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HENRY JAMES was born in 1843 in Washington Place, New York, of Scottish and Irish ancestry. His father was a prominent theologian and philosopher and his elder brother, William, also became famous as a philosopher. James attended schools in New York and later in London, Paris and Geneva, before briefly entering the Law School at Harvard in 1862. In 1865 he began to contribute reviews and short stories to American journals. He visited Europe twice as an adult before moving to Paris in 1875, where he met Flaubert, Turgenev and other literary figures. However, after a year he moved to London, where he met with such success in society that he confessed to accepting 107 invitations in the winter of 1878–9 alone. In 1898 he left London and went to live at Lamb House, Rye, Sussex. Henry James became a naturalized British citizen in 1915, and was awarded the Order of Merit in 1916, shortly before his death in February of that year.

In addition to many short stories, plays, books of criticism, biography and autobiography, and much travel writing, he wrote some twenty novels, the first of which, Watch and Ward, appeared serially in the Atlantic Monthly in 1871. His novella ‘Daisy Miller’ (1878) established him as a literary figure on both sides of the Atlantic. Other novels include Roderick Hudson (1875), The American (1877), The Europeans (1878), Washington Square (1880), The Portrait of a Lady (1881), The Bostonians (1886), The Princess Casamassima (1886), The Tragic Muse (1890), The Spoils of Poynton (1897), What Maisie Knew (1897), The Awkward Age (1899), The Wings of the Dove (1902), The Ambassadors (1903) and The Golden Bowl (1904).
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Chronology

1843 15 April: HJ born at 21 Washington Place in New York City, second of five children of Henry James (1811–82), speculative theologian and social thinker, whose strict entrepreneur father had amassed wealth estimated at $3 million, one of the top ten American fortunes of his time, and his wife Mary (1810–82), daughter of James Walsh, a New York cotton merchant of Scottish family.

1843–5 Accompanies parents to Paris and London.

1845–7 James family returns to USA and settles in Albany, NY.

1847–55 Family settles in New York City; HJ taught by tutors and in private schools.

1855–8 Family travels in Europe: Geneva, London, Paris, Boulogne-sur-Mer. Returns to USA and settles in Newport, Rhode Island.

1859–60 Family in Europe again: HJ attends scientific school, then the Academy (later the University) in Geneva. Learns German in Bonn.

September 1860: Louse Family returns to Newport. HJ makes friends with future critic T. S. Perry (who records that HJ ‘was continually writing stories, mainly of a romantic kind’) and artist John La Farge.

1861–3 Injures his back helping to extinguish a fire in Newport and is exempted from military service in American Civil War (1861–5).

Autumn 1862: Enters Harvard Law School for a term. Begins to send stories to magazines.

1864 February. First short story, ‘A Tragedy of Error’, published anonymously in Continental Monthly.

May: Family moves to 13 Ashburton Place, Boston, Massachusetts.

October: Unsigned review published in North American Review.

1865 March: First signed tale, ‘The Story of a Year’, appears in Atlantic Monthly. HJ’s criticism published in first number of the Nation (New York).

1866–8 Continues reviewing and writing stories.

Summer 1866: W. D. Howells, novelist, critic and influential editor, becomes a friend.

November: Family moves to 20 Quincy Street, beside Harvard Yard, in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

1869 Travels for his health to England, where he meets John Ruskin, William Morris, Charles Darwin and George Eliot; also visits Switzerland and Italy.

1870 March: Death in America of his much-loved cousin Minny Temple.

May: HJ, still unwell, is reluctantly back in Cambridge.

1871 August-December: First short novel, Watch and Ward, serialized in Atlantic Monthly.

1872–4 Accompanies invalid sister Alice and aunt Catherine Walsh (‘Aunt Kate’) to Europe in May. Writes travel pieces for the Nation. Between October 1872 and September 1874 spends periods of time in Paris, Rome, Switzerland, Homburg and Italy without his family.

Spring 1874: Begins first long novel, Roderick Hudson, in Florence.

September: Returns to USA.

1875 January: Publishes A Passionate Pilgrim, and Other Tales, his first work to appear in book form. It is followed by Transatlantic Sketches (travel pieces) and then by Roderick Hudson (November). Spends six months in New York City (111 East 25th Street), then three in Cambridge.

11 November: Arrives at 29 rue de Luxembourg, Paris as correspondent for the New York Tribune.

December: Begins new novel, The American.

1876 Meets Gustave Flaubert, Ivan Turgenev, Edmond de Goncourt, Alphonse Daudet, Guy de Maupassant and Emile Zola.

December: Moves to London and settles at 3 Bolton Street, just off Piccadilly.

1877 Visits Paris, Florence and Rome.

May: The American is published.

1878 Meets William Gladstone, Alfred Tennyson, and Robert Browning.

February: Collection of essays, French Poets and Novelists, is the first book HJ publishes in London.

July: Novella ‘Daisy Miller’ serialized in The Cornhill Magazine; in November Harper’s publish it in the USA, establishing HJ’s reputation on both sides of the Atlantic.

September: Publishes The Europeans (novel).

1879December: Publishes Confidence (novel) and Hawthorne (critical study).

1880December: Publishes Washington Square (novel).

1881 October: Returns to USA; visits Cambridge, Mass.

November: Publishes The Portrait of a Lady (novel).

1882 January: Death of mother. Visits New York and Washington, D.C.

May: Travels back to England but returns to USA on death of father in December.

1883 Summer: Returns to London.

November: Fourteen-volume collected edition of fiction published by Macmillan.

December: Publishes Portraits of Places (travel writings).

1884 Sister Alice moves to London and settles near HJ.

September: Publishes A Little Tour in France (travel writings) and Tales of Three Cities; his important artistic statement ‘The Art of Fiction’ appears in Longman’s Magazine.

Becomes a friend of R. L. Stevenson and Edmund Gosse. Writes to his American friend Grace Norton: ‘I shall never marry… I am both happy enough and miserable enough, as it is.’

1885–6 Publishes two serial novels, The Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima.

6 March 1886: Moves into flat at 34 de Vere Gardens.

1887 Spring and summer: Visits Florence and Venice. Continues friendship (begun in 1880) with American novelist Constance Fenimore Woolson.

1888 Publishes The Reverberator (novel), ‘The Aspern Papers’ (novella) and Partial Portraits (criticism).

1889 Collection of tales, A London Life, published.

1890 The Tragic Muse (novel) published.

1891 Play version of The American has a short run in the provinces and London.

1892 February: Publishes The Lesson of the Master (story collection).

March: Death of Alice James in London.

1893 Three volumes of tales published: The Real Thing (March), The Private Life (June), The Wheel of Time (September).

1894 Deaths of Constance Fenimore Woolson and R. L. Stevenson.

1895 5 January: Play Guy Domville is greeted by boos and applause on its première at St. James’s Theatre; HJ abandons playwriting for many years.

Visits Ireland. Takes up cycling. Publishes two volumes of tales, Terminations (May) and Embarrassments (June).

1896 Publishes The Other House (novel).

1897 Two novels, The Spoils of Poynton and What Maisie Knew, published.

February: Starts dictating, due to wrist problems.

September: Takes lease on Lamb House, Rye, Sussex.

1898 June: Moves into Lamb House. Sussex neighbours include the writers Joseph Conrad, H. G. Wells and Ford Madox Hueffer (Ford).

August: Publishes In the Cage (short novel).

October: ‘The Turn of the Screw’, ghost story included in The Two Magics, proves his most popular work since ‘Daisy Miller’.

1899April: Novel The Awkward Age published.

August: Buys the freehold of Lamb House.

1900 Shaves off his beard.

August: Publishes collection of tales, The Soft Side.

Friendship with American novelist Edith Wharton develops.

1901 February: Publishes novel The Sacred Fount.

1902 August: Publishes novel The Wings of the Dove.

1903 February: Publishes collection of tales The Better Sort.

September: Publishes novel The Ambassadors.

October: Publishes memoir William Wetmore Story and his Friends.

1904 August: Sails to USA, his first visit for twenty-one years. Travels to New England, New York, Philadelphia, Washing ton, the South, St Louis, Chicago, Los Angeles and San Francisco.

November: Publishes novel The Golden Bowl.

1905 January: Is President Theodore Roosevelt’s guest at the White House. Elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters.

July: Back in Lamb House, begins revising works for the New York Edition of The Novels and Tales of Henry James.

October: Publishes English Hours (travel essays).

1906–8 Selects, arranges, prefaces and has illustrations made for New York Edition (published 1907–9, twenty-four volumes).

1907 January: Publishes The American Scene (travel essays).

1908 March: Play The High Bid produced at Edinburgh.

1909 October: Publishes Italian Hours (travel essays).

Health problems.

1910 August: Travels to USA with brother William, who dies a week after their return.

October: Publishes The Finer Grain (tales).

1911 August: Returns to England.

October: Publishes The Outcry (novel adapted from play).

Begins work on autobiography.

1912 June: Receives honorary doctorate from Oxford University.

October: Takes flat at 21 Carlyle Mansions, Cheyne Walk, Chelsea; suffers from shingles.

1913 March: Publishes A Small Boy and Others (first volume of autobiography).

Portrait painted by John Singer Sargent for seventieth birthday (15 April).

1914 March: Publishes Notes of a Son and Brother (second volume of autobiography).

August: Outbreak of World War One; HJ becomes passionately engaged with the British cause and helps Belgian refugees and wounded soldiers.

October: Publishes Notes on Novelists.

1915 Is made honorary president of the American Volunteer Motor Ambulance Corps.

July: Becomes a British citizen.

Writes essays about the war (collected in Within the Rim, 1919) and the Preface to Letters from America (1916) by the poet Rupert Brooke, who died the previous year.

2 December: Suffers a stroke.

1916 Awarded the Order of Merit in New Year Honours.

28 February: Dies. After his funeral in Chelsea Old Church, his ashes are smuggled back to America by sister-in-law and buried in the family plot in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Philip Horne


Introduction

First-time readers, of Washington Square should be
aware that details of the plot are revealed here.

Washington Square slid into print in 1880, almost sheepishly, only to receive the following critical assessment: James’s ‘dismal tale’ set in the New York of the 1840s possesses ‘nothing but common-place affectionateness, common-place and even vulgar selfishness, somewhat more than common-place cruelty and cynicism, very common-place insincerity, and very commonplace misery’. The review concluded that if the reader desires ‘a consummately clever study of perfect dreariness, you have it in Washington Square’.1 The novel James had wedged in between ‘a good deal of work’ in the autumn of 1879, in the run-up to starting The Portrait of a Lady (‘finished the ill-fated little Hawthorne, finished Confidence, began Washington Square, wrote a Bundle of Letters’) got off to a shaky start.2 It is tempting even now to describe Washington Square in the same negative terms by which Catherine Sloper, the main protagonist, has been described: dull, commonplace, uninteresting, ‘poorish’. And yet Washington Square has compelled passionate attention from generations of readers, and has lived on to become a capacious receptacle for a diverse set of responses that are anything but dull, commonplace, uninteresting, and ‘poorish’.3

Washington Square has notably inspired artists in other creative fields to appropriate it for their own uses – to date, three ballets, a ‘musical interpretation’, three operas, a stage play, two films and at least four television versions.4 The novel, and the works it has spawned, has become the means for investigating the nature of realism and romanticism, the comedy of manners and the tragedy of consciousness, feminist rebellions against patriarchal dictates, and the relation of social exteriors to psychological depths. Such rich engagements impel us again to ask just what it is about James’s tale that stirs up so much feeling, and thinking, in its readers. What is it about Washington Square that has brought it so much attention?

Let us start with Henry James himself, back on 21 February 1879, when he was told an anecdote by the actress Frances Kemble at a gathering in London. It involved her ‘beautiful’, selfish, and mercenary brother who had been engaged to a ‘dull, plain, common-place’ young woman ‘with a handsome fortune’ and a disapproving father who threatened to withhold the daughter’s inheritance if she held to the engagement. The brother decamped. Time passed and the girl received the father’s money upon his death. The brother returned to renew his attentions but was rejected, although his former fiancée admitted she still cared for him and would never marry another man.5 James jotted down this slight incident about a Rich Girl, a Conniving Suitor, and a Disapproving Father, then went about making something out of what might have seemed next to nothing to anyone lacking James’s magpie-like imagination. Why, though, did James decide to give the story evolving in his mind the title Washington Square, claiming that it was ‘a tale purely American’, though aware of its paucity of social ‘paraphernalia’?6 Indeed, most critics have found little to interest them in the ‘New York’ ramifications of a story that, in their view, could have taken place anywhere.7

Does the story’s physical location in New York of the 1840s provide a depth of context that helps deflect from the supposed lack of vividness of the central character, ‘the heiress’? Does the setting point up the equation that relates Catherine Sloper’s potential fate to the fact that she lives in a house on a quiet square at the end of Fifth Avenue that is invaded by a charming but ruthless outsider intent on winning her as plunder? On 27 November 1880, as the original serial-run in London’s The Cornhill Magazine came to its conclusion, James commented to his brother William that ‘the only good thing in the story is the girl’.8 Yet he chose to place that girl within a clearly specified location that, despite its thinness of reference, is meant to mean something of value. When Catherine fails to comply with the convention that expects ‘a love-lorn maiden’ to be ‘always scenic’, Dr. Sloper remarks, ‘She is not scenic’ (72) – that is, not demonstrative, not histrionic, not fitting the formula assigned to fictional characters doomed to rejection and woe. For James, Washington Square would help provide the ‘scenic’ intensity he tried to introduce into all his tales.

To be scenic was the crucial lesson James learned at a very young age when still a Small Boy living in New York City. When his cousin Marie, known as ‘spoiled’, was told to go to bed, she protested loudly, prompting from her mother a ‘simple phrase that was from that moment so preposterously to “count” for me. “Come on, my dear; don’t make a scene – I insist on your not making a scene!”‘ To the boy that expression ‘told me so much about life. Life at these intensities clearly becomes “scenes”, but the great thing, the immense illumination, was that we could make them or not as we chose.’ Thinking back over the occasion, James knew that the ‘mark had been made for me and the door flung open; the passage, gathering up all the elements of the troubled time, had been itself a scene, quite enough of one, and I had become aware with it of a rich accession of possibilities.’9

Catherine Sloper will leave her indelible imprint upon Washington Square, although not in the conventional scenic sense of a Marie who revels in histrionic exhibitions of emotion. Washington Square, in turn, leaves its own imprint, just as the photographs Alvin Langdon Coburn furnished for the New York Edition of The Novels and Tales of Henry James (1907–9) serve as frontispieces that evoke the settings for the profoundly intense ‘situations’ that characterize the lives of James’s most finely drawn characters. Unlike the novels of Charles Dickens or Honoré de Balzac, where readers are ever aware of the great murmurous cities that press upon even the most minutely contained settings, Washington Square makes no attempt to provide a detailed study of the hurtling tempo of the streets that ring its sequestered enclave during the 1840s. On his brief return to the United States in 1904 after a twenty-one-year absence, James, as the ‘restless analyst’ of The American Scene,which he wrote in 1903 but did not publish till 1907, had more data on hand and greater hindsight than he had possessed in 1880. He lavished his recognition of the richness and confusion of ‘the terrible town’ that had grown past recognition since his earlier departures from his native land. The complacent middle-class lives that had defined the Washington Square area of his childhood had been displaced by a city bursting with the almost manic energies of go-getting New Yorkers (the native-born and the new aliens). James’s story ‘The Jolly Corner’ of 1908 and his memoir of 1913, A Small Boy and Others, made note of the many material and social changes that were still to come when he wrote Washington Square.10 Still, the particular site he chose to feature in his novel of 1880 provides the necessary backdrop before which the story’s four main characters perform, with a scenic effect managed with great cleverness.

The significance of Washington Square is a matter of what it is not, as suggested by passages tucked away in chapters III and V. The choices the characters make are defined by what the Square stands for, and against. For example, there is Catherine Sloper’s aunt, Mrs Almond, who lives with a brood of nine children ‘much farther up town, in an embryonic street, with a high number – a region where the extension of the city began to assume a theoretic air, where poplars grew beside the pavement (when there was one), and mingled their shade with the steep roofs of desultory Dutch houses, and where pigs and chicken disported themselves in the gutter’ (16). It is Arthur Townsend, groom-to-be of Marian Almond and cousin of Morris Townsend, who is eager to keep in touch with the nervous energy of the burgeoning city. He prattles on about the practical merits of forever moving north, ever higher up the narrow spine of Manhattan Island.

‘That’s the way to live in New York – to move every three or four years. Then you always get the last thing. It’s because the city’s growing so quick – you’ve got to keep up with it. It’s going straight up town – that’s where New York’s going. If I wasn’t afraid Marian would be lonely, I’d go up there – right to the top – and wait for it. Only have to wait ten years – they’d all come up after you … I guess we’ll move up little by little; when we get tired of one street we’ll go higher. So you see we’ll always have a new house; it’s a great advantage to have a new house; you get all the latest improvements. They invent everything all over again about every five years, and it’s a great thing to keep up with the new things. I always try and keep up with the new things of every kind. Don’t you think that’s a good motto for a young couple? – to keep “going higher”?’ (26)

In marked contrast, and crucial to our sense of what plays out in the novel, is the fact that Washington Square is the bastion of those who feel no need to keep ‘going higher’. Dr Sloper, who married for love (and got money), had previously moved above the lower reaches of the city to the area that befits his professional prestige and comfortable financial situation.11 Morris Townsend is clever, coldly calculating, but lacking the family backing and the twitchy New York personality of his cousin. Morris’s sole talents are his Europeanized charm and determination never to be ‘caught’. He has no desire or ability to rush northward; he will be content to situate himself permanently, ‘comfortably’, within the domestic circle of the Sloper household as claimant to the stability that Washington Square represents. As for Catherine Sloper? – it is by the most subtle and clever narrative strategies that James’s narrative will reveal her choice: whether a life defined by ‘going higher’ or by staying down on Washington Square.

‘Clever’ is the term applied to James by early critics of Washington Square. To them, he earned this label by what they believed to be his heartless manipulation of the story’s characters. ‘Clever’ is also the term James applies constantly to Catherine Sloper’s father and to her lover, men who share a capacity for the heartless manipulation of the divided loyalties that rack Catherine as she encounters love for the first and only time while attempting to sustain her commitment to filial obedience. James as author had to be clever in the sense that all good writers must be clever. He had to draw upon a series of strategies to meet his biggest challenge: the need to make the ‘goodness’ of Catherine Sloper and the ‘common-place’ reality of her feelings the source of the novel’s ‘excitement’ and ‘entertainment’. Dr Sloper, Mrs Penniman and Morris Townsend enjoy the fun of performing in high-style theatrics. Catherine does not. When she was aged about twelve, Catherine’s father urged his sister Mrs Penniman to ‘make a clever woman of her’, to save her from the dullness of being ‘as good as good bread’. When Mrs Penniman questions whether he thought ‘it is better to be clever than to be good?’ he snaps back, ‘Good for what? You are good for nothing unless you are clever’ (9). Morris also thinks to himself about Catherine, ‘what a dull woman’ (126). It is one thing for Catherine’s associates to think of her as dully ‘good’. It is another if James himself reacted in the same way toward his heroine.

These days ‘good women’ seem out of style as lead characters in our novels and films. ‘Bad Girls’ are definitely in favour. Goodness is viewed by many as boring at best, and – at worst – non-utilitarian, for what is the use of being good in the race to get ahead? We have seen revisionist interpretations that ‘correct’ Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847) and Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938) by the writing of sequels and prequels that give those novels’ bad women their glamorous due by radically undermining the stature of Brontë’s eponymous heroine and of du Maurier’s nameless narrator, the second Mrs de Winter.12 Yet James keeps his focus on Catherine Sloper through his intuition that ‘the only good thing was the girl’. One of his risky strategies was to define his heroine in terms of what she was not – a dangerous thing to do if his readers were unable to push past these negations. Catherine was ‘not ugly’, ‘not clever’, and ‘not abnormally deficient’. In her father’s view, there was ‘nothing to be proud of’ – ‘nothing, of course, to be ashamed of; but this was not enough for the Doctor’ (11). Most debilitating of all for an author whose readers look for a tasty tale of love is the fact that Catherine was ‘not constituted to inspire a romantic passion’(150).

In 1879, the year before Washington Square came out, James had made a tally of what is not when writing in his life of Nathaniel Hawthorne an account of the cultural scene with which the ante-bellum New England novelist had had to deal ’forty years ago’. In a lengthy passage, James lists ‘the items of high civilization, as it exists in other countries, which are absent from the texture of American life’.13 On and on goes his enumeration, one that has earned him vilification ever since as an America-hater. The fact is that this is a very clever passage – too clever for James’s general reputation. Few readers note the clause that concludes this inventory of ‘the absent things in American life’: ‘the effect of which, upon an English or a French imagination, would probably as a general thing be appalling’. Also brushed past is James’s comment, ‘The American knows that a good deal remains; what it is that remains – that is his secret, his joke, as one may say.’ In itemizing the absent things by which the general run of Catherine’s acquaintances think they ‘know’ her, James took a similar risk for the sake of the ‘secret’, ‘the joke’ that lies embedded at the heart of his novel – embedded as well in the heart of his heroine.

Washington Square is not an airport book, a beach-side novel. Passive reading by indolent page-flippers is not what James expected of his readers. Indeed, in his 1903 essay, ‘Mr. Henry James’s Later Work’, James’s friend, the novelist and critic William Dean Howells, argued against the displeasure felt by those who could not see what James was up to. Howells maintained that James was paying them the greatest possible compliment since he believed they were both clever enough, and good enough, to see where he was taking them. In Washington Square James is willing to intervene directly by pointing out the ways by which Catherine Sloper is being misread by those in her social circle: ‘A dull, plain girl she was called by rigorous critics – a quiet, ladylike girl, by those of the more imaginative sort; but by neither class was she very elaborately discussed’ (13). (Would not James’s observation strike home to readers who themselves feel dismissed by those who do not bother to consider their true natures?) He notes that ‘At this time she seemed not only incapable of giving surprises; it was almost a question whether she could have received one – she was so quiet and irresponsive.’ The result: ‘People who expressed themselves roughly called her stolid.’ Then James adds his own explanation: ‘she was irresponsive because she was shy, uncomfortably, painfully shy. This was not always understood, and she sometimes produced an impression of insensibility’ – a terrible burden for a young woman to bear, whereas, ‘In reality, she was the softest creature in the world’ (12).

Catherine Sloper is placed at the centre of a situation that appears to bind her to the conventions of a romance-plot. The general consensus that she is ‘not constituted to inspire a romantic passion’ suggests she has only one role to play: that of Victimized Heiress at the mercy of the stand-off between Fortune Hunter and Disapproving Father. But whatever the ‘nots’ that cause Catherine to be undervalued for what she really is, she is no victim. She refuses to be the weak-willed female because she elects not to be enclosed within the banal story-line by which others, including her father, her aunt and her lover define her. Unseen and unknown by the others around her are the strengths by which Catherine silently abides. She is ‘steadfast’ and ‘true’ (88). She is ‘strong and solid and dense’ (108). It is true that her possession of ‘the quality of unaggressive obstinacy’ (124) might be mistaken for what is now termed ‘passive aggression’, but it is incorrect to think this is the case. This would cast Catherine in the role of the weakly manipulative type who is more annoying than pathetic. In actuality, Catherine will arrive at that point when she had ‘no sense of weakness’ (99); she was ‘not afraid of herself’ (99). Her greatest vulnerability originally stemmed from her goodness. She had been slow to appreciate the fact that others might not act out of goodness, but once she learns that careless people do damage to others out of indifference and self-interest, she refuses to be their dupe. (Here, as in the other essentials scattered throughout Washington Square, we see James’s imagination developing the next heroine he was about to bring to life: Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady.)

Of all the qualities James introduces into his recording of the special nature of Catherine’s consciousness perhaps the most intriguing is the manner by which she converts silence into a positive force.14 In a single passage (122), James outlines three ways of being silent in the midst of ‘a great crisis’. Catherine’s father is ‘stiff and dry and absolutely indifferent to the presence of his companions’, yet his manner of stating his views ‘was so lightly, neatly, easily done, that you would have had to know him well to discover that on the whole he rather enjoyed having to be so disagreeable’. In the case of her aunt, ‘Mrs. Penniman was elaborately reserved and significantly silent; there was a richer rustle in the very deliberate movements to which she confined herself, and when she occasionally spoke, in connection with some very trivial event, she had the air of meaning something deeper than what she said.’ As for Catherine, if she ‘was quiet, she was quietly quiet, as I may say, and her pathetic effects, which there was no one to notice, were entirely unstudied and unintended’. As we shall see, these three modes for repressing one’s thoughts support James’s contention that Catherine’s feelings place her within an entirely different realm from her opponents. Her father and aunt (as well as her lover) function in the public worlds they have devised according to the rules of an exaggerated (and false) romanticism that seduces them into believing that they are society’s realists. Catherine exists in a private sphere defined by the romance that James associates with ‘true reality’ – a point that one of the prefaces he wrote in 1907 for the New York Edition (discussed below) makes clear.

It is striking how many artists have employed alternative creative forms to re-do (and in several instances, to re-write) James’s novel to suit their tastes and purposes. They, too, demonstrate the porous relations that exist between the High Romance and the Everyday Real that James places centre stage within the house on Washington Square. Whereas a work of literature must impose its meaning through words placed across the page, the dynamic forms of the ballet, the musical composition, the opera and the film traditionally rely on sound and movement to express emotions that lie beyond words. The high emotions of rejected love, accentuated by sweeping gestures, ascending chords, thrilling arias or tightly focused camera angles, draw upon expressive forms that serve narratives scripted, as it were, by Dr Sloper, Mrs Penniman and Morris Townsend, but not by Catherine Sloper or Henry James.15

A spate of films ‘suggested’ by James’s novels – The Wings of the Dove directed by Iain Softley (1997), The Portrait of a Lady re-invented by Jane Campion (1996) and The Golden Bowl staged by the Merchant Ivory team (2001), as well as Agnieszka Holland’s Washington Square (1997) – spiked the interest of James’s critics and sharpened the quality of their assessments.16 There is something about taking on a well-known story, given visual form, that aids a viewer’s ability to grasp what the original novels elected to say and what their film-versions want them to become. Whether or not viewers like what they see in the film by William Wyler (judged by all as a highly effective revenge tragedy) or Agnieszka Holland (questioned by some as an unlikely feminist fantasy), cinema-goers are newly primed to engage with the grit of James’s narrative that had neither revenge nor feminist goals primarily in mind.

Once readers begin to notice (as her father, her aunt and her lover do not) that something arresting is going on inside Catherine Sloper’s consciousness, their commitment to giving themselves over to Washington Square and its seemingly dull heroine no longer has to be likened to watching paint dry. Thereafter, at the very least, alert readers experience the fascination of observing how grass grows – an organic process of great importance that is meticulously detailed by its author. But James still had to deal with the problem of bringing quiet drama to the crucial psychological agents of Will and Habit that guide Catherine Sloper’s crucial choices – choices which to some seem like none at all.

Whatever moves Catherine makes cause pain, to others and to herself. She must assert her own will against the wills of her father, her aunt and her lover. Having spent her early years obedient to her father’s wishes as part of her code of ‘goodness’, she becomes the quietly rebellious daughter (‘the bad girl’) who defies his objection to her determination to marry. ‘I have been as good as I could, but he doesn’t care. Now I don’t care either. I don’t know whether I have grown bad; perhaps I have. But I don’t care for that.’ (142) When Morris Townsend decamps, seemingly upsetting Catherine’s decision to disobey her father by eloping, she continues to act perversely in Washington Square terms, to the point of refusing to satisfy her father’s demand that she never marry Morris Townsend if the future opportunity occurs. ‘I can’t explain,’ she tells her father. ‘And I can’t promise’ (185).

In another quietly astonishing act, Catherine chooses to become an old maid, thereby rejecting the conventions of her period and her class. Her actions stand in sharp contrast to the ease with which her cousins give in to familial expectations: ‘the boys were sent to college or placed in counting-rooms. Of the girls, one married very punctually, and the other as punctually became engaged’ (17). Today Catherine ought rightly be called an independent woman, one who decides against having her life denned by marriage and motherhood. She has chosen not to be defined as a victim. Suffer she does, but not to the point that it bends her spirit to the breaking point.

It is unfortunate when recent adaptations of Catherine’s story implicitly dismiss the validity of the ways in which a woman of her era and circumstances could possibly respond to crushing disappointments. To do this is not merely to distort James’s narrative – something any adaptation has the licence to do, as long as some intelligence is displayed in the process.17 But taken to the extreme such dismissals are insensitive at best, even cruel. They suggest there is no reason to waste time looking closely at how a Catherine (or an Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady, or a Maggie Verver and Charlotte Stant in The Golden Bowl or a Milly Theale and Kate Croy in The Wings of the Dove) experience their travails. Such women are thought to be of no significance – not only in box-office terms but also in the solicitude that is their due.

To more clearly grasp the import of what is going on in Catherine Sloper’s life we are helped by noting how the decisions this woman made in the 1840s (written up in 1880 by Henry James) exemplify the social consequences of those voluntary acts that James’s brother William was in the process of analysing by 1892.18

Of the five basic ‘types’ of Will detailed by William James, Dr Sloper epitomizes Type One – ‘the reasonable type’ in ‘quest of the right conception’. He is one of those ‘persons of authority’ whose ‘store of stable and worthy ends’ provides him with all the evidence he needs to impose his convictions, unlimited by self-doubts.19 He fits today’s notion of the quasi-hero central to the raft of self-help manuals that urge readers to take command over their lives by overcoming all obstacles. He appears in current advertisements with selling points such as ‘You can be anything you want to be. Just do it!’ He is the figure served up by religious movements that announce ‘Jesus wants you to be happy – and rich.’ He represents the person who images the mandate to win out in the boardroom or the bedroom; the one who will avoid the humiliation of being told ‘You’re fired!’ According to powerful popular consensus, individuals with Will, Type One are celebrated, and cursed, by the drive to attain whatever they most desire.

William James’s analysis of the nature of ‘voluntary acts’ grants no guarantees that the will-strong individual will always succeed. He details the many things that can go wrong in the process, ending in an ‘unhealthiness of will’ that distorts or perverts one’s decisions. Indeed, Morris Townsend is a fine example of the dangers of ‘the obstructed will’ and ‘the explosive will’. Morris exhibits traits of ‘the explosive will’ possessed by those with ‘the “dare-devil” and “mercurial” temperaments, overflowing with animation and fizzling with talk’, for which useful inhibitions ‘get no time to arise’. Blocked by both Catherine and her father, Morris’s ‘impulsive idea is preternaturally exalted, and what would be for most people the passing suggestion of a possibility becomes a gnawing, craving urgency to act’. Morris’s mismanaged campaign to succeed types him as ‘the hopeless failure’ or one of ‘the schemers, the “deadbeats”, whose life is one long contradiction between knowledge and action’. As a man of ‘obstructed will’ he is ‘always there grumbling and rumbling in the background – discerning, commenting, protesting, longing, half resolving’. He never raises his ‘speech out of the subjunctive into the imperative mood, never breaks the spell, never takes the helm into [his] hands’.

Whatever setbacks the men in Catherine Sloper’s world experience, they still appear to possess the masculine prerogative to will themselves toward success. Thus we need to ask ‘why’, when we see that she is the last person left standing at the close of Washington Square. Is it by default alone; or has she a personal edge over the others recognized by both William and Henry James?

Psychology, Briefer Course suggests ways in which Catherine Sloper wins through, although in terms not given high value by those who like the look of a ‘Will, Type One’. She thwarts her father and Morris through pursuing an ‘ideal impulse’ – ‘a still small voice which must be artificially reinforced to prevail’. But what, it remains to be asked, ‘determines the amount of the effort when, by its aid, an ideal motive become victorious over a great sensual resistance’? ‘The very greatness of the resistance itself is William’s answer, echoing the phrase that sounds throughout Henry James’s writings – and which rises to a crescendo in The Portrait of a Lady, the novel on which he was working as he completed Washington Square. To make certain his point is made, William concludes that the seemingly weak individual caught between a clash of powerful wills is made ‘great by the presence of a great antagonist to overcome. And if a brief definition of ideal or moral action were required, none could be given which would better fit the appearance than this: It is action in the line of the greatest resistance.’

And what exactly in Catherine’s world is the source of that resistance?

During the early stages of Catherine’s narrative-existence, she is smothered by the authority that her father’s paternal control imposes upon the house in Washington Square. Upon the arrival of Morris Townsend, a fourth type of Will comes into play in Catherine’s own nature. For Catherine, this ‘outer experience’ and ‘inexplicable inward change’ triggered by Morris’s presence alters the ‘whole scale of values of [her] motives and impulses’. She finds that her life has ‘suddenly [passed] from the easy and careless to the sober and strenuous mood’, brought about by agents that are ‘objects of grief and fear’.20 As William notes, ‘All those “changes of heart”, “awakenings of conscience,” etc., which make new men [and women] of so many of us may be classed under this head.’

In the earliest stages of this impending growth of Catherine’s inner nature, before ‘grief and fear’ sweep fully over the scene, she experiences both the pleasure of love for Morris Townsend and the pains of having to withstand her father’s dictates. But soon she enters upon yet another stage – one that fits the pattern of behaviour described as a move into ‘the fifth and final type of decision’.21 At this point in his analysis, William introduces a passage that has the poignancy of a passage from his brother’s novel. Through his depiction of the state of mind of one who undergoes this sad event, we see how Catherine herself experiences

a kind of creative contribution of something instead of a reason which does a reason’s work. The slow dead heave of the will that is felt in these instances makes of them a class altogether different subjectively from all the four preceding classes … Subjectively and phenomenally, the feeling of effort, absent from former decisions, accompanies these. Whether it be the dreary resignation for the sake of austere and naked duty of all sorts of rich mundane delights; or whether it be the heavy resolve that of two mutually exclusive trains of future fact, both sweet and good and with no strictly objective or imperative principle of choice between them, one shall forevermore [sic] become impossible, while the other shall become reality; it is a desolate and acrid sort of act, an entrance into a lonesome moral wilderness [where] both alternatives are steadily held in view, and in the very act of murdering the vanquished possibility the chooser realizes how much in that instant he [or she] is making himself [or herself] lose. It is deliberately driving a thorn into one’s flesh; and the sense of inward effort with which the act is accompanied is an element which sets this fifth type of decision in strong contrast with the previous four varieties, and makes of it an altogether peculiar sort of mental phenomenon.

It is imperative to realize how Catherine’s ‘fifth type’ of Will merges with the patterns formed by Habit – that peculiar mode of existence by which she both accepts and resists her condition. Habit received extended analysis by William James.22 It also takes over the final two chapters of Washington Square, shaping the conclusion that has irked many readers through its flat denial of stirring romantic moments.

William Wyler’s cinematic ending for The Heiress is immensely satisfying, what with Catherine ascending the stairs with a grimly vindictive look on her face as Morris madly pounds on the front door that forever shuts him out of her life and the financial and social securities of Washington Square. But William James impresses on his readers the reality of what happens when a person takes up a life of habits that ‘depend on sensations not attended to’. Serving as ‘the enormous flywheel of society, its most precious conservative agent’, habit ‘keeps us all within the bounds of ordinance’. And this is what Henry James ordains for Catherine. Whereas Catherine had previously chosen a path of little rebellions that abort, she now follows the route (and routine) that allows her ‘never to lose a battle’. She takes the ‘essential precaution’ to regulate the ‘two opposing powers’ with which she had to deal in the past (those of her father and of Morris) so as to ‘have a series of uninterrupted successes
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