ise  of a  golden life resem bling  "a 

long sum m er afternoon" gilded by a "go lden  haze" and "Italian colouring" 

(291). Freedm an does characterize aes th e tid sm  as a pervasive, contam inating  

influence: "in  this novel aesthetidsm  is understood  as being an  

endemic—indeed epidem ic—contagion, u ltim ately  infecting even the  author 

himself" (153). F reedm an 's further conten tion  th a t James u ltim ately  repud i­

ates this O sm ondian  p lague is a po in t I  w ill re tu rn  to later.

According to  Freedm an, O sm ond 's  appeal to Isabel is p a rtly  because 

"she shares a good m an y  of the m ore problem atic  qualities of O sm ond 's  

aesthetidsm , albeit in  a m ore benign shape, and  it is precisely these  qualities 

that cause her to fall u n d e r his control" (155). As he also notes, Jam es invokes 

language from  P ater's  The Renaissance, dep icting  his heroine as possessing a 

"delicate... flame like sp irit"  and a "qu ickened  consdousness" (155). I w ould  

further posit tha t Isabel displays m any  of the  intrinsic qualities of P a ter's  

ideal aesthete. In the  "Preface" to The Renaissance. Pater d a im s, " it is not

questionable, but her language is significant nonetheless.
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that the critic should  possess a  correct abstract defin ition  of beauty for the 

intellect, b u t a certain k in d  of tem peram ent, the p o w e r of being deeply 

m oved by  the presence o f beautiful objects" (546-547). This kind of d ispo ­

sition is now here m ore ev iden t than in Isabel's response  to St. Peter's:

I m ay no t a ttem p t to  report in fullness ou r y oung  w om an's 
response to the  deep  appeal of Rome, to analyse  her feelings as 
she trod  the pavem en t of the Forum , or to  n u m b er her 
pulsations as she crossed the threshold of Sain t P e te r 's .... These 
things strongly  m oved  her, bu t m oved her all inw ard ly .... H er 
consciousness w as so m ixed that she scarcely knew  w here the 
different parts of it  w o u ld  lead her, an d  she w en t about in a 
repressed ecstasy o f contem plation, seeing often  in  things a 
great deal m ore th a n  w as there, and  yet n o t seeing  m any of the 
item s enum erated  in  h er M urray. (240)

Clearly, Isabel gauges aesthetic value not by  w h a t th e  M urray recom m ends, 

no t by w hat is conventionally  pleasurable, b u t in stead  by  her visceral 

response to and  dep th  of engagem ent w ith  each a rt object. She readily 

acknowledges her sta tus as an  unrefined, am ateur aesthete, adm itting she is 

anxious about revealing h e r "possible grossness o f perception," and  this too 

likens her to a Paterian  aesthete. According to P a te r and  to Sainte-Beauvre 

w hom  he quotes, the goal of aesthetes is to "confine them selves by these 

[perceptions], as sensitive am ateurs do" (Pater 546). As beautiful and , as 

Freedm an notes, ben ign  as Isabel's subjective, rap tu ro u s  perception is, it has 

dark  im plications as w ell. Just as "she scarcely knew  w here the different 

parts of [her m ixed consciousness] w ould lead h e r"  a t St. Peter's, she sim i­

larly w anders into O sm ond 's  m useum , w here there  too she will "[see] often 

in  things a great deal m ore  th an  [is] there."
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H aving  m arried  a  m an  for h is "nothingness" because th a t em ptiness 

presum ably m akes him  safe a n d  nonthreatening, Isabel is th en  confronted 

w ith his m oral and  spiritual poverty . She responds by  filling in  his blanks 

and gaps, a n d  im aginatively coloring his dreary grayness: " It w as 

w onderfully characteristic of h e r  that, hav ing  invented a fine theory  about 

Osm ond, she loved  h im  no t for w h a t he really possessed, b u t for his very 

poverties d ressed  ou t as honours" (288). The O sm ond Isabel m arried  is an 

"invention" of her im agination. To love someone in  spite of h is weaknesses, 

or for his idiosyncrasies can be signs of love's authenticity, b u t  Isabel loves 

Osm ond for h is "poverties," for w h a t is no t even there; m oreover, not even 

his poverties are  genuine -  they  are "dressed out as honours,"  or in other 

words, d isgu ised  as virtues. W hen, early  on, O sm ond describes his fastidious 

lifestyle to Isabel, it "w ould  have  been a  rather d ry  account o f M r. O sm ond's 

career if Isabel h ad  fully believed it; b u t her im agination supp lied  the hum an 

element w hich  she w as sure h a d  no t been w anting" (223). T his is one of 

Isabel's m ore tragic errors of perception. She is no longer m erely  embel­

lishing O sm ond 's  character, b u t supp ly ing  him  w ith  his very  hum anity, con­

vinced all the  w hile that it is n o t lacking in  the first place. O blivious, perhaps 

willfully so, to  her husband 's p ro fo u n d  deficiencies, she glosses over them  

with her com pensatory  im agination, ignoring the one tru th  th a t could save 

her -  that h e r h usband  harbors m onstrous potential. Further, in  crafting this 

image of O sm ond  in  her m ind  a n d  in  beautifying h im  for h e r ow n ends (to
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m aintain  a false sense o f safety and control), Isabel is treating  O sm ond as he 

w ill soon treat he r — as a n  aesthetic object.

Because he is un like  any person  she has ever know n, Isabel is unab le  to 

categorize her hu sb an d , an d  so in  the absence o f a  discernible personality  o r 

particu lar m oral fiber, sh e  chooses to classify h im  as a  rare and  exceptional 

"find:" "H e resem bled n o  one she had  ever seen; m ost of the people she knew  

m ight be div ided  in to  g ro u p s of half a d o zen  specim ens.... H er m ind con­

tained no  class offering a  natural place for M r. O sm ond—he w as a specim en 

apart"  (219-220). C onsequently , while Isabel found  h e r h usband 's p ictures, 

m edallions and h is tapestries "interesting," she "felt the ow ner m uch m ore 

so" (219). Freedm an no tes of these passages: "W hat Isabel fails to realize is 

that G ilbert's am biguousness is a result o f h is lim itations, not a sign of 

subtlety  or fineness of h is  character" (156). R ather th an  question how  or w h y  

her husband  resem bles no  other species o f h u m an k in d , Isabel jum ps to the  

conclusion that his difference constitutes superio rity . T hat O sm ond is even 

m ore fascinating, rare  a n d  exceptional th an  even  his a rt collection arouses 

Isabel's aesthetic sensibilities: O sm ond is h e r p o rtra it of a gentlem an.

I w ould  argue  th a t Isabel does no t exh ib it w illful blindness as m uch  as 

selective vision, d u e  in  p a r t  to  her trem endous desire  to bask in  the lum in­

osity of beautifu l th ings. W hen becom ing acquain ted  w ith  O sm ond and  h is 

m ilieu, "Isabel found  h im  interesting" because "she  liked so to think of h im " 

(232), n o t because he  necessarily  deserves such  adm iration . The narrative  

continues: "She h ad  carried  aw ay an im age from  he r visit to his hill-top
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which her sub seq u en t know ledge o f h im  d id  no th ing  to efface an d  w hich pu t 

on for her a p a rticu la r harm ony w ith  o th er supposed  and  d ivined th ings.

(232). U nconcerned  w ith  tru th  (or "know ledge"), Isabel defers to her 

im pressions a n d  o ther notions she p resu m es or conjectures; her chief priority  

is to preserve "a  particu lar harm ony," o r a t least the illusion of it. Subse­

quently, there a re  p laces Isabel chooses no t to  look, places she intu itively  

knows will sh a tte r  the  flawless b eau ty 'o f h e r collected im pressions: "she had 

a natural sh rink ing  from  raising curta ins a n d  looking into un ligh ted  com ers" 

(171). She can claim , "I don 't see ho rro rs  anyw here .... Everything seem s to 

me beautifu l a n d  precious," because she d o e sn 't see everything; she restricts 

her vision to b rig h t spots and  refuses to peer beyond  facades. Like one of 

James's o ther creations, Lambert S trether, Isabel exercises selective perception 

in order to in su la te  herself against the  un p leasan t tru ths th a t m ight offend her 

delicate sensibility. H er im pression of h e r su rround ings is in  direct contrast 

to w hat w e k n o w  of O sm ond's m ausoleum -like dw elling that "w as cold even 

in the m onth  o f M ay": "There w as som eth ing  grave and  strong  in the  place; it 

looked som ehow  as if, once you  w ere  in, you  w ou ld  need an  act of energy  to 

get ou t"  (214; 213). A s others have n o ted , O sm ond 's  house represents 

m asculine con tro l17, b u t Isabel reg re ttab ly  m istakes it for the  site of beau ty  

and freedom .

v See, for example, Sarah B. Daugherty's chapter "James and the ethics of control: aspiring 
architects and their floating creatures" in Enacting History in Henry Tames (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997).
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Freedm an posits th a t Isabel's "unw itting O sm ondian  tendency to see 

O sm ond as he sees h im self — as a  rare  and fine w ork  o f a rt -  leads to  her 

equally  unw itting O sm ondian  a ttem pt to collect O sm ond" (157). This 

unconscious quest fails, how ever, for in "seeking to collect a collector, she 

finds herself collected" (157). O sm ond has no interest in  m arrying an  artist; 

he is pursuing  a w ork  of art. M oreover, she will be the  "star of his collection" 

not for her particular beau ty  an d  value, bu t because she will absorb his ideas, 

his im agination, and  reflect them  to the w orld m ore beautifully than  he could  

himself. H er rejection of Lord W arburton m akes her a  particularly valuable 

com m odity: "[Osm ond] perceived  a new  attraction in  the  idea of tak ing  to 

him self a young lady w ho h ad  qualified herself to figure in his collection of 

choice objects by  declining so noble a hand" (253). O nce acquired, O sm ond  

undertakes to supp lan t Isabel's theories and tastes w ith  his own, openly  

stating  that she has "too m any  ideas" that "m ust be sacrificed," and  tha t he 

w ishes her to "m ake a new  collection" of intim ates, g iven that hers are 

insufficiently sophisticated. This process of refinem ent is first a source of 

entertainm ent for O sm ond; he im agines that her intelligence w ould be "a 

silver p late... that he m ight heap  u p  w ith ripe fruits, to which it w ou ld  give 

decorative value, so that ta lk  m ight become for h im  a so rt of saved dessert"  

(290). Once O sm ond im proves, or m ore accurately, replaces Isabel's 

im agination w ith h is ow n, conversation w ith her w ill be like conversation 

w ith  himself, save that she w ill articulate his philosophies more p rettily  than  

he.
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The renovated  Isabel will no t just be  an  object for O sm o n d 's  private 

enjoym ent, b u t  for public  consum ption as well. Just as a rt reflects its 

collector's tastes an d  sensibility, so w ill Isabel reflect O sm ond 's, and  in  doing 

so she will fulfill the  "dream  of his y ou th "  that he "have som eth ing  or other 

to show  for h is 'p a rts '" : "His 's ty le ' w as w h a t the girl had  d iscovered  with a 

little help; and  now , beside herself enjoying it, she shou ld  pub lish  it to the 

w orld w ithou t h is hav ing  any of the trouble. She w ou ld  do  the  th ing  for him, 

and  he w ould  n o t have w aited in  vain" (254-255). Like L am bert Strether, who 

appropriates C h ad 's  you th  having not the  energy o r courage to  live for him ­

self, O sm ond w ill u se  Isabel to earn  the w o rld 's  respect a n d  a tten tion , having 

no t the ability to  earn  it himself. As R alph later notes, the "free, keen  girl had 

become quite  ano ther person," a person w hose very self has been  shelved in 

some dusty  com er of her psyche; "she represented  G ilbert O sm o n d " (324).

Isabel even com es to  physically and  em otionally resem ble a  p o rtra it moreso 

than  a living, b rea th ing  woman: "she w ore a m ask [that] com pletely  covered 

her face. There w as som ething fixed an d  m echanical in  the  seren ity  painted 

on  it; this w as n o t an  expression, Ralph sa id  — it w as a rep resen ta tion , it was 

even an advertisem ent" (323).

O sm ond has a lready  similarly transform ed life into a r t  w ith  the person 

of M adam e M erle, the w om an w ho comes to represent Isabel's fate should 

Isabel not free herself from  O sm ond's aesthetic grasp. Just as looking into 

Isabel's face is like gazing  at a m ask, w atch ing  the ap tly  n am ed  Serena move 

w as like " ra th e r aw fully , seeing a pa in ted  picture m ove" (449). In draw ing
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Serena M erle, James even  invokes the language P a te r uses in  h is  fam ous 

analysis of the M ona Lisa. Pater likens d a  V inci's m asterpiece to  a "vam pire" 

as well as a beauty touched  b y  sufferings of centuries past (550). Sim ilarly, 

Serena adm its that she is "o ld  and  faded," and  w h e n  com paring  herself to a 

piece of pottery, she describes her ideal env ironm en t as a vam p ire  m igh t 

describe a coffin: "I try  to  rem ain  in the cupboard— the quiet, d u sk y  cup ­

board . .. as m uch as I can. But w hen I've com e o u t and  into a s tro n g  

light—then m y dear, I 'm  a  horror!" (168; 166). P a ter goes on  to  im agine the 

M ona Lisa as a beauty  "in to  w hich the soul w ith  all its m aladies has passed! 

All the thoughts and experience of the w orlds have  etched a n d  m o u lded  

th e re ..."  (550). Serena sim ilarly  claims a rela tionship  to an tiq u ity  an d  an  

acquaintance w ith historical suffering: "I speak  as if I were a  h u n d re d  years 

old, you say? Well, I am , if you  please; I w as b o m  before the French  

Revolution. Ah, my dear, je viens de loin; I belong to the old, o ld  w o rld "  (168). 

Yet for all of her vam piric, o therw orldly  qualities, Serena M erle, like the 

M ona Lisa, possesses a beau tifu l and  m ystic sem blance, and  a m ysteriously  

a lluring  quality:

The o ther rooms m eanw hile  had  becom e conscious of th e  arriva l of 
M adam e Merle, w ho , w herever she w ent, p roduced  a n  im pression  
w hen  she entered. H o w  she d id  it the m ost attentive spec ta to r could  
not have told you, for she neither spoke loud , nor lau g h ed  profusely , 
nor m oved rapid ly , n o r dressed w ith  sp lendour, nor a p p ea le d  in  any 
appreciable m anner to  the audience. Large, fair, sm iling, serene, there  
w as som ething in  h e r very  tranquility  th a t diffused itself, a n d  w hen  
people looked ro u n d  it w as because of a su d d e n  quiet. (307)
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Such is the  paradox  of O sm ond 's "artistry": he produces exquisite but soul­

less m asterpieces; he succeeds as a n  a rtis t and  fails as a h u m an  being; or as 

Ralph p u ts  it, h is "m otive w as as v u lg a r as the a rt w as g reat" (324).

Jonathan  Freedm an persuasively  argues tha t u ltim ately  Isabel 

experiences a  recuperative form  of aesthe tid sm  that enables her to transcend 

the trapp ings O sm ond has constructed  around  her. This occurs on two 

occasions, d u rin g  her m idnight reverie  in  C hapter 42 an d  her ride  on the 

Cam pagna:

As her aestheticizing v ision  m oves beyond the reifying 
aesth e tid sm  so thoroughly  im plicated  in O sm ondism , it 
progresses to a h igher fo rm  o f aesthetidsm  -  if 'aesthetic ' is 
understood  as inform ed b y  the  original sense of aesthesis, as a 
he ightening  or perfection o f the  act of perception (162-163).

Freedm an likens James to Pater in  th a t b o th  privilege occasions w hen  "a 

quickened, m ultip lied  consciousness" pow erfully em erges: "P ater's  aesthete 

and Jam es's heroine both achieve a perfect m om ent o f in tense vision which, 

for their au thors, is the h ighest — p e rh a p s  the only -  consum m ation  possible 

in a w orld  shadow ed  over by  d ea th  a n d  hum an failure" (163). Freedm an 

argues tha t "Jam es is like O sm ond in  enm eshing Isabel in a p lo t whose goal is 

to aesthetidze her,"  b u t by u ltim ately  spoiling O sm ond 's a ttem p t to trans­

form  Isabel into a petrified p o rtra it of a  lady, James acts as a non-O sm ondian 

author and  opens up  the p lo t, refusing  comic or tragic d o su re  (165). That he 

enables "Isabel to step beyond the narra tive  frame w ith in  w hich  she is 

endosed , to m ove out of the 'P o rtra it of a  Lady'" is Jam es's "m ost deeply 

treasured, and  m ost a rduously  w on , triu m p h " (165-166).
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I am  thoroughly  convinced by F reedm an 's argum ent, and  com pelled 

to  exam ine questions Freedm an does no t add ress, specifically: W hat begets 

Isabel's aesthesis, and  w ha t are the particu lar ram ifications for no t only  

Isabel, b u t for the o ther w om en in  O sm ond 's collection? In answ er to the 

form er, I w ould suggest th a t R alph's death  an d  his deep love for her are  the 

principle stim ulants in  Isabel's aesthetic transform ation; in response to the 

latter question, I con tend  th a t Isabel's new  form  of aesthetidsm  incorporates 

bo th  profound em pathy  a n d  p rofound suffering, a nd  that Isabel recuperates 

no t only herself, b u t to  vary ing  degrees P ansy  an d  M adam e M erle as well. 

Finally, while Freedm an concentrates on  Jam es's " trium ph" and  authorial 

repud ia tion  of O sm ond 's aesthetic philosophy, m y focus is how  and  w hy  

Isabel revises the aesthetic ideals w ith w hich  she begins the novel — ideals 

th a t for m uch of the  narra tive  necessitate her unfeeling blindness and  m ake 

possible O sm ond's en trapm en t of her.

As I argued earlier, Isabel is com plid t in  her aesthetidzation  in tha t she 

chooses to im aginatively su p p ly  her husband  w ith  grace and w it he does not 

possess, and  she ignores the darker p arts  of his soul just as she ignores the 

darker com ers of the house. But in the darkness is w here the tru th  resides, 

an d  so it is appropria te  th a t it is th roughout the  night, in the lightlessness and 

coldness of her cham bers th a t Isabel confronts the  fact that her life is no t an 

"infinite vista," b u t instead  "a  dark, narrow  alley w ith  a dead w all a t the  end" 

(349). H er m uch d iscussed  "d ark  night of the  soul" in  Chapter 42 follows 

O sm ond 's request th a t she abuse her influence over her former suitor, Lord
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W arburton, and  convince h im  to m arry Pansy; O sm ond  "[sets] a great price 

on [his] daugh ter,"  a  p rice  th a t W arburton and  no t R osier, the  m an Pansy 

loves, can afford. In  contem pla ting  how  to respond  to  O sm ond 's odious 

request, she is forced to confron t the fact tha t no t only  is h e r husband  willing 

to sell his d augh te r to  the  h ighest b idder, b u t th a t he expects her com plicity in 

the exchange. S udden ly  a  h u m an  life hangs in  the balance, a  fact Isabel 

cannot d isregard  o r a p p ly  a p re tty  gloss to.

In C hapter 42 Jam es replaces the im ages of b lindness (or selective 

vision) an d  naivete p rev io u sly  associated w ith  Isabel w ith  im ages of 

revelation an d  clear-sightedness. Isabel is devasta ted  b y  the  the grow ing 

aw areness th a t for years she has been duped: "she h a d  been  im m ensely 

under [his] charm ," an d  " th e  suprem e conviction" th a t "h e  w as better than  

anyone else... had  filled her life for m onths" (350-351). W hile O sm ond's 

m alevolent in ten t w as m asked  by  his g ilded surface -  "h is egotism  lay h idden  

like a serpent in  a b an k  o f flow ers" -  Isabel acknow ledges her responsibility 

in w hat she now  sees as h e r  en trapm ent (353). She h a d  g lided  th rough  life on 

its m ost superficial p lane , "she h ad  im agined a w orld  o f th ings that had  no 

substance," refusing even  to  hear the tru th  w hen  it w as p lain ly  articulated:

"He said  to her one d ay  th a t she had  too m any ideas a n d  th a t she m ust get rid  

of them . H e h ad  to ld  h e r th a t already, before their m arriage; bu t then  she h ad  

not noticed it; it h ad  com e back to her only afterw ards" (350; 352). N ow  able 

to see the w hole of h e r  h u sb an d  (before "she h ad  seen  o n ly  half his nature"), 

she no longer labors u n d e r  the  illusion that her m arriage  is a union or
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partnership: ra th e r, "a  gu lf had  opened betw een  them  ov er w h ich  they 

looked a t each o th e r  w ith  eyes that w ere  on  e ither side of a declaration  of 

deception su ffered" (349). Both parties keenly  feel tha t th e  o ther p a rty  has 

violated an  im plicit contract: Gilbert feels be trayed  because Isabel suddenly  

refuses to be a m alleable  representation of him self; Isabel feels deceived 

because G ilbert reveals him self to be the  very  antithesis of the  beautifu l 

aesthete she im ag ined . Indeed, "there w as m ore in the b o n d  th an  she had 

m eant to p u t h e r  nam e to ;" she h a d n 't know n  th a t in m arry in g  O sm ond she 

w as w agering h e r  soul.

Sim ply ach iev ing  th is level of intense a n d  heigh tened  aw areness 

brings Isabel in  d irec t confrontation w ith  the  tru th , bu t the  tru th  alone will 

no t save her. In  fact, a t tim es "she envied R alph his d y in g ... the idea was as 

sw eet as the v ision  o f a cool bath in  a  m arble tank" (457). Isabel equivocates 

betw een hope a n d  despair, possibility an d  grief w ell after h e r m idn igh t 

epiphany an d  it is R alph  w ho eventually insp ires Isabel's com m itm en t to new  

life. This claim  is qu ite  contrary to F reedm an 's read ing  of R alph. A rguing 

that Ralph is con tam inated  by  O sm ond's aesthetic contagion, F reedm an 

maintains: "D esp ite  h is ow n  desire to do otherw ise, R alph is forced by  the 

very nature  of h is percep tion  to reify and  then  aesthe tidze  Isabel, to treat her 

w ith  the detached  b u t appreciative vision of th e  d iscern ing  connoisseur"

(154). R alph ad m its  th a t he  does "content [himself] w ith  w atch ing  [Isabel] -  

w ith  deepest in te res t,"  b u t  his literal an d  em otional investm en t in  Isabel, 

along w ith  the love  a n d  encouragem ent he offers her, p rev en t h im  from  being
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the distant, self-interested aesthete that O sm ond  is. For Isabel, Ralph is "a 

lam p in the darkness" w hereas O sm ond "alm ost m alignantly ... p u t out the 

lights one by  one" (349). O sm ond him self fu rthers this m etaphor, 

announcing to Isabel: "W e're  as united, you  know , as the candlestick and the 

snuffers" (413). O sm ond seeks to extinguish the  "flame-like" Isabel while 

Ralph, on the contrary, w ishes to "p u t w in d  in  her sails" (159). Furtherm ore, 

Freedm an posits th a t O sm ondian aestheticism  entails an inviolable distinc­

tion betw een the  self (the aesthete) and  the  o ther (the object, the observed). 

This boundary  betw een R alph and Isabel is significantly blurred. Ralph has 

"been everything" to Isabel, and  her v ibrancy enhances his otherw ise sickly 

existence; even in  death , as I shall argue, their lives are inextricably inter­

tw ined as Isabel's and  O sm ond 's never have  and  never can be. Isabel's new  

aestheticism  entails the  connection betw een self and  other, which is a radical 

departure from  O sm ond 's and  from the aestheticism  w ith  which she begins 

the novei.

As I sta ted  before, Isabel acquires a p ro found  understanding  of w hat 

her life has become, b u t until her last visit w ith  Ralph, she lacks a reason to 

live, a sense of purpose. W e already know  th a t Ralph distinguishes himself 

by  being the one person  w ho "m ade her feel the good of the w orld; he m ade 

her feel w hat m ight have been," and at no p o in t in her life is she in need of 

this gift of hope m ore th an  w hen she re tu rns to  England in direct defiance of 

her husband. The follow ing exchange takes place betw een H enrietta
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Stackpole and  Isabel and  concerns Isabel's prom ise to P ansy  that she w ill 

come back  after seeing h e r dy ing  cousin.

"W ell," said M iss Stackpole a t last. "I've only one criticism  to m ake. I
d o n 't  see w hy you  prom ised  little Miss O sm ond to  go back."
" I 'm  not sure I m yself see now ," Isabel replied. "But I d id  then ."
"If you 've forgotten  you r reason perhaps you  w o n 't re tu rn ."
Isabel w aited a m om ent. "Perhaps I shall find ano ther."  (461)

A lthough m any readers a ttribu te  Isabel's re tu rn  to O sm ond solely to  her 

pledge to  Pansy, that in  a n d  of itself is not enough. It is ju st this "o th er 

reason" Isabel needs tha t R alph supplies, for it is Ralph w ho  recalls Isabel to 

life a n d  convinces her of th e  possibility of love.

Facing his ow n m ortality , R alph is convinced his on ly  p u rpose  is to 

confer th e  w ondrousness of life to others, and  to m ake those he leaves beh ind  

fully aw are  of their v itality  and  place in the w orld . H e tells Isabel: "T here 's 

no th ing  m akes us feel so m uch  alive as to see others die. T hat's the sensation  

of life — the sense tha t w e rem ain. I've had  it -  even I. But now  I 'm  o f no use 

bu t to give it to o thers" (469). This is a  critical lesson for Isabel to absorb , 

particu larly  since only h o u rs  before seeing Ralph she w as intoxicated by  the 

luxurious escape death  seem ingly  offers. Ralph does no t suggest th a t life in  

and of itself is better than  death , b u t that "life is better; for in  life th e re 's  love" 

(470). W hat m ay seem  a tid y  tru ism  to others is a revelation to Isabel, w ho 

from h e r early years as a n  o rphan  to her rather d isappo in ting  courting  years 

to her loveless, bloodless m arriage has never felt th a t ab id ing  love is a reality 

for her. Ralph d oesn 't ju st p rom ise her that love is an abstract possibility  in 

life, he  persuades her th a t she is lovable, because he loves her: "A nd
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rem em ber th is ... that if y o u 'v e  been  hated  you 've also been  loved. Ah but,

Isabel -  adoredl" (471). To h is d y in g  w ords she cries, "O h  m y  brother!" "w ith  

a m ovem ent of still deeper p ro stra tio n "  (471). A rticulating the  im m utable 

bond she an d  Ralph share, Isabel bow s in  acceptance of the  d iv ine  know ledge 

her cousin has im parted. Ju s t as Isabel declares, Ralph has been  her 

"everything" — he has been  th e  one o ther soul that calls hers to love.

The scene is m ore th a n  ju s t a dy ing  m an's m aud lin  final w ords, w ords 

that will pass aw ay as finally  a n d  com pletely as he does. W hen  Isabel ex­

presses u tte r angst a t losing R alph , an d  is sure she canno t go on  w ithou t him , 

Ralph prom ises to rem ain a n  indelib le  p a rt of Isabel's life: "You w o n 't lose 

me -  you 'll keep me. Keep m e in  yo u r heart; I shall be  n eare r to you  than I've 

ever been" (469-470). H e goes on  to prom ise her tha t a lth o u g h  she "feels very  

old," he know s that "[she'll] g ro w  very  young again" (471). R alph  confers on 

Isabel no t ju s t the w isdom  o f a m an  facing death, b u t also the  you th , the love, 

and the possibilities that h is w eak  physical condition never perm itted  h im  to 

enjoy. A fter Ralph's death , h is spectral self appears to Isabel, "sum m oning" 

her to the responsibility of th e  legacy of life and love he has p assed  on to her:

.. .she started from  h e r p illow  as abruptly  as if she h ad  received 
a sum m ons. It seem ed to  h e r for an  instant tha t he  w as 
stand ing  there—a vague, hovering  figure in  the  v agueness of 
the room . She s ta rted  a  m om ent; she saw  his w h ite  face— his 
k ind  ey es.... She was not afraid; she was only sure (472; italics 
m ine).

Accustom ed to shrinking from  th e  "dark  com ers" of he r im ag ined  gilded life, 

and then  from  the bleakness o f h e r  fully  realized life, Isabel n o w  confronts 

her fu ture w ith  unpreceden ted  determ ination.
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Isabel's n ew  aesthetic perception , w hich gradually unfolds after 

Chapter 42 an d  is fully realized u p o n  R alph 's death , relies on  no t just the 

possibility of love, b u t also the necessary hum an  experiences of em pathy  and 

suffering. (O sm ond 's aesthetic perspective excludes love, em pathy  and  

suffering since all dem and  a relationship  betw een the self and  other.) Early in 

the novel, Isabel declares th a t the "cup  of experience" is a "poisoned drink," 

and  that she only  "w ant[s] to see for [herself]," to which Ralph rightly  retorts, 

"You w ant to see, b u t no t to feel" (132). Isabel w ishes to traverse th rough  the 

w orld of experience w hile re ta in ing  her innocence and  avoiding contam i­

nation, or "poisoning"; therefore, "she had  a  natural shrinking from  raising 

curtains and  looking  into un ligh ted  com ers" (171). In her m ind, "the love of 

know ledge" paradoxically  coexisted w ith  "the  finest capacity for ignorance"

(171). Of course it is the clinging to ignorance that im prisons Isabel, and  only 

knowledge and  its consequences — w hich  are no t only lucidity b u t suffering -  

will release her.

The follow ing is the  descrip tion  of Isabel's solitary afternoon drive

through the R om an ruins.

... in  a  w o rld  of ruins the  ru in  of her happiness seem ed a less 
unnatu ra l catastrophe. She rested  her w eariness upon  th ings that had 
crum bled for centuries and  yet still w ere upright; she d ro p p ed  her 
secret sadness into the silence o f lonely places, where its very  m odem  
quality de tached  itself an d  g rew  objective, so that as she sat in a sun- 
w arm ed angle  on  a w in ter 's  day , or stood in a  m ouldy church  to which 
no one cam e, she could a lm ost sm ile a t it and  think of its sm allness.
Small it w as, in  the  large R om an record, and  her haun ting  sense of the 
continuity  o f the  h um an  lot easily carried her from the less to the 
greater. She h ad  becom e deeply, tenderly  acquainted w ith  Rome; it 
in terfused an d  m oderated  h e r passion. But she had  g row n to th ink  of 
it chiefly as the  place w here  people  suffered. (423)
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Isabel not only subm its herself to suffering, she also infuses her new  aesthetic 

sensibility w ith  the apprecia tion  and acceptance of suffering. Rather than  

view the scene w ith  th e  detached, cold apprecia tion  o f an  O sm ondian 

aesthete, Isabel im bues the  landscape w ith  h u m an  em otion, so that the scene 

reflects her ow n sadness and  lonesomeness. It is an  act of catharsis: she 

"rested her w eariness u p o n  things that had  crum bled  for centuries" and  

"dropped  her secret sadness into the silence o f  lonely places;" at tim es her 

relief is so soothing th a t "she could alm ost sm ile." W hereas O sm ond's 

aesthetic vision is based  on  the  aloof appreciation  o f ou tw ard  beauty, Isabel's 

is symbiotic: "tenderly  acquain ted  w ith R om e," she invests her passion in  the 

landscape w here it is tem pered . M oreover, th is sym pathetic com m union 

makes Isabel feel her p lace in  the world and  in  history: her sense of m em ber­

ship in the hum an  race "easily  carried her from  the  less" (the inhum an, 

secluded society) "to the  greater" (the larger h u m an  comm unity).

Isabel's deeply  em pathetic  aesthetic allow s her to hum anize even the 

hideously p icturesque M adam e Merle. W hile still acknow ledging that seeing 

Serena in the flesh w as "like suddenly, and  ra th e r aw fully, seeing a pain ted  

picture m ove," she also sees her as another h u m an  victim  of O sm ond 's h and i­

work, and  for this Isabel pities her (449). "Poor, poor M adam e M erle," Isabel 

lam ents on m ore than  o ne  occasion, acknow ledging the sym pathetic qualities 

of the w om an w ho once sough t to sabotage h e r freedom  and happiness (425;

444). Isabel also respects Serena as a m other, u rg in g  Pansy, "You m ust never 

say that -  that you d o n 't  like M adam e M erle"; O sm ond  disregards Serena's
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heart, b u t for h e r ow n  daugh te r to  do  the sam e w o u ld  w reak  im m easurable 

devastation o n  th e  already em otionally  depleted w om an .

A lthough  M adam e M erle does enable O sm o n d 's  collection of Isabel, 

and tha t is no  sm all point, Jam es allow s her a  special d ign ity  that he denies 

him. This d ig n ity  principally  arises from  the fact th a t  Serena is only a som e­

time lovely, som etim e frightening  shadow  of her fo rm er self; like Isabel, she 

has been objectified by  O sm ond; un like  Isabel, she h as suffered  the dessica- 

tion of he r soul. In  his book on  Pater, W olfgang Iser m ain tains that for Pater 

and Paterian  aesthetes, expression arises from  the d e p th s  of the  soul before 

finding external articulation (50). I contend tha t O sm o n d  is a horrifying 

subversion of th is standard  in  th a t he  is concerned o n ly  w ith  facade, he 

apparently  lacks a  soul, and  appears able to cause th is  vo id  in  others as well.

This is the p o w er tha t facilitates his collection of peop le . M adam e Merle 

articulates the ir m u tua l responsibility  in  Isabel's n e a r tragedy: "It was 

precisely m y dev iltry  that s tupefied  her. I cou ldn 't h e lp  it; I w as full of 

som ething bad . Perhaps it w as som ething  good; I d o n 't  know . You've not 

only d ried  u p  m y  tears, y ou 've  d ried  u p  m y soul!" (427).18 Like her soul,

Serena's conscience is sim ilarly im paired: she a t first ho ld s herself 

accountable for Isabel's stupefication, then  im m ediate ly  recants, "I couldn 't 

help it;" she "w as full of som eth ing  bad ," or p e rh ap s som eth ing  good; w hen 

it comes to the  d iscernm ent of r ig h t and  w rong, good  an d  evil, Serena sim ply 

"doesn 't know ." O sm ond denies responsibility for e ith e r w om an 's  condition,
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to w hich Serena rep lies w ith  one tru th  o f w h ich  she is sure: "I believe [the 

soul] can be perfectly  destroyed. T hat's w h a t h as happened  to  m ine, w hich 

w as a very  good one  to  start w ith; a n d  it 's  you  I have to thank  for it. You're 

very b ad "  (427). W ith in  the context of th e  novel, w here even the m ost 

"beastly p u re  m in d s"  and  once "very  goo d  sou ls" are subject to co rrup tion  

and  "stupefication," Serena's "deviltry" is h a rd ly  on p ar w ith  O sm ond 's, 

w hich is b u t one of th e  reasons her red em p tio n  is a t least possible.

Frequently  w e  m ust read Isabel in  te rm s of her relationship  to Serena, 

and  vice versa: Isabel retains while Serena loses her ability to w eep; Isabel 

avoids the  very fate Serena suffers; bo th  a re  "m others" to Pansy. It is 

possible, then, Isabel's victory over O sm ond  can  be a redem ptive 

achievem ent for the  tw o  w om en w hose iden tities  are so in tertw ined . Serena 

is to rtu red  by her partic ipation  in  O sm o n d 's  p lo t to snare Isabel, h a u n te d  by 

her lost goodness a n d  vibrance, and  d eep ly  concerned about the  w elfare and 

happiness of her dau g h te r, over w hom  she  exerts no influence an d  w ith  

w hom  she has a th o rn y  relationship. Isabel's em otional and  sp iritua l 

extrication from  O sm ond 's  control, and  th e  prom ise that she w ill save Pansy 

from  his toxic influence, means that the tw o  w om en  w hose fates w eigh  m ost 

o n  Serena's heart a n d  conscience w ill n o t in d eed  be sacrificed. T aking  into 

account all of this, includ ing  the tragic g ran d e u r w ith  w hich Jam es endow s 

Serena as well as h e r dubious accountability  g iven  the victim ized an d  

d issipated  state of h e r  soul, Isabel's (and P ansy 's) redem ptions help  to

18 In contrast to Madame Merle, Isabel critically retains her ability to weep, most significantly
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redeem  M adam e M erle for som e of her sins. I do  no t suggest th a t a t the  end 

of the  novel she is absolved of her crimes, b u t Jam es carefully d istinguishes 

betw een these one-tim e conspirators.

W ithin O sm ond 's realm  of influence, the  fem inine is con tinuously  in 

jeopardy, w hether she be  O sm ond 's lover, w ife, daughter. Even the  C ountess 

G em ini seems som ew hat affected by  her b ro ther's  attem pts to ap p ro p ria te  the 

fem ale psyche and  soul: she "seem ed to her to  have  no soul" b u t ra ther 

resem bled an em pty, "brigh t, rare shell, w ith  a polished surface;" h e r heart is 

likened to small pieces o f frosted w edd ing  cake th a t she had sim ply  given 

aw ay (368-369). From  w here  this m oral vacuity  comes is am biguous, as is 

w hether or no t Isabel's re tu rn  to Italy as an  independen t subject w ill have any 

good effect on the C ountess; Isabel m ay em path ize  w ith her pathetically  

unprincip led  sister-in-law , and  represent ano ther w ay  of living, b u t the 

C ountess is m ore than  likely contentedly en trenched  in her decaden t lifestyle. 

W hat is certain, how ever, is Isabel's capacity an d  com m itm ent to rescue 

Pansy in a m ore literal an d  unm istakable w ay  than  she aids in  Serena 's 

redem ption. Pansy has w idely  been no ted  as the  reason for Isabel's re tu rn  to 

O sm ond, bu t sim ply re tu rn ing  to her m arriage assures Pansy of no th ing .

M ore crucial is w ho Isabel returns as -  she is un iquely  capable of and  

determ ined  to save Pansy from  the fate she herself suffered an d  em erged  

from  as a m ore deeply  feeling, more com passionate, woman.

at Ralph's bedside, which is indicative of the retention or rehabilitation of her soul..
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O sm ond refers to his d au g h te r as his p rized  possession, literally: she is 

his "little convent flower," his "sheet of blank p ap e r,"  the "D resden-china 

shepherdess" th a t constituted h is "consum m ate p iece" (216; 233; 296). W hen 

under the spell of O sm ond 's "contagion," even Isabel participates in and  

approves of Pansy 's objectification and  aesthetic cultivation: she categorizes 

Pansy w ith  the  rest of O sm ond 's esteem ed belongings, saying  that she is 

visiting him  to "see his view , h is pictures, his d au g h te r" ; later she "hoped 

that so fair an d  sm ooth a page w o u ld  be covered w ith  an  edifying text" (211; 

233). It is only after she em braces he r m ore h u m an ita rian  aesthetic that she 

realizes "how  far her hu sb an d 's  desire to be effective w as capable of 

going—to the po in t of p lay ing  theoretic tricks o n  the delicate organism  of his 

daughter" (435). The convent is for Pansy w h a t the  "cage" w as for Isabel — 

the controlled environm ent w here  O sm ond can best m anipulate  his 

"organism s." O nly Isabel ow ns the  insight necessary  to realize that this 

ostensibly benevolent, sacred se tting  (full of "good  w om en," "clean and  

cheerful" room s and a "w ell-used garden" w ith  "su n  for w in ter and  shade for 

spring") is for Pansy no m ore th an  "a well appo in ted  prison" (448). Even 

Pansy seem s to recognize Isabel as he r only ho p e  for freedom  — of body  and  

spirit — w hich is w hy she rejects the  ineffectual M adam e M erle and im plores 

Isabel to save her. "Ah, M rs. O sm ond, you w o n 't  leave m e!" Pansy agonizes, 

confessing th a t w hen Isabel is far aw ay, she is "a  little afra id" of her papa  and  

M adam e M erle. Isabel p rom ises Pansy, "I w o n 't  desert you ,"  and "Yes—I'll 

come back," an d  the "very stra igh t pa th"  she em barks on  a t the  novel's end  is
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to save her exceedingly vulnerable s tep d au g h te r from  the fate on ly  sh e  can 

foresee and prevent.

Isabel's final scene — that in w hich  she rejects C aspar G o o d w o o d 's  

im passioned proposal — is frequently in te rp re ted  as evidence of h e r  sexual 

frigidity and fear. C arren  Kaston, for exam ple, argues that he r refu sa l of 

C aspar is m erely "p roo f o f her sexual unresponsiveness" tha t stem s from  the 

feeling of pow erlessness w om en experience w hen  placed in such  charac t­

eristic sexual scenarios (53-54). Few w o u ld  disagree that C aspar is the 

em bodim ent of m asculine sexual v irility , b u t  Isabel's rejection o f h im  has less 

to do w ith her shrink ing  from  sensuality  a n d  m ore to do w ith  h e r  sh irk ing  

from  the possibility of repossession. C aspar exhorts her, "A h be m in e ...!" 

an d  his kiss is described  explicitly as "an  act of possession" (481; 482). 

H aving just w rested  herself from O sm ond 's  m ental chains, ho w  can  she  now  

relinquish herself to C aspar? To do so w o u ld  m ean giving u p  h e r  rega ined  

sense of self-possession an d  the recupera ted  aestheticism  that req u ires  she 

re tu rn  to Pansy, to responsibility, an d  to  reality . Elizabeth A llen p o sits  tha t 

Isabel's retention of self is u ltim ately d ep en d en t on  this rejection o f C aspar, 

tha t "surrender to the physical w orld  w o u ld  be a  denial o f consciousness, of 

all she has learned ... o f the  relation of appearances to reality," th a t  as 

tem pting as subm ission to  h im  m ight be, " it w ou ld  be blacking o u t th e  vision 

she has so lately w on" (96-97). We shou ld  also rem em ber an o th e r s im p le  bu t 

pivotal detail: Isabel does no t love C aspar. She is a t tim es m ild ly  fascinated
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by h im  and  taken  w ith  his physical grandness, bu t she  never exhibits any 

deep in terest in , let alone love for, h e r unrelenting su ito r.

In  W om en and  British A estheticism . M argaret D. Stetz discusses a new  

populace of w om en  aesthetes w h o  em erged at the en d  of the 19th-century and, 

unlike aestheticism 's enemies, w ere  o u t no t to abolish b u t ra ther revise the 

theory of a rt for a rt 's  sake to  m ake it m ore open to an d  safe for female partic­

ipants:

C hief am ong  their concerns w as the objectification of wom en in  the act 
o f "appreciation," a form  o f m asculine connoisseurship  dependent 
u p o n  silen t and  passive fem ale spectacles. T heir goal w as to rescue the 
w orsh ip  of beauty, so p ro m in en t in  aesthetic doctrine, from its 
association w ith  the explo itation  of w om en as no th ing  m ore than  
beautifu l "occasions" for m asculine discovery, theorizing, and  reverie.
(31)

In The P ortra it of a Lady. Isabel A rcher is such an advocate  for the passive 

female spectacles on  which O sm ond 's  reifying aestheticism  depends. Like the 

N ew  W om en aesthetes, Isabel seeks no t only to rescue w om en  from their 

dem eaning roles as beautiful b u t u tte rly  subm issive tableaux vivantes, b u t to 

conceive of a new  brand  of aestheticism  rooted in active, loving sym pathy 

rather th an  cold, dehum anizing  detachm ent. In contrast to  O sm ond 's lifeless, 

soulless aesthetic practices, Isabel's aestheticism  renew s her soul and restores 

her independen t subjectivity; because she is so inextricably involved in the 

lives of bo th  Pansy  and  M adam e M erle, her trium ph  is n o t just her ow n bu t 

theirs as well. The nature  of Isabel's new  aestheticism  is far m ore inter- 

subjective and  em pathetic than  aestheticism 's m ore com m on form  (which 

Isabel initially believes in) an d  O sm ond 's  m ore lethal form . James said of the
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end ing  o f his novel, "The ivhole of anyth ing  is never told," an d  surely  no  one 

can p u rp o rt to determ ine definitively IsabeTs fate. W hat is certain  is tha t the 

concluding pages of The Portra it of a  L ady contain  a heroine liberated from  

her fram ew ork, and  affirm  her redem ptive an d  heightened pa ttern  of 

aestheticism.

In  this novel, suffering, and  the often painfu l perception of tru th , are 

the condu it to love an d  com passion: w hile trap p e d  in  "the house of 

num bness, the house of suffocation," Isabel closes herself off from  pain  and  

from  reality, and in  do ing  so closes herself off from  the full range of h um an  

em otion; until she suffers she cannot love; un til she seeks tru th  in  d a rk  and  

frightening com ers she cannot recognize m ore hearten ing  tru ths, like R alph's 

love for her and  her ow n  pow er of loving and  sym pathy. In the next chapter 

we w ill see that in  the novels of George Eliot, suffering is sim ilarly valuable 

for its transform ative pow er and  for its indelible presence in the hum an  heart 

as the roots of sym pathy.
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CH A PTER V

"FEELING'S A  SORT O ' KNOW LEDGE:" UNCONVENTIONAL LOVE AND 
ITS TRANSFORMATIVE CAPACITY IN  THE 

NOVELS O F GEORGE ELIOT

In M iddlem arch . D orothea Brooke inquires of Ladislaw , "W hat is your 

religion? I m ean  — n o t w hat you  k n o w  abou t religion, bu t the belief th a t helps 

you m ost?" (392). It is an especially p o ig n an t question g iven the  crisis of faith 

George Eliot a n d  m any  of her fellow  V ictorians w ere experiencing a ro u n d  the 

time of the  n ovel's  publication. In the  ru sh  to fill em pty altars, E liot conse­

crated hum an  connection and  sym pathy . Q uite sim ply, love's p o w e r is one 

of the beliefs th a t seem s to have h e lp ed  Eliot most. W hile she h as often  been 

term ed a hum an ist, Eliot has less frequen tly  been recognized for h e r trea t­

m ent and advocacy o f love's va luab le  unorthodox  forms and  love 's  insp ira­

tional, life-altering capacity. In the  th ree  novels I discuss here, E liot n o t only 

explores unconventional love — la te r o r second love, paternal love, unrequited  

love — bu t also privileges its redem ptive  an d  transform ative possibilities. 

Connected to th is idea is Eliot's belief th a t suffering and  love a re  necessarily 

linked, and  th a t the  latter can be b o m  o u t of the former.

In E liot's novels, suffering acts as a  catalyst for love. In L ove 's 

Knowledge. M artha  N ussbaum  a rgues th a t suffering is the m ost sub tle  and  

pow erful m eans of grasping tru th . U sing  Stoic philosopher Z en o 's  argum ent 

that ou r know ledge of the external w o rld  is derived from  certain  percep tual

114
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im pressions, N ussbaum  con tends tha t such  im pressions are w ays a t getting  at 

tru th .

F rom  (or in) assen t to  such  im pressions w e  g e t the  cataleptic 
condition, a cond ition  o f certainty an d  confidence from  w hich  
no th ing  can d islodge  us. O n the basis o f such  certainties is bu ilt 
all science, na tu ra l a n d  ethical. (Science is defined  as a system  
of katalepseis.) The cataleptic  im pression is sa id  to have the 
pow er, just th ro u g h  its ow n  felt quality , to  d rag  us to assen t, to 
convince us th a t th ings could no t be o therw ise. It is defined  as a 
m ark  of im press in  th e  s o u l . . . .  (265)

I suggest tha t the cataleptic im pressions re levan t to  Eliot's texts a re  

"em otional im pressions — specifically, im pressions o f anguish" (266), and  that 

these cataleptic im pressions o f suffering "d rag" h e r characters to  th e  tru th , 

w hich  is m ost often love a n d  sym pathy .

T he characters I d iscuss here  — A dam  Bede, Silas M am er, a n d  Philip 

W akem  — all experience a cataleptic  im pression (anguish , dejection, h eart­

break) th a t begets a force w h ich  grow s silently stronger until it even tually  is 

transfo rm ed  into sym p ath y  or love, both of w hich  a re  pow erful fo rm s of 

tru th . T he initial angu ish  is also deeply felt tru th , b u t it is just as im portan tly  

an im pression  that changes its form  and  brings u s to  a greater u n d e rs tan d in g  

of bo th  o u r hearts and  th e  h earts  of others. For A d am  Bede, it is a  first and  

u n req u ited  love for the  coquettish  H etty  Sorrel th a t delivers h im  to  a p ro ­

foundly  com passionate s ta te  o f being. Eliot describes this transfo rm ation  in 

one of th e  m ore beautifu l a n d  ethically com plex passages in English  litera­

ture.

For A dam  ... h ad  n o t outlived  his sorrow  — an d  no t felt it slip  
from  him  as a  tem p o rary  bu rden , an d  leave h im  the sam e m an  
again . Do any of us? G od  forbid. It w o u ld  be  a poor resu lt of
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all our angu ish  and  ou r w restling, if we w on no th ing  b u t o u r 
old selves a t the end  of it — if w e could return  to the  sam e self- 
confident blam e, the sam e light thoughts of h um an  suffering, 
the sam e frivolous gossip over blighted hum an lives, the  sam e 
feeble sense of that U nknow n tow ards which w e h ave  sen t forth 
irrepressible cries in  ou r loneliness. Let us rather be thankfu l 
tha t o u r sorrow  lives in  u s as an  indestructible force, only 
changing its form, as forces do, and  passing from  p a in  in to  
sym pathy  — the one poor w o rd  w hich includes all o u r  best 
insight an d  best love. (531)

It is the un ique value of anguish  Eliot em phasizes here, an d  the  unconven­

tional theory  th a t sorrow  never leaves us, that we cannot a n d  shou ld  not 

shrug it off in  an  effort to "m ove on;" to do so w ould  be a fu tile  endeavour to 

deny sorrow 's indestructibility, a n d  to deny ourselves the  g rea ter self- 

know ledge b o m  of it. W hile it is a  deeply-rooted hum an  im pu lse  to throw  off 

suffering and  re tu rn  to the m ore naive and  comfortable p re-despa ir state of 

being, it is th a t very  attem pt that precludes the achievem ent of sym pathy  that 

is the source of "ou r best insight an d  ou r best love."

Initially A dam  Bede is sm itten  by  the beautiful b u t though tless and 

vain H etty  Sorrel, w hom  he no t only  cares for but fancies he  can som ehow  

rescue. H etty , how ever, im agines herself as the wife of the  handsom e but 

morally suspect A rthur D onnithom e, w ho preys on her fantasies, seduces, 

and then  abandons her. In her grief and  desperation, H etty  concedes to 

m arry A dam , b u t before the w ed d in g  takes place, she discovers her preg­

nancy and , unab le  to find the rak ish  father Arthur, succum bs to  her hope­

lessness and com m its infanticide. Stung by  H etty 's betrayal an d  anguished 

over her fate, A dam  enters into h is "season" of sorrow , certain  only of the 

hard-w orking an d  loveless fu ture  ahead  of him.
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The passing  of p a in  into sym pathy  is n o t a  process of w hich A dam  is 

cognitively or em otionally  aware: "love, he  though t, could never be any th ing  

to him  bu t a living m em ory  — a limb lo p p ed  off, b u t no t gone from  con­

sciousness" (532). In the  early stages o f suffering, A dam  only feels the  

absence of love ("a lim b lopped off") a n d  the presence of painful rem em ­

brance, because the streng th  tenderly develop ing  w ith in  h im  is subtle, an d  to 

the heartbroken lover, inconceivable a n d  unexpected. But like the love that 

"gather[ed] force w ith  every  new  year" in  Silas M am er, A dam

did  no t know  th a t the pow er o f loving w as all the w hile gaining 
new  force w ith in  him ; that the n e w  sensibilities bought by deep 
experience w ere  so m any new  fibres by w hich  it was possible, 
nay, necessary to  him , that his n a tu re  shou ld  inter-tw ine w ith 
another (532).

A dam 's first love is n o t a  loss he m ust endure , b u t instead the p ro found

acquisition of "new  fibres" and a  new  "pow er of loving." Every experience,

Eliot suggests, takes ro o t in  our hearts an d  enhances our capacity for a m ore

deeply felt life. A dam  gradually  com prehends this:

Tender and  deep  as his love for H etty  h ad  been  -  so deep that 
the roots of it w o u ld  never be to m  aw ay — his love for D inah 
was better and  m ore precious to  him ; for it w as the outgrow th  
of that fuller life w hich had com e to him  from  his acquaintance 
w ith  deep  so rrow  (574).

M odem  and  contem porary  readers m ig h t be appalled  at Eliot's conviction

tha t we sh o u ld n 't struggle  desperately to "get over" m ined  relationships,

because such relationships become indelible pa rts  of our hearts that no u rish

and  strengthen ra ther th an  deplete an d  exhaust us. I believe Eliot w ou ld  be

appalled a t the tendency  today to trivialize past, hu rtfu l relationships, to
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regret our "foolishness," a n d  to  w onder w hy w e risked  ou r hearts in the first 

place.

The "new  pow er" th a t gathers force in  A d am  facilitates a deeper, later

love w ith  the earnest p reacher D inah  M orris. A t th is  p o in t in  the novel Eliot

challenges the  tim e honored  no tion  that first loves a re  som ehow  m ore special,

more m em orable than  subsequen t loves:

how  is it that the poets have said so m any fine th ings about our 
first love, so few abou t ou r later love? A re th e ir  first poem s 
best? or are  not those the  best w hich come from  their fuller 
thought, their larger experience, their deeper-roo ted  affections 
(547).

Her argum ent is em otionally an d  intellectually sound : w hether we are 

writing poetry  o r falling in  love, are w e no t at ou r b est w h en  w e have a 

greater capacity for feeling, a  m ore expansive sto re  o f experience to d raw  

upon? On this po in t Eliot is w onderfu lly  complex: first loves are to be 

cherished because they are th e  perm anent roots for la ter affections, bu t they 

should no t be he ld  in inord inate  esteem  sim ply because w e experience them  

w hen w e are innocent.

That A dam  does p ro found ly  love Dinah is n o t a po in t beyond debate.

Some argue th a t A dam  rationalizes his affection for D inah  after he realizes his 

true passion for H etty  is im possible; often the corollary  argum ent is that 

Hetty is the m isunderstood , h igh ly  fascinating cen tral figure of the novel, and  

that D inah is a b lander, m ore harm less and  thus m ore  appropria te  m atch for 

the stoic A dam . D eborah A llen Logan is am ong th o se  w ho  w an t to privilege 

H etty 's tragic heroism  an d  defian t feminism, in  p a r t  by  portray ing  D inah as
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her irritatingly faultless and  m uch less in teresting  foil: "H e tty 's  ta in ted  life 

and  tragic death  resonate  w ith  far g reater 'g ran d eu r ' than  D inah 's pristine  

character perm its" (96). Further, Logan questions D inah's m otives an d  even 

conceives her as H e tty 's  m artyrlike nem esis: "The extrem e p ressu re  to  confess 

that D inah im poses on  H etty 's fragile m in d  and  spirit falls little sh o rt of 

Inquisition tac tics..."  (104).1

To g ran t H e tty  a special dignity because  she com m its a ghastly  crime 

and suffers (albeit inordinately) for it, a n d  then  to claim that D inah 's decency 

and goodness actually  dim inish her capacity  for grandness seem s ethically 

negligent. C on tem porary  scom  for earnest Victorian characters is h a rd ly  a 

novel phenom enon, b u t to favor w ickedness as m ore attractive than  w hole­

som eness is m orally  reprehensible.2 Furtherm ore, Logan im plicates D inah in 

H etty 's suffering a n d  condem nation w h e n  actually the reverse is true.

A bandoned by  the m en  w ho claim to care  for her, pitilessly ju d g ed  an d  

banished by  her com m unity , H etty on ly  finds comfort and  com passion  in 

Dinah, the character w hose proffer of sisterhood  she has consistently  rebuffed 

throughout the novel. D inah 's first p rio rity  is to reassure H etty  th a t she is not 

alone, and  that she can  depend  on her s tead fast loyalty: "I'm  com e to be w ith  

you, H etty  -  not to leave you -  to stay w ith  you  -  to be your sister to the  last"

1 Logan's generous reading of Hetty is based on the premise that Hetty is guilty not of the 
aggressive act of infanticide, but of the temporary neglect and abandonment that could have 
resulted in her premature child's natural death; she also explores the possibilities that the 
child was stillborn, and that Hetty's postpartum trauma accounts for her erratic behavior and 
inconsistent explanations at the trial and thereafter.
2 One can hardly fault Dinah (or Eliot) for being an exasperatingly orthodox passive Victorian 
woman. In Dinah, Eliot presents us with a female character who would hardly be 
commonplace in 1859 (or 1799) -  she is a working wom an and independent, vocal agent.
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(493). A nd  w hile  Dinah does ex tract H etty 's confession, it is because D inah 

fervently believes that an adm ission  of guilt will save H e tty 's  soul; a public 

confession w ill only elicit social censure and eviction, b u t D inah acts ou t of 

the conviction th a t divine confession w ill grant H etty  the  p a rd o n  and gentle 

forgiveness th a t the secular com m unity  refuses to g ran t her. M oreover, H etty  

beseeches D inah, "help m e... m y  h eart is hard" and  once H etty  commences 

her cathartic confession, she continues a t length, w ithou t D inah 's prom pting, 

harassm ent, o r "Inquisition" tactics.

To read  H etty  as a tragic hero ine w hom  Eliot fails by  too harshly 

expelling her from  both the com m unity  and the story  requ ires that one 

endow  H etty  w ith  sym pathetic a n d  noble qualities she sim ply  (if frus- 

tratingly) lacks. As Eliot b iographer Rosem ary A shm ond suggests, Eliot 

seems "to  be in  tw o m inds abou t H etty ," at once lovingly an d  explicitly 

describing her sensuous beauty  a n d  a t the  same tim e d isapprov ing  of her 

vanity a n d  h e r "little trivial sou l"  (203). M oreover, one w ou ld  have to be 

hardhearted  indeed  not to feel deep ly  for H etty as she flees in  shame, 

despairing, friendless and hopeless. Still, to that po in t in  the novel, Eliot has 

given us very  little cause to sym path ize  w ith  this character w ho herself 

thoroughly  lacks the  capacity for sym pathy. Self-absorbed an d  insensitive to 

the welfare of o thers, H etty 's m ost dam ning flaw m ay be her aversion to self- 

aw areness and  self-im provem ent, an  aversion directly a t od d s w ith  Eliot's 

hum anist ethic. I agree w ith  E llen A rgyros that the reader m ay be 

"discouraged by  Eliot's silence o n  the  subject of im agin ing  H etty  pathetically
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w andering  aim lessly for those e ight years overseas," b u t for the  above 

reasons, I cannot share  h e r  com plaint th a t H etty  is "taken o u t o f the tacit 

rivalry for A dam  th a t th e  novel has been  stag ing  all along," o r he r regret that 

H etty 's chance of "ever d ream ing  of even tually  m arry ing  A d a m  is 

extinguished" (148). A s m uch  as w e m ay  w ish  th a t H etty  dem onstra te  a 

m ore com passionate na tu re , Eliot constantly  rem inds us th a t h e r  facility for 

self-love far outw eighs he r ability or even w illingness to love others, and  so 

A rgyros's w ish  tha t H e tty  be left in  the rivalry  for A dam  a n d  p e rm itted  to 

d ream  realistically of m arriage to h im  seem s a futile longing a t o d d s w ith  

Eliot's consistent po rtraya l of her.3

Argyros further suggests tha t A dam  cou ld  and  shou ld  have  follow ed 

H etty  and  m arried  her overseas (148). To do so w ou ld  not o n ly  be at odds 

w ith  A dam 's righteous m orality, b u t w ou ld  p rec lude  his subm ission  to the 

suffering tha t w ill eventually  beget his "later,"  "deeper" love w ith  D inah. I 

w ill agree w ith  those critics w ho argue th a t A d am  rationalizes h is love for 

D inah if that m eans th a t he  loves her intellectually  and cognitively  as well as 

em otionally and  soulfully. In contrast, A d am 's  love for H etty  is idolatrous 

and  paternal, and  therefore unsustainable. The narra to r describes H etty  in 

term s of her childlike qualities -  he r beau ty  is likened to th a t of k ittens and 

ducks, "or babies ju st beg inn ing  to todd le" -  a n d  A dam  accepts th is p u re  and 

vulnerable pretense as representative of he r v e ry  nature. H e declares to

31 cannot bear to entertain claims that Eliot's own physical "plainness" provoked her to 
punish her most superficially beautiful characters. Such suggestions smack of sexism, and 
forget characters like Maggie Tulliver, Dorothea Brook, and Dinah Morris; more than that,
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A rthur, "She 's all b u t a  ch ild  — as any  m an w ith a conscience in  h im  o u g h t to 

feel b o u n d  to take care on ," a n d  th a t his prim ary reason in  m arry ing  h e r  is to 

"take care o f her" is a w ish  h e  repeated ly  voices (353). A dam  w ants H e tty  not 

as a  p a rtn e r  o r lover o r friend  b u t as a victim: "he w ould  have  rescued  h e r 

body  in  th e  face of all danger!"  (367). That A dam  w ould  re ta in  control of 

their relationship  is as m uch  as a delusion  as H etty 's innocent helplessness.

H etty  possesses "a false a ir o f  innocence," the k ind th a t d raw s you in  only  to 

lead you  "o u t of bounds" a n d  in to  "the m iddle of a  bog" (128-129). W hile 

cu ltivating  the im age of the  gen tle  k itten  perpetually  in  need  of rescue, H etty  

betrays h e r  strongest need, " to  feel th a t this strong, skilful, keen-eyed m an  

w as in  her pow er," an d  her de te rm ina tion  w as no t to perm it h im  to "[slip] 

from  u n d e r the yoke of h e r coquettish  tyranny" (143; italics m ine).

A d am  is equally m istaken  in  his dream y certainty th a t H etty 's  ex ternal 

beauty  perm eates her soul, a n d  th a t she is beautiful th rough  and  th rough .

O ur na rra to r insists tha t w e n o t b lam e A dam  for being less th an  "sagacious in 

his in terp reta tion" of H etty  because  "falling in  love w ith  a  girl w ho rea lly  had  

no th ing  m ore than  her b eau ty  to recom m end her" inevitably  involves 

"a ttribu ting  im aginary v irtues to her"  (399). Even in  this k ind  of love — love 

of beau ty  unaccom panied b y  love of the inw ard self — Eliot finds value. Just 

as it is n o t any  w eakness to "b e  w ro u g h t on by exquisite m usic," "n e ith er is it 

a w eakness to  be so w ro u g h t u p o n  by  the exquisite curves o f a w o m an 's  

cheek an d  neck and arm s, b y  the  liqu id  depths of her beseeching eyes, or the

such criticism of Eliot illogically assum es that a woman so invested with and in humanistic
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sweet childish p o u t of her lips" (399-400). Like m usic and  the "w ords of a 

genius," beau ty  has expression and  m ean ing  beyond its aesthetic quality: it 

makes us feel the  presence of "a far-off m ighty  love" and  a "close kinship 

w ith all w e have know n of tenderness a n d  peace" (400). W hile th is love of 

beauty "[touches] the spring of all love an d  tenderness," it is a t heart egoistic 

and idolatrous: A dam  enjoys the "faith  and  courage" he reaps from  it, bu t he 

is blind to the sou l of the w om an w hose beauty  he reveres; just as Isabel 

Archer's com pensatory  im agination supplies her husband w ith  the  qualities 

he is m ost w an ting , A dam  created in  H etty  "the m ind he believed in  out of 

his own, w hich w as large, unselfish, tender"  (400).

Eliot depicts A dam 's love for D inah  in  sharp  contrast to his love for 

Hetty. W hereas his feeling for H etty  w as founded on otherness (his worship 

of her beauty a n d  ignorance of her soul) and  on  a struggle for p ow er (his 

desire to pa in t h e r th e  victim  and rescue her, hers to retain her coquettish 

tyrannical ho ld  over him), A dam  and  D inah are "tw o hum an souls 

approach[ing] each other gradually, like tw o little quivering rain-stream s, 

before they m ingle into one" (537). T heir love is no t the stuff of ethereal 

im aginings b u t instead  of this w orld, like "the first detected signs of coming 

spring": the "faint, indescribable som ething  in  the air and  in the  song  of the 

birds, and  the tin iest perceptible b u d d in g  on the hedgerow  branches," all of 

which w ould  seem  trivial if the tw o people  perceiving the scene w ere not in 

love (537). A dam 's relationship w ith  H etty , tender and significant as it was,

sympathy would create characters graced with beauty only to chastise them for it.
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lacked an  in tim acy of souls and  w as u tterly  unable to w ith stan d  o r even 

adm it the possibility  o f pain ; on the contrary, D inah an d  A d am 's  un ion , born 

ou t of suffering, w ill serve as the stu rdy  site of the  full range o f h u m an  em o­

tion: A dam  and  D inah  are

two h u m an  so u ls ... joined for life -  to streng then  each o th er in 
all labour, to  rest on  each other in all sorrow , to m in ister to  each 
other in  all pain , to  be one w ith each o ther in  silent unspeakab le  
m em ories a t the  m om ent of the last pa rting  (576).

In George Eliot w e  find a splendid  balance of realism  and  rom anticism : she at 

once acknow ledges the trials that love m ust w eather and  expresses an u tter 

confidence in  its ability  to do  just that.

In the nex t tw o  novels I will discuss, the central rela tionsh ips are even 

m ore radical dep artu res  from  traditional love plots. In Silas M am er, the care 

betw een Silas a n d  his adop ted  daughter Eppie is a particu larly  m ysterious 

yet very  real p o w er th a t restores the dissipated w eaver to life. In  her letters 

Eliot w rote tha t the  them e of the novel is "the rem edial influence o f pure, 

natural hum an  relations," referring not only to Eppie, b u t to th e  g row ing  

neighborliness o f the com m unity; however, it is undeniably  E ppie  w hose 

sudden  presence, dependence and affection gradually  w arm s h e r father's 

cold soul. Before she tum bles into his cottage, Silas is barely h u m an , and  the 

narra tor describes h im  only  in term s of negation: "so w ithered  a n d  sh runken  

a life as his could  h ard ly  be susceptible of a bruise, could h a rd ly  en d u re  any  

subtraction b u t such  w o u ld  p u t an end  to it altogether;" his life w as a 

"blank," and  he filled up  the  blank w ith  grief" (129). Silas's life w as so re­

duced that a  fu rth er reduction  w ould m ean death , and  all the supp lem en ts
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his otherw ise em pty  existence is sorrow . It is im p o rtan t to  recognize that

Eppie is no t an  angel w ho sw oops in  to divinely recupera te  him , an d  tha t she

does not m iraculously transfo rm  h im  from  a m ean  to  a  good  man. Rather,

Silas is an  inherently  loving, m ora l m an  w ho has b een  degraded  to bitterness

and  m isery by  his circum stances, b u t who still h a rb o rs  a deep  capacity for

feeling in his w ithered  heart th a t only need be tap p ed :

The fountains of h u m an  love and  of faith in  a  d iv ine love had  
not yet been  unlocked, a n d  his soul was still th e  shrunken  
rivulet, w ith  only this difference, that its little  g roove of sand 
w as b locked up, and  it w andered  confusedly against dark 
obstruction (140).

It is Eppie w ho  will sm ooth th e  groove of sand, a n d  thereby  rem ove the 

obstacle that stops up Silas's flow  of em otion and  faith. Silas's un tapped  

"faith in a d ivine love" is n o t specifically C hristian  o r  religious in any  way; 

w hat he lacks is a  belief in the  possibility of h u m an  love.

Eppie does not just aw aken  her father to love an d  to  the hum an 

com m unity, she is also a benefactress of his rev italized  capacity for feeling.

The two share a "perfect love" th a t is entirely reciprocal an d  redem ptive for 

both. Both of their lives are im periled  w hen they  find  each other; Silas is on 

the brink of a psychic and em otional death, w hile E pp ie 's  physical life is 

endangered first by  her d isso lu te  m other and  th en  b y  her craw l th rough  the 

w intry  night. Silas recognizes E ppie as his "blessing," an d  adm its, "If you 

h ad n 't been sen t to save m e, I shou ld  h a ' gone to th e  g rave in  m y m isery"

(226). Similarly, Eppie acknow ledges, "If it h a d n 't  b een  for you, th ey 'd  have 

taken me to the  w orkhouse, a n d  th e re 'd  have been  nobody  to  love m e" (226).
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A lthough the  narrative em phasizes Eppie as a golden treasu re  Silas finds in 

the spo t w here  he used  to  keep  h is golden coins, his w arm  h earth  and  w arm  

love is a com parable treasu re  for the  sm all child: he saves her life not ju st 

literally, b u t em otionally, because w ithou t him  she w ould  face a loveless 

existence in  "the w orkhouse."

This loving bond  be tw een  Silas and  Eppie extends in to  the com m unity  

and into the  natural w orld . E ppie hum anizes Silas for o thers an d  reconnects 

him  to life outside of h is cottage: children were no longer afra id  of app roach ­

ing him , a n d  both young  a n d  o ld  ceased to be repelled by  his presence (190).

Love begets love, even p e rm eating  nature:

T here was love be tw een  h im  and  the child tha t b lent th em  into 
one, an d  there w as love betw een  the child and  the w orld  -  from  
m en  an d  w om en w ith  p aren ta l looks and  tones, to the  red  lady­
b ird s  and  the ro u n d  pebbles (190).

This is Eliot a t her m ost W ordsw orth ian  as she em phasizes th a t it is th rough

the connection w ith ch ildhood  an d  w ith  nature that a soul can  be restored  to

life, love, a n d  joy. Eliot prefaces her novel w ith these lines from

W ordsw orth 's poem  "M ichael:" "A  child, m ore than  all o ther gifts /  T hat

earth  can  offer to declining m an , /  Brings hope w ith  it, and  forw ard-looking

thoughts" (148-150). Just as Silas is restored to life th rough  Eppie, the e lderly

shepherd  M ichael experiences a  reb irth  and reconnection to the  natural w orld

through  caring for his y o u n g  son: "from  the Boy there cam e /  Feelings an d

em anations— things w hich  w ere  /  L ight to the sun  and  m usic to the w ind ; /

A nd ... the o ld  M an's h e a rt seem ed b o m  again" (200-203).
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In W ordsw orth  it is th e  "little C hild" w ho has access to the tru ths "we

are toiling all of ou r lives to  find" and  can inspire the su d d e n  renew al of

feelings from  the  past ("O de:" 121; 116). Similarly, Eppie u n earth s  dream s of

the soul Silas though t forever dorm ant:

The thoughts [of L an tern  Yard] w ere strange to h im  now , like old 
friendships im possible to revive; and yet he had  a d ream y  feeling that 
this child w as som ehow  a  m essage come to h im  from  that far-off life: it 
stirred fibres tha t h a d  never been  m oved in  Raveloe — old  quiverings of 
tenderness -  old im pressions of awe at the p resen tim en t of some 
Pow er presid ing  over his life—  (168)

Silas cannot deduce any "o rd in ary  na tu ra l m eans" by  w hich  Eppie was 

brought into his life, n o r can  he  explain the "Pow er p resid ing  over his life," 

b u t Eliot is firm  th a t w e do  n o t g ran t Eppie the status of a n  angel, especially 

w ithin her crisis-stricken society in  w hich the narra to r attests, "W e see no 

w hite-w inged angels now ." Still, redem ption is possible, a n d  it is no t God, 

religion, o r angels, bu t ra th e r a child  w ho will save the h u m a n  soul from  

aridity: "But ye t m en are led  aw ay  from  threatening destruction: a hand  is 

pu t into theirs, w hich leads them  forth gently tow ards a calm  and  bright land, 

so that they look no m ore backw ard ; an d  the hand  m ay be a little child 's"

(191). Eliot blends the realistic and  the  romantic, the o rd inary  and  the 

m ysterious,4 suggesting th a t w hile bo th  Eppie and  her love are  of an  extra­

ordinary  and  seem ingly m iracu lous quality, the child is of this w orld; it is 

im perative that w e recognize Eppie as fully hum an, o therw ise Eliot's belief in

4 In her biography on Eliot, Rosemary Ashton posits that Silas Mamer is remarkable for its 
successful marriage of realism and romanticism. One example is how w e as readers accept 
her "plot exploitation of superstition about weavers, ghosts, and the mysterious, seemingly 
agentless theft of Silas's gold without giving intellectual assent to such superstition" (248- 
249).
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the redem ptive capacity o f h u m an  love is underm ined. T hat Silas's resur­

rection is a g radual process — E ppie 's influence "gather[ed] force w ith  every 

new  year" — an d  no t su d d e n  a n d  m agical, is further proof tha t it is inspired 

by a real, earth ly  child a n d  daugh ter. I w ou ld  further contend th a t since 

Eppie is the child  of an  illicit a n d  loveless union, Eliot is suggesting  the 

possibility tha t m oral love a n d  b eau ty  can  spring  from  an  ugly  an d  loveless 

source.

The tale of Silas M am er is counterbalanced by that of G odfrey Cass, a 

p rom inent landow ner a n d  m em ber of the  Ravloe com m unity. A t the begin­

ning of the novel, G odfrey is the  perfect opposite of Silas, as am iable as Silas 

is reclusive, G odfrey 's fu tu re  as p rom ising  as Silas's is bleak. G radually  bu t 

surely, Silas's prospects rise as G odfrey 's decline, and  their respective rever­

sals of fortune revolve a ro u n d  the the ir m u tua l daughter Eppie. The child is 

G odfrey's link to his secret, scandalous p ast and  Silas's connection to his 

brighter future. For 16 years, G odfrey 's guilt festers and  his quality  of life 

suffers because ironically h e  has abandoned  the child w hose love redeem s 

Silas and  could have averted  G odfrey 's ow n degeneration. W hen G odfrey 

finally seeks to recover h is daugh te r, he  finds that his biological claim  on her 

carries no weight: Eppie chooses to rem ain  w ith  the father w ho loved and 

raised her. The m oral is n o t as sim ple as only those of p u re  an d  loving heart 

are deserv ing  or capable of happ iness. G odfrey Cass is a flaw ed m an, bu t no 

m oreso than  Silas; w hen  w e  m eet Silas he  is a brooding and  resentful m iser, 

yet good fortune befalls the  la tte r an d  e ludes the former. It is sim ply  the
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arbitrariness of life th a t dictates Silas's fa iry  tale  and G odfrey 's ha rsh  reality. 

Tow ard the end  of the  novel, Eliot p resen ts us w ith the com pan ion  picture of 

two fathers w ho  rep resen t the h um an  so u l's  capacity to sh rink  o r expand 

depending o n  the  influence of love — in th is case the love of a child.

In  E liot's w ork , love need n o t be requ ited  to be  redem ptive . In The 

Mill on the  Floss. Philip  W akem 's ab id ing  affection for M aggie T ulliver 

disproves m any  trad itiona l and con tem porary  m yths abou t un requ ited  love, 

nam ely th a t it is any  o r all of the follow ing: pathetic, unfulfilling, self- 

deceiving, ephem eral, inferior, a nd  unhealthy . M aggie w ill never re tu rn  

Philip 's love, because h is  physical defo rm ity  inhibits physical attraction, 

because her b ro th er resolutely d isapproves, because S tephen G uest in ter­

venes, and  finally  because Maggie dies; w e  therefore cannot a n d  m ust not 

give value to P h ilip 's  love because it m ay  som eday be consum m ated , bu t 

should instead  fin d  value  in  the love itself. E liot relentlessly rem inds the 

reader of P h ilip 's  aesthetic unattractiveness — his pale, sm all features, his 

m isshapen back, h is sho rt and  bent s ta tu re , h is "face like a w o m an 's"  -  and 

ou r hyperaw areness of his appearance paralle ls M aggie's constan t con­

sciousness of th e ir physical incom patibility; she m ust a lw ays "[stoop] her tall 

head to kiss the  p a le  face" and reach her h a n d  dow n to m eet his, ju st as he 

alw ays m ust gaze  u p  in to  her face and  w a it for her to bend  or b o w  to reach 

his level. H is unavo idab le  physical defo rm ity  ensures that M aggie will 

always consider h im  from  the perspective o f a pitying girl ra th e r  th an  an 

adu lt w om an: "T here w as no t the slightest prom ise of love to w ard s h im  in
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her m anner; it was no th ing  m ore than the sw eet girlish tenderness she h ad  

show n h im  w hen she w as tw elve" (250).

T hat Maggie never considers the idea th a t Philip m ight becom e her 

lover is a refrain th roughou t the  novel, and  in  M aggie's face Philip read  "the 

absence of this idea clearly enough  -  saw it w ith  a certain pang" (247). This 

po ignant pain  is proof enough  of Philip 's clarity o f perception: aw are  of his 

"shortcom ings" and M aggie 's reaction to him , Philip rarely indulges in self- 

de lud ing  expectations. This is not to say th a t he is u tterly  w ithou t hope, nor 

that he  should  or could be. H e realizes that "perhaps she w ould never love 

him  — perhaps no w om an  could love him ," b u t " if any  w om an cou ld  love him, 

surely M aggie was tha t w om an" (250). Philip 's realization that he  m igh t be 

unlovable and his acceptance of that real probability  is both brave a n d  heart­

breaking. Eliot establishes early  on Philip 's perceptiveness and  acceptance of 

the fact th a t Maggie is h is only yet im possible chance for love. In h is later 

letter to her, Philip even has the strength of character to acknow ledge tha t in 

the virile  Stephen G uest " there  w as another w hose presence h ad  a  pow er 

over y ou  w hich m ine n ever possessed;" he goes on  to note that S tephen and  

M aggie do  not share a com parable depth  of soul, b u t that does no t un d ercu t 

the valor required of Philip to rise above the excruciating pain of h is  sexual 

jealousy, and  to both recognize and lam ent the pow er of physical desire  so 

glaringly active betw een M aggie and Stephen an d  absent betw een M aggie 

and him self. Philip 's self-restraint and respect for others is a m arked  contrast 

w ith S tephen 's disrespect for consequences an d  for the wellbeing o f  others;
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were it up  to  Stephen, he w ould  alw ays choose to " indu lge  [himself] in the  

present m om en t"  rather than  "[obey] the divine voice w ith in  us— for the sake 

of being tru e  to all the m otives th a t sanctify o u r lives" (387). Stephen p riv i­

leges im pulsive action and  the heedless indulgence o f  desire a t all costs, 

whereas Philip  strives to take responsibility  and  to care for his ow n happiness 

as well as th e  good of others.

O ne m igh t legitim ately ask  how  a life so seem ingly  bleak and  a love so 

assuredly unachievable could resu lt in  Philip 's happ iness and  fulfillment.

Philip h im self asks this very question  in his letter to M aggie: "H ow  could I be 

resigned to th e  loss of the one th in g  w hich had  ever com e to m e on earth?"

(407). The answ er is that Philip saves his love for M aggie o u t of the wreckage 

of their relationship  -  his ability to  love M aggie, regard less of reciprocation, 

renews his life. Rather than  deny  o r gloss over the p a in  th a t he has endured , 

Philip acknow ledges "that no angu ish  I have h ad  to b ea r on  your account has 

been too heavy  a price to pay  for the  new  life into w h ich  I have entered 

loving you" (407). Philip's ability a n d  willingness to deep ly  feel pain  and  

then transfo rm  that pain into a force of renew al is the  m ost p ro found  w is­

dom . He w rites Maggie:

You have  been to m y affections w hat light, w h a t colour is to my 
eyes— w hat m usic is to the  inw ard  ear; you h ave  raised a dim  
un rest into vivid consciousness.... I th ink n o th ing  b u t such 
com plete and  intense love could  have in itiated  m e into tha t 
en larged  life which grow s an d  grows by app ro p ria tin g  the life 
of others; for before, I w as alw ays dragged back from  it by ever­
p resen t painful self-consciousness. I even th ink  som etim es that 
this g ift of transferred life w h ich  has come to m e in  loving you, 
m ay b e  a new  pow er to  m e. (407)
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A s Eppie does for Silas, M aggie illum inates (like "light" a n d  "co lour" and 

"m usic") and raises in to  "vivid consciousness" affections a lready  p resen t in 

Philip. Significantly, it is not sim ply  M aggie's existence o r influence that 

renew s Philip — it is n o t sim ply a w om an 's presence th a t m atte rs  — b u t rather 

his ability to love her: the  "gift" an d  "new  pow er"  he experiences "has come 

to [him] in loving [her]." It is the act of love, no t its exchange or reception, 

th a t enlarges the life o f the  one brave enough  to love. W hen Philip  w rites that 

his life "grows an d  g row s by appropria ting  th e  life of o thers,"  he  does not 

speak of seizing or possessing another person, or siphon ing  an o th e r 's  life to 

replace his own; ra ther, he  acknow ledges th a t the reaching o u t to ano ther 

person, the a ttem pt to  know  and  love ano ther, pulls h im  o u t o f self- 

absorption and  ou t o f the  kind of self-consciousness so severe  th a t it is 

"painful." He does n o t a ttem pt to control M aggie, b u t ra th e r to  en large  his 

ow n life by loving a n d  experiencing a person  outside of him self.

Early in  their relationship Philip declares hopefully: "C erta in  stra ins of 

m usic affect m e so strangely  - 1 can never h ear them  w ith o u t th e ir changing 

m y whole a ttitude of m ind  for a tim e, and  if the  effect w o u ld  last, I m igh t be 

capable of heroism s" (248). I believe that h is later reference to  M aggie as 

"m usic to [his] in w ard  ear" is a  deliberate echo of the earlier ph rase , an d  that 

therefore we can assum e that M aggie's influence finally does p ro v id e  the 

opportun ity  for Philip  to  act heroically. Philip  transform s pa in  in to  sym ­

pathy , loves w ithou t reciprocation, loves in  spite of inevitab le loss, declares 

th a t he is unchangeably  M aggie's w ith  a devotion  that excludes selfish
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wishes, an d  believes and  defends Maggie w hen  her com m unity d isparages 

and  shim s her. In these w ays Philip fills the role o f hero far m ore con­

vincingly th an  the novel's tw o  other m ale p rotagonists: Tom 's singlem inded 

devotion to du ty  neglects h is sister's heart and  best interests; Stephen feels 

little responsibility to any th ing  or anyone except him self and  his ow n desire.

In one of the novel's m iddle scenes, Philip declares that if his life 

cannot have anything g rea t o r beautiful in  it, he  w ould  rather not have lived 

(246). Surely w e can agree th a t Philip, th rough  M aggie's inspiration and  his 

love for her, beautifies h is life im m easurably. Philip  w rites that M aggie, 

again like Eppie for Silas, h as  been "the blessing o f [his] life;" she is no t a 

blessing he squanders. E liot is rem arkable and  convincing in this insistence 

that u n requ ited  love can be  a blessing, a source o f strength , and even an 

opportun ity  for em otional a n d  ethical heroism . Eliot is equally rem arkable in 

her proposal that pain  a n d  loss are necessary and  inextricable com ponents of 

joy and  love, a fact m ost po ignantly  evident in  one of the novel's final p as­

sages.

N ear that brick g rave  there w as a tom b erected, very  soon after 
the flood, for the tw o  bodies that w ere found  in  close embrace; 
and  it w as visited a t d ifferent m om ents b y  tw o m en who both  
felt th a t their keenest joy and  keenest so rrow  w ere for ever 
bu ried  there.
O ne of them  visited  the  tom b again w ith  a  sw eet face beside 
him —but that w as years after.
The o ther w as alw ays solitary. His great com panionship w as 
am ong  the trees of the  Red Deeps, w here the  bu ried  joy still 
seem ed to hover— like a revisiting spirit. (422-423)

There is a tim elessness in  P h ilip 's  love for M aggie — it is a  "revisiting" sp irit

and  m em ory, alw ays hovering , alw ays evident in  the beau ty  of na tu re  an d
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the landscape they once shared. In  the  above passage and  elsew here, the 

function M aggie serves for Philip recalls W ordsw orth 's "Ode: Intim ations of 

Im m ortality." For Philip, the "shadow y  recollections" of M aggie a n d  the still 

hovering joy of his love for her are  " th e  fountain-light of all [his] day ,"  "a 

master-light of all [his] seeing," th a t "upho ld" him ;" his love for h e r is one of 

the "truths that w ake, /  To perish  never."

In his study  of fictional love plots, Joseph Allen Boone argues that The 

Mill on the  Floss has a tragic love-p lo t th a t w rites the problem atic heroine out 

of existence, leaving behind  an  in tact social o rder and an unaltered  w orld; the 

end  of the novel, Boone insists, definitively closes the narrative p a tte rn  of 

Maggie Tulliver's life. Boone is n o t un ique  in  his suggestion that M aggie's 

death is the only w ay  Eliot can effectually overcom e, or eradicate, the  prob­

lems her heroine poses to the narra tive , b u t in  arguing that M aggie's death  

does not affect the w orld  she leaves beh ind , and  that the chapter of M aggie's 

life closes w ith  her death , forgets Philip . Philip serves as a living m em orial to 

Maggie: as I have argued , his existence and  continuing love for her ensures 

her legacy; her presence in  the w orld  has irrevocably altered it, if only  for the 

im provem ent of one m an 's life. H ere  again  Eliot is particularly 

W ordsw orthian in  tha t Philip recalls the  poet of "She D w elt A m ong the 

U ntrodden W ays." M aggie is the "M aid  w hom  there w ere none to p raise /

A nd very few to love," both  w hen  she w as an  im petuous, headstrong , 

M edusa-haired, education-craving little girl, or the beautiful, passionate, 

rebellious young w om an. It is Philip  w ho, unlike Tom and  Stephen, loves her
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unconditionally  and  for, n o t in  spite of her "faults;" to h im  alone is M aggie 

"Fair as a star, w hen only  one /  Is shining in  the  sky ," and  w hen "she is in 

her grave" it is all "the difference to" Philip.

This chapter rises o u t o f a  heartfelt need  to  w rite  about Philip W akem  

as som eone quite other th a n  the  pathetic hunchback  w ho functions only  as an  

asexual love option for M aggie, and  a relatively ineffectual foil to T om  and  

Stephen. I have observed to  m y dism ay a critical tendency to either dism iss 

Philip in such  term s, or to  focus on  the novel's o th er love relationships 

(between M aggie and  T om , and  Maggie and  S tephen). Polhem us's rendering  

of "poor Philip , confused ... alienated, all m ind  w ith  a  tw isted body," and  

Elaine Show alter's insistence th a t Philip "leads a  g irl's  life" and  functions 

sim ply as the com m onplace sensitive and therefore necessarily m aim ed  m an 

in fem inine fiction, are understandab le  bu t un fo rtunate ly  typical read ings 

(182; 127). Such descrip tions fit Philip to vary ing  degrees, bu t they  do  not 

encom pass him , and in  fact do  his character a g rea t disservice. Polhem us also 

discusses M aggie's noble sacrifice, and I contend th a t m any of his claim s can 

and shou ld  be applied to Philip . Rightly a rg u in g  that, for M aggie, "loving  

Philip m eans sacrifice," P o lhem us does not add ress th a t Philip 's love for 

Maggie is also based on renunciation: to love M aggie forever, Philip forgoes 

the oppo rtun ity  to ever partic ipa te  in a fully reciprocal relationship. M aggie 

does indeed  "elevate lo v e ... in to  an  em phatic belief w o rth  sacrificing for"

(193), an d  Philip does the  sam e, only he does so for the  rest of his life.
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W hen courting  D inah, A dam  persuades her: " I  d o n 't  believe your 

loving me co u ld  sh u t up your heart; it's  only ad d in g  to  w h a t you 've  been 

before, not tak in g  aw ay from  i t . . ( 5 5 3 ) .  A dam 's w o rd s  encapsulate his 

experience as w ell as those of Silas M am er and  Philip  W akem . Eliot 

repeatedly em phasizes th a t love, no  m atter the category  o r the  consequence, 

enhances o u r  lives by  teaching us abou t our selves a n d  o u r hearts, and by 

granting us em otional know ledge w e w ould  no t h a v e  w ere  it no t for our 

experiences o f love and suffering. As in W ordsw orth 's  poetry , in Eliot's 

novels there  is a  sacredness about the  past, because th e  p ast is indelibly w ith  

us, de term in ing  w ho we are, influencing our later choices an d  feelings. Also 

W ordsw orth ian  is Eliot's conviction tha t loss is a lw ays recom pensed by gain. 

Adam , Silas, a n d  Philip are m en w ho  bravely love o th e rs  w ithou t the benefit 

of reciprocity, a n d /o r  despite a h isto ry  o f heartbreak. In  the  novels of George 

Eliot, u n re tu m ed  an d  failed love a n d  broken hearts a re  real, harsh  injustices 

but are beau tifu lly  com pensated for by  a b rand  of love th a t endures at all 

costs and  im m easurab ly  im proves the  hum an condition.
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CHAPTER VI

"RECALLED TO L IF E S Y D N E Y  CARTON'S LEGACY 
A N D  RESURRECTION THROUGH LOVE IN  

DICKENS' A TALE OF TWO CI1TES

"He d id  not know  th a t the pow er of loving w as all the w hile gaining new  
force w ithin him ; th a t the new  sensibilities bought by deep experience w ere 
so m any new  fibres by  w hich or was possible, nay, necessary to him , that his 
nature  should in tertw ine w ith  another."
— George Eliot, A dam  Bede

"The grow ing good of the w orld is partly  dependen t upon  unhistoric  acts; 
and  that things are n o t so ill w ith  you an d  m e as they m ight have  been, is half 
ow ing to the num ber w ho lived faithfully a  h idden  life, and  rest in  unvisited 
tombs."
— George Eliot, M iddlem arch

Sydney C arton  is a drunken, disreputable, careless m an  w hen  w e meet 

h im  at the beginning of A Tale of Two Cities — hardly a m an of heroic po ten­

tial, particularly w hen  com pared to his gallan t and  earnest doppelganger 

Charles D am ay. But w hen  Carton falls in  love w ith Lucie M anette, she 

recalls to life the best p a rt of him , a part he presum ed bu rn t u p  by  the great 

flame of debauchery tha t has hitherto consum ed his life. H is love for her 

compels a gradual renew al of his nearly dissipated soul; ironically/ he is 

reborn so that he m ay  die, and  his self-sacrifice is an act of self-redem ption. 

M any critics have cheapened Carton's valor by declaring his d ea th  im m inent, 

and  thus his gesture ra ther empty. George W oodcock, in  his in troduction  to 

Penguin 's 1970 ed ition  of the novel, dism isses C arton 's heroism  in  th is way:

137
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"W hen he chooses death , it is not as heroes do  in  the prim e of v ib ran t life, but 

w hen  he  has already abandoned  all hope of m eaningful existence. Before he 

dies physically, he has a lready  died in  sp irit"  (24). Such a reading  conceives 

C arton  as a m an on an  irreversible self-destructive bent who happens upon  a 

noble ou tle t for his recklessness. Such a  read in g  also falsely assum es th a t the 

C arton  to whom  w e are initially  in troduced is the  sam e m an w ho d ies a t the 

end o f the  novel. O n the  contrary, the experience of love revives S ydney 's 

soul a n d  transform s his quest for self-devastation into a quest for usefu l 

existence and m eaningful hum an  connection th a t necessarily ends in  death; 

w hen  C arton dies by the b lade of the guillotine, he dies a m orally a n d  

sp iritua lly  whole m an, h a rd ly  the hopeless a n d  doom ed degenerate too m any 

readers and  critics m istake h im  for. M oreover, C arton 's resurrection is not 

his alone: his life and  d ea th  pow erfully rep resen t the  redem ptive capacity  of 

hum an  love.

U ntil he m eets Lucie M anette, C arton 's life is unrem ittingly depraved : 

he dep icts himself as "a d isappoin ted  d rudge ,"  cares for no one, least of all 

him self, finds solace on ly  in  his nightly d rau g h ts  of w ine, and  p u rp o se  only 

in h is intellectual contributions to Stryver's occupation  (115). The "m ost 

unprom ising  of m en," th e  narra to r refers to h im  as the m ost low ly o f anim als 

-  a "d issipated  cat" and  "jackal" (117). But a fte r m aking Lucie's acquain ­

tance, h is wine ceases to b rin g  him  its usual " transito ry  gladness," a n d  "from  

being irresolute and  purposeless, his feet becam e anim ated  by  an  in ten tion , 

and, in  the  w orking o u t o f th a t intention, they  took him  to [Doctor M anette 's]
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door" (179). It is here th a t he  m akes his singular confession of love to Lucie,

and  it is th is encounter th a t serves as the  tu rn ing  po in t w h en  C arton  realizes,

unconsciously a t first, th a t he  n e ed  n o t live in vain.

H e begins his confession w ith  the  declaration: "I am  like one w ho d ied

young. All m y life m igh t h ave  been" (180). A t this po in t, C arton does no t

envision his love for Lucie as hav in g  any  redem ptive po ten tia l w hatsoever; in

fact, w hen she first asks h im  to change, he claims tha t it is too late, and  th a t if

anything, he  shall only "sink  low er, and  be w orse" (180). But as he articulates

the effect Lucie has h ad  u p o n  h im , he gradually  realizes stirrings in  h im  he

long believed dead. H e tells her:

Since I knew  you, I have  been  troubled by a rem orse  tha t I 
th o u g h t w ould  never rep roach  m e again, an d  have  heard  
w hispers from  o ld  voices im pelling me u pw ard , th a t I though t 
w ere  silent for ever. I h ave  had  unform ed ideas o f striv ing  
afresh, beginning anew , shak ing  off sloth and  sensuality , and  
fighting out the ab an d o n ed  fight. (181)

Carton does no t necessarily w elcom e these m em ories of am bition and  these

new  im pulses to fight off sloth: these m em ories and  im pulses Lucie inspires

reproach an d  trouble C arton , an d  m ost im portantly , d em an d  tha t he answ er

them  w ith  action; m oreover, these  ideas are unform ed, a n d  the  im pelling

voices m ere w hispers. Since a t th is po in t he is unw illing  to  w ork  tow ard  his

ow n renew al and  im provem ent, he  claim s that his experience in know ing  her

has been m erely  "a dream , th a t ends in  nothing, and  leaves the sleeper w here

he lay dow n" (181). The fire she has k indled  in  h im  is n o t a new  and  v ib ran t

flame, he contends, b u t in stead  a  "heap  of ashes" that w ill id ly  b u m  itself ou t.
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Lucie's blessing and  acceptance of Carton affects h im  profoundly. H e 

asks no th ing  of her, and  she cannot offer her love in response to his, and  yet 

the consolation she offers h im  — th a t she will keep his secret and  his m em ory 

in her heart -  and  the "G od bless you" she bestows upon  him  com pel this 

final prom ise to her: "For you , a n d  for any dear to you, I w ould  do anything."

As w retched as he  feels him self to be, he is "ardent and  sincere in this one 

thing," that h e  is a m an w ho "w ou ld  give his life, to keep a life you love 

beside you" (183). The vow  "rises o u t of [his] soul" unexpected and irre­

pressible -  h e  can no longer d en y  the better m an that his love for Lucie has 

called him  to  be. H arry  Stone has suggested that C arton 's feelings for Lucie 

resemble an  im poten t affection a t best, a perverse obsession a t worst. His 

calculation m isses the m ark entirely. Like Philip W akem 's love for Maggie 

Tulliver, C arton 's  love for Lucie is unrequited , bu t tha t by  no m ean dim in­

ishes its quality  o r power. She is "the last d ream  of his soul": her influence 

and his ability to care for h e r susta ins and  em pow ers him , a fact abundantly  

clear in  the confession scene. D uring  the  course of their encounter, Carton 

experiences a m om entous psychic transform ation in th a t he initially rejects 

his ow n po ten tial entirely, th en  adm its m om ents of futile hope, and  finally 

vows that he  is capable of an d  w illing to commit the u ltim ate sacrifice for the  

good and  pro tection  of Lucie an d  her family. I am  no t im plying  that w ithin  

the brief span  of this in terview  C arton 's soul and  spirit a re entirely renew ed, 

bu t his exchange w ith  Lucie does serve as the catalyst for change and the
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m om ent in w hich  he realizes som e prom ise for him self and  p u rp o se  for his 

existence.

As h a rd  as critics and  readers have been on Carton, Lucie often draws

a heaping of scath ing  com m entary  as well. Claire Tomalin, for exam ple,

denounces bo th  Dickens and  Lucie:

Far from  breaking the m old  of his vapid  heroines, he m akes her 
alm ost a  b lank, a paper princess, an  innocent w ho undergoes a 
series of o rdeals... w ith  perfect passivity; she is required  to be 
only sw eet, simple, and  endu ring , as she is sw ept along in  the 
w ake of g rea t events (125-126).

I w ould suggest th a t Tomalin unfairly  dim inishes the value of sw eet, simple,

and  enduring  peop le /characters, an d  seem s too quick to condem n heroines

w ho are no t absolutely  indom itable; I w ou ld  add that "enduring" or

"undergoing" the  bloodletting and  chaos of the French R evolution, as well as

the conviction an d  im prisonm ent of her husband, are hard ly  events tha t one

sim ply "undergoes" or is "passively  sw ep t along" by. Like D inah  M orris,

another character m aligned as un in teresting  and vapid because does no t

evidence a dark  side, Lucie m ay be less com pelling than the novel's  villains,

b u t Dinah an d  Lucie are no less realistic or true to life than  any  o ther fictional

figures.1 To th ink  that they are is to be terribly cynical about hum anity .

11 have found a considerable propensity am ong undergraduates to feel disgust for simple 
and/or good characters; when discussing A  Tale of Two Cities in particular, Lucie and 
Damay are often variously described as "dull," "boring," "annoying" "goody-goodies." (Of 
course some of the same students also write off Carton as a "drunken stalker," so it may often 
be a case of reductive characterization as much as anything else.) More veteran critics can 
also be guilty of this kind of contemptuous disregard for such characters: Norrie Epstein, in 
her highly accessible and comprehensive The Friendly Dickens (New York: Viking, 1998), 
complains that Dam ay is "wooden" and "insufferably faultless" (322). It is very much a 20th 
century tendency, I think, to decry earnestness and goodness as "insufferable" rather than 
desirable characteristics.
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M oreover, th e  novel is about bifurcations and  oppositions, abou t the  soul's 

capacity for dep rav ity  and  decency, ab o u t the  hum an potential for degener­

ation an d  im provem ent, about the h e a rt 's  tendency  tow ard despair and  hope; 

it "w as the b e s t o f tim es and the  w orst of tim es." Similarly, Lucie and 

M adam e D efarge fall on  either sides of a b road  spectrum , neither character 

m ore or less representative  of the rea lity  of the  hum an condition.

Lucie's w orth iness and believability  as the object of C arton 's  affection 

is also a p o in t frequently  debated, an d  w hile  it is an interesting question, it is 

also irrelevant. P erhaps it w ould  be m ore  satisfying for readers if Lucie was 

soaringly strong , intelligent, and  lovable, b u t she could just be a p re tty  

creature an d  the  story  w ould  w ork. A s it is, m any  of us find her ra ther u n ­

rem arkable (except for her beau ty  a n d  purity ), o r as Tomalin does, insipidly 

sweet, b u t w e n eed  no t find the  recip ien t of C arton 's affection "w orthy" in 

order to see h is love for her as true, good, and  life-altering. First, if w e w ant 

to debate "w orth iness,"  we cannot rationally  argue that C arton  is w orthy  of 

her regard  early  on  in the novel. Second, the love Lucie insp ires is far m ore 

im portant th an  w hether we as readers find  her likable or not, o r deem  her 

deserving of the  extraordinary  sacrifice C arton  makes for her (and  for D am ay 

and their fam ily).2 In  his book on  D ickens an d  his wom en characters, Michael 

Slater contends th a t Dickens w orked  exceptionally  hard  on Lucie M anette 

because it is critical that the au tho r convince us tha t her character an d  beauty

2 Interestingly, som e of the critics I referenced in regard to Adam Bede similarly insist that 
Dinah is too plain, too righteous to be worthy o f Adam's love; they suggest that Hetty,
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are  capable o f m o tiva ting  a  m an 's readiness to  relinquish  his life for the 

preservation of hers: "[Dickens] w ants us to  feel, too, no t only th a t Lucie can 

inspire such self-sacrifice b u t also that she is w orthy  of it" (279). It m ay be 

true  that Dickens w a n te d  u s  to appreciate Lucie and  identify w ith  C arton 's 

adoration  of her, b u t  the  authorial intent is o f course indeterm inable. More 

th an  that, w hether w e  th ink  she "can inspire" o r "is w orthy  of" such  self- 

sacrifice is, again , irre levan t, sim ply because she does inspire it. S later's and 

Tom alin 's assu m p tio n  th a t the existence an d  legitim acy of a p e rso n 's  love is 

contingent u p o n  a  deserv in g  object is com m ensurate  to the  m y th  th a t love 

m u st be reciprocal to  exist: in  both cases, the  object and  reciprocity  of affec­

tion  is far less germ ane th an  the love itself; it is the aw akened life an d  re­

dem ption  th a t C arto n 's  devotion to Lucie incites tha t is param oun t.

Readers o ften  have  failed to see C arton 's renew al as g radua l, but 

instead insist th a t i t  is failed  or unbelievable because he m oves to  quickly 

from  dissipated ro gue  to d ivine hero. D ickens scholar Joseph G old  labels 

C arton 's redem p tion  as a hasty  and far-fetched "Scrooge-like conversion" 

th a t Dickens is forced  to  "fall back on" (235). I w ould  counter th a t C arton 's 

com m itm ent to d ie  in  the  place of Charles D am ay  is neither a su d d e n  w him  

on C arton 's p a rt n o r  a  forced or convenient narra tive  convention on  Dicken's 

part. From the  m o m en t he  is able to sense th e  "last d ream  of his soul,"

C arton gradually  forgoes his old  self and  ad o p ts  a  better, nobler, m ore 

focused self. W hen M r. L orry lam ents his o w n  bachelorhood a n d  his fear that

despite of or even because o f her vanity, shallowness, and immoral behavior, is a more fitting
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no one will w eep for h im  u pon  his death, C arton  challenges Lorry's notion of 

w hat constitutes a valuable life, and in d o ing  so, reveals his own. H e passion­

ately interrogates Lorry:

If you could say, w ith  truth, to your o w n  solitary heart, to-night,
"I have secured to m yself the love an d  attachm ent, the gratitude 
or respect, of no h u m an  creature; I have  w on  m yself a tender 
place in  no regard; I have done no th ing  good  or serviceable to 
be rem em bered by!" your seventy-eight years w ould be 
seventy-eight heavy  curses, w ould they  not? (339-340)

Unlike the C arton w ho approached Lucie's d o o r seem ingly resolved to w aste 

his life, he now  asserts the im portance of liv ing  a life w orth  rem em bering, a 

life lived in service to others, even if the scope o f one 's  influence is know n 

only to one's "ow n solitary heart." Significantly, C arton  enlightens Lorry that 

there is no sham e in  dy ing  alone, but that there  is sham e in refusing to love; 

in  doing so, he foreshadow s his own death  w h ich  w ill itself be solitary bu t 

will also be for the solidarity  of the M an e tte /D am ay  family.

M oments later in  h is conversation w ith  Lorry, C arton again acknow l­

edges his change of heart: "I am  not old, b u t m y  young  way w as never the 

w ay to age" (340). Form erly resigned to the fact th a t he is one "w ho died 

young," and thus his fu ture  a  hopeless prospect, C arton  now  is no longer 

content to live out the rest of his days in  his custom ary  careless, bleak m anner 

and  commits to changing his path  forward. H im self invigorated by C arton 's 

exam ple, Lorry adm its th a t his "heart [was] to u ch ed ... by m any rem em ­

brances that had  long fallen asleep," and  C arton , "w ith  a bright flush," 

exclaims, "I understand  the  feeling!" This conversation  resonates w ith  echoes

partner.
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of C arton 's p riv a te  interview  w ith  Lucie, b u t now  he is fortified by  a  renew ed 

soul, and  just as Lucie kindled the heap  of ashes that w as his soul, he  rouses 

Lorry's heart a n d  m em ories. Even C a rto n 's  physical countenance is rejuve­

nated: his once pa llid  and sickly appearance  has become flushed  an d  bright, 

his once listless m an n er now  an im ated . If any  reader w as strangely  com ­

pelled to read  C arton 's  vows to Lucie as self-indulgent, em pty  a ttem pts to 

im press her, su ch  a  reading does n o t h o ld  u p  against this scene. By having 

Carton express to  Lorry rather than  Lucie his new found fervor for an d  com­

m itm ent to  a g o o d  life, Dickens establishes C arton 's sincere ded ication  to 

change an d  th e  steps he has m ade to w ard  im provem ent; he has no th ing  to 

gain by  sharing  w ith  Lorry his new fo u n d  know ledge of how  to  render life 

m eaningful, o r  b y  expressing his rem orse for his past profligacy; it "rises 

from his soul," unrela ted  to any desire to earn  Lucie's approval or love.

O f course the  first character in  the  novel to be rean im ated  a n d  

"recalled to life" is Dr. Alexander M anette. W hile unjustly im prisoned  in  the 

Bastille for 18 years, M anette's only  occupation  is, literally, cobbling shoes, 

and by the tim e he is rescued he  is b are ly  hum an; the experience has psycho­

logically and  physically  depleted h im  so  severely that he shrinks from  hum an 

contact and  the  ligh t of day. W hile locked aw ay  in the Bastille, his only  link 

to life is a g o lden  lock of his d au g h te r 's  ha ir, and  after his release Lucie con­

tinues to function  as the agent w ho recalls h im  to life. Just as Eppie is the  

golden child w h o  revives Silas M am er's  do rm an t soul, recalls to  h im  m em ­

ories of his far-off life, and reunites h im  w ith  the  present-day, Lucie "w as the
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golden thread  tha t u n ited  [her father] to a  P ast bey o n d  his misery, and  to  a

Present beyond his m isery: a n d  the sound  o f h e r voice, the light of her face,

the touch of her h and , h a d  a strong  beneficial influence w ith  him  alm ost

alw ays" (110). Both w om en  a n d  daughters also insp ire  and  facilitate their

fathers' reassim ilation in to  society; their good influence reaches b eyond  their

individual families an d  in to  the  greater com m unity .

Once C arton decides to  forfeit his ow n life for the  preservation  o f

D am ay 's -  w hich, not incidentally , is a  p lan  he g radua lly  develops, n o t a

convenient oppo rtun ity  to  salvage an ignoble life w ith  a  grand dea th  -  he has

m any chances to p arlay  h is sacrifice into a p loy  fo r Lucie's affection a n d

attention; this, how ever, he  never does. Except fo r the  one occasion on  w hich

he pours forth his h eart to  Lucie, C arton loves h e r silently and from  afar, and

m oreover anticipates the  ho rro r he will confron t for D am ay  w ithou t an y o n e 's

sym pathy or support. W ere C arton  a self-in terested  m anipulator, certain ly  he

w ould  have approached  Lucie a t her m ost vu lnerab le , in  hopes of im prov ing

his standing w ith  her. Instead , he  exhorts Lorry:

D on 't speak of m e to  her. As I sa id  to  y o u  w h en  I first cam e, I 
had better no t see her. I can pu t m y h a n d  ou t, to do  any little 
helpful w ork  for h e r that m y hand  can do , w ith o u t that. You 
are going to her, I hope? She m ust be very  desolate to-night 
(338).

Com m itted prim arily  to  h e r well-being, he w ill he lp  inconspicuously, 

invisibly, sending  L orry to  com fort her even  th o u g h  it is a  task he w o u ld  

relish and d raw  s treng th  from . W hen L orry la ter ensures C arton of her 

welfare, C arton em its a  " long , grieving sound , like a sigh  -  alm ost like a  sob"
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(338). H is "Ah!" is a verbal m anifestation of his love for h e r w hich  affects 

him  to the  core; Dickens m akes it clear that his self-denial is h a rd ly  easy for 

him , an d  often C arton seem s to grieve for himself as w ell as for Lucie and for 

the fu ture of those dear to  her.

E dgar Johnson has w ritten  tha t "Carton is a suffering b u t heroic soul," 

and as such, in  his vision o f h im self there is "none of the sen tim entality  and 

deception of dram atizing  oneself as an  innocent victim " (981). Indeed,

C arton is reticent about the  unfathom able act of heroism  he  is about to 

actuate, and  never plays the  role of or conceives of him self as the victim;

Lucie inspires in  h im  the k in d  of v irtue  that does no t p a rad e  itself, and  Carton 

know s th a t to reveal him self w o u ld  be to jeopardize the success of his enter­

prise. C arton actually saves D am ay  twice, and in neither case is he accredited 

any recognition or g ratitude. A t the  trial w hen C arton s tan d s up  as D am av's 

tw in, he narra to r specifies, "N obody  had  m ade any  acknow ledgm ent of Mr. 

C arton 's p a rt in  the day 's proceedings; nobody had  know n o f it" (112). W hen 

D am ay, believing his d ea th  im m inent, w rites his farewell m issives in  which 

he sends last w ords of love an d  rem em brance to his fam ily a n d  friends, "He 

never though t of C arton" (377). C arton, by contrast, a lthough  he has both 

opportun ity  an d  occasion, does no t leave behind any  record  of his valor, love, 

or even life. The only fo reshadow ing  gesture C arton m akes is to kiss little 

Lucie and  m urm ur, "A  life y o u  love;" this tenderness is on ly  no ted  afterw ard, 

by a child stand ing  nearby. E ven C arton 's fam ous speech before dy ing  is not 

issued from  his lips, b u t a  sw an  song uttered by the n a rra to r on  behalf of an
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im agined victim  of the guillotine. The d ign ity  and  serenity w ith  w hich  

C arton m oves tow ard  his death  is stunn ing , and  appropria te  in tha t it dem on­

strates the sincerity a n d  profundity  of his sacrifice and  redem ption.

In the novel's concluding chapters, Dickens bestows upon  his hero  an 

unam biguous Christ-like status. As he w alks the Parisian streets the  n igh t 

before he is to die, he is so resolute in his pu rp o se  that he claims an  inability  

to sleep, m uch as sleep eludes Christ in  th e  G arden of G ethsem ane the n igh t 

before the crucifixion. The narrator m akes explicit C arton 's reso lu tion  an d  

that is spiritual destination  is w ith in  sight, w ith in  reach:

It w as no t a reckless m anner, the m an n er in  w hich he said [that 
he could no t sleep] aloud under the  fast-sailing clouds, n o r w as 
it m ore expressive of negligence ra th er than  defiance. It w as the  
settled m anner of a tired m an, w ho h ad  w andered  and  
struggled, and  go t lost, b u t w ho a t leng th  struck into his road  
and saw  its end  (342).

This C arton is pow erfu lly  contrasted w ith  the  C arton  of Book One, w ho

w anders the nocturnal streets aimlessly, w eep ing  "w asted tears," a "m an  of

good abilities and  good emotions, incapable of their directed exercise,

incapable of his ow n help  and his ow n h ap p in ess ..."  (122). It is vital th a t

Dickens establishes th a t C arton has transcended  his w ayw ardness and

retrieved his lost soul, particularly  since C arton  m ust echo the follow ing

refrain earnestly and  believably rather th an  absurdly: "I am  the resurrection

and  the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in  m e, though he w ere dead , yet

shall he live: and  w hosoever liveth and  believeth  in  me, shall never d ie ."  This

passage, w hich C arton u tters before and  a t the  hou r of his death, affirm s the

Christ-like scope of his sacrifice an d  assures us th a t he, by dying, w ill be
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reborn. Before Lucie, Sydney C arton  was dead, w as enduring  a  liv ing  m oral 

death  until love recuperated  him ; n ow , by dying  as his best self, he saves not 

just D am ay  b u t h im self as well. C arton  dies on  the  cross (on the guillo tine 

that d u rin g  th e  French R evolution replaced the C hristian  cross as a s ign  of 

salvation) w ith  C hrist's  w ords in  h is  m outh an d  unconquerable love in  his 

heart. H is red em p tio n  is com plete.

Even read ers  w ho acknow ledge C arton 's transform ation  and  selfless 

heroism  nonetheless claim th a t h is d ea th  has little endu ring  effect a n d  even 

serves as a sp u rio u s  conclusion to  an  otherw ise successful and  m ov ing  novel. 

Edgar Johnson, w ho affirms C arton 's  individual salvation , nevertheless 

argues th a t D ickens fails to fuse successfully the tw o  them es of love and  

revolution: he  insists that the  "haloed  radiance" an d  "personal g ran d eu r"  of 

C arton 's m arty rd o m  "for all of its pow er, destroys [the novel's] revo lu tionary  

m eaning" (982). In the sam e vein, H a rry  Stone suggests tha t C arton 's  death  

in no w ay redeem s or purifies the  w o rld  he leaves beh ind , and  is therefore  an 

insufficient na rra tive  conclusion (363).

G enerally  speaking, the  heroic death of one m an  m ay seem  an  in ad e ­

quate reso lu tion  to such a b loody  a n d  horrific R evolutionary tale, b u t w ith in  

the context of A  Tale of Two Cities, it is in  keeping w ith  the trajectory an d  

spirit of the  novel. Dickens consistently  dem onstrates the  gulf be tw een  the 

R evolutionaries' ideals and  their m ethods, and  th u s  a m ore tidy or uncate- 

gorically triu m p h an t end ing  w ou ld  have  been a t  o d d s  w ith  all he  has w orked  

to establish. M ore im portantly , Stone and  Johnson bo th  neglect the sub tle  b u t
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pow erful ram ifications of C arton 's sacrifice. N ot only  does he enduringly  

effect the M a n e tte /D a m ay  family, b u t  Dickens also in tim ates th a t Carton's 

influence is m uch  m ore  pervasive a n d  far-reaching th an  o ne  family. The 

child w ho overhears C arton  w hisper "A  life you love" to  Lucie's daughter 

lives to recount th e  sto ry  to her grandchildren. C arton 's  im m ortality  is bom  

alm ost im m ediately: "They said  of h im , about the city th a t n ight, that it was 

the peacefullest m a n 's  face ever beheld  there. M any a d d e d  tha t he looked 

sublime and  p rophetic"  (403). A m ong those thoughts g iven  utterance by one 

of C arton 's im ag ined  fellow victim s is th a t Lucie's fu tu re  son  w ould  bear 

Sydney's nam e, th a t Lucie w ould  tell h is story "w ith  a  ten d e r an d  faltering 

voice," and  th a t h e  w ou ld  hold "a sanctuary  in their hearts , an d  in the hearts 

of their descendants, generations hence" (404). C arton 's  "unh isto ric  act" 

upon w hich "the  g row ing  good of the  w orld  is partly  d ep en d en t"  will outlive 

him; his love sto ry  w ill pass on for th e  benefit of countless generations to 

come.

Sydney C arton  experiences tw o  rebirths, bo th  actualized  by "the 

pow er of loving [that] w as all the w hile gaining new  force w ith in  him ."3 

First, his w orst self dies and  his best self is reborn; second, he  dies a t the 

gu illo tine/cross a n d  is reborn into e ternal life, bo th  in  the  C hristian  sense and 

in  terms of his liv ing  legacy. Perhaps m ost im portantly , h is death  em phat­

ically represents th e  "vigorous tenacity  o f love, alw ays so m uch  stronger than 

hate" (Dickens 397). Such love does n o t eradicate the b lood le tting  o f the

3 From George Eliot's Adam Bede.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



151
Revolution, b u t it does sh ine as the m anifestation of the m ost beautifu l side of

the hum an  spirit in the face o f its darkest, and  it does no t cease sh in ing  w ith

Sydney's death. W. W alter Crotch stirringly articulates C arton 's  legacy:

W e feel that Sydney C arton lives and stands alone in  all prose  
fiction; for he represents the universal tru th  that in  every 
darkened m ind there  m ay be some inlet, th rough  w hich  a shaft 
of sunshine u ltim ately  floods the soul w ith  self-recognition and  
love; and  that thus is generated such force of m oral s treng th  and 
pu rpose  as m any ten d  to the sublim est self-surrender (205-206).

This act of "self-surrender" is less a giving up  o r loss of the  self than  a

restoration of the self an d  redem ption o f the sou l, both  m ade possible by the

pow er of hum an, m oral love.
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CHA PTER VH

AFTERWORD

It is too o ften  and  erroneously  assum ed  that the fear o f strong  feeling 

and repression of passion  are the  basic im pulses at the h ea rt o f Victorian 

culture and literature. I hope this s tu d y  has disproved th a t assum ption  by 

revealing a strain  o f Victorian novels an d  novelists deep ly  invested  in the 

notion that deep feeling and  desire can  coincide w ith  m oral earnestness, and 

that love plots can an d  should  transcend  the param eters o f m arita l, requited, 

and erotic love. The novels I exam ine are canonical, b u t th e ir love stories are 

unconventional in  th a t they rely u p o n  unrequited , pa te rnal, filial, aesthetic, 

perpetually deferred , and  life a ltering  love. While sexual repression  or 

restraint is often a com ponent of these  stories, from L am bert S tre ther's 

intractable celibacy to  Isabel A rcher's passionless m arriage to Philip W akem 's 

physical deform ity, it does no t p rec lude  or im pede the expression  or 

experience of deep  love. A nother com m on m isconception is th a t prevalent in 

Victorian narratives is an inviolable opposition  betw een passion  an d  repres­

sion, and that to choose the form er over the  latter is to im peril one 's reputa­

tion if not one 's soul. For the w riters included  in this s tu d y , how ever, the 

highest forms of h u m an  desire an d  love enhance or su sta in  ra th e r than 

violate the in tegrity  of the self; Sydney C arton  is p erhaps th e  best exam ple of 

love's m oral an d  redem ptive capacity. Q uite frequently, th e  m ost abiding
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form s of love do  develop  from  suffering and  sacrifice, b u t is precisely these 

instances of suffering  a n d  sacrifice that are the  roo ts of sym pathy an d  

salvation.

That "th ings a re  n o t so ill w ith you  an d  m e  as they  m ight have  been, is 

half ow ing" to the  Sydney Cartons of the  w o rld  — those w ho em body  the  

invincibility of h u m an  love, an d  the tireless capacity  of the hum an h e a rt to 

renew  itself ou t of even  the  m ost dissipated cond itions — and to the D orothea 

Brookes of the w orld  — those whose "e ffec t... o n  those around [them ] w as 

incalculably diffusive" a n d  up o n  w hom  "the  g ro w in g  good of the w o rld  is 

p a rtly  dependen t" (M iddlem arch  838). As w e h av e  seen  earlier, in  th e  w orks 

of A nne Bronte an d  H en ry  Jam es the consequences of good and  lov ing  acts 

are specific an d  circum scribed. Agnes G rey a n d  H elen  H untingdon  a re  able 

to create w arm , loving  dom iciles, bu t these are  sanctuaries set u tte rly  a p a rt 

from  the larger com m unity  tha t is still steeped  in  patriarchal and  dup lic itous 

tradition. A t the  end  of The A m bassadors, w e a re  supposed  to believe that 

S trether's vague m ission  has been som ew hat successful, and  that p e rh a p s  he 

is "dreadfu lly  righ t" (even if som e of us rem ain  unconvinced). Isabel A rcher 

is less am biguously successful, and w e are confiden t th a t her em otional and  

aesthetic developm ent w ill greatly benefit P ansy  a t least. C om paratively,

Eliot and  Dickens a re  far m ore optim istic in  th e ir conviction that the  influence 

of goodness an d  love is inestim able: the actions an d  exam ples of Sydney  

C arton, D orothea Brooke, Eppie M am er, Philip  W akem  and  D inah M orris
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diffusively enhance the com m on good of their su rro u n d in g  com m unities and  

even of the  w orld .
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