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    E. M. FORSTER


    ENGLISH NOVELIST, SHORT STORY WRITER, ESSAYIST AND LIBRETTIST


    
      	Born in Marylebone (England) in 1879.


      	Died in Coventry (England) in 1970.


      	Notable works:


      	Howards End (1910), novel


      	A Passage to India (1924), novel


      	Maurice (1971), novel [published posthumously]

    


    Forster’s father, an architect, died when he was two years old. In 1883, he and his mother moved to Rooks Nest in Hertfordshire, which later served as the model for Howards End in his novel of the same name. From 1897 to 1901 he attended King’s College Cambridge, where he was a member of the Apostles discussion society, which met in secret to debate philosophy. He was a conscientious objector to World WarI and travelled to Egypt, Germany and India in 1914. He was homosexual but, whilst this was known by his close friends, he was never publicly open about his sexuality. He had a long-term relationship with a married policeman, Benjamin Buckingham, and when he died of a stroke aged 91, his ashes were mixed with Buckingham’s and scattered in the cemetery in Coventry. Forster published five novels during his lifetime; although he wrote Maurice some 60 years before, he asked that it only be published after his death, due to the homosexual relationship at the centre of the novel, which may have been influenced by his own relationships. He never finished his seventh novel, Arctic Summer.

  


  
    A ROOM WITH A VIEW


    A NOVEL OF ROMANCE AND SOCIAL CRITIQUE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Forster, E. M. (2017) A Room with a View. [Kindle edition].


      	1st edition: 1908


      	Themes: gender, class and society, love, modernity, travel and tourism, arts and culture, religion, identity

    


    Whilst A Room with a View was Forster’s third novel to be published, he actually began writing it before any of his other novels, possibly as early as 1901. It is considered to be his most widely read and accessible work. The novel tells the story of a young woman, Lucy Honeychurch, who is restrained by the societal expectations of Edwardian England and who wishes to gain more independence. She travels to Italy, with her elder cousin, Charlotte, acting as chaperone and meets two very different young men. She becomes romantically entangled with both and ultimately has to decide what is important to her and therefore which lover to choose. It is both a romance novel and critique of English society in the early 20th century.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    FLORENCE, ITALY


    The novel opens in the Pension Bertolini in Florence, Italy, where the protagonist, Lucy Honeychurch, and her older cousin and chaperone, Charlotte Bartlett, are staying during their travels. They are complaining about their rooms, as they were promised a view of the River Arno, which their rooms do not have. Another guest at the pension, Mr Emerson, overhears their conversation and somewhat inelegantly offers for him and his son to swap rooms with the young women, stating: “Women like looking at a view; men don’t” (loc.62). Charlotte is concerned that the offer would put them in an awkward position of debt to the two men and declines.


    As it transpires that Charlotte is not very fond of exploring, Lucy sets out to visit the Santa Croce church by herself. Along the way she meets with Miss Eleanor Lavish, another pension guest and writer, who suggests they walk together. She takes Lucy’s Baedeker (guidebook), declaring that following it is an improper way to see Italy, and the two get lost on their way. As they finally find Santa Croce, Miss Lavish abandons Lucy, leaving her unattended in the church, where she meets Mr Emerson and his son, George, for a second time, and is once again confused by their unconventional behaviour.


    One afternoon, Lucy is out exploring by herself again and walks into the Piazza della Signoria, where she witnesses a murder. She faints and is caught by George, whom she did not realise was close by. When she recovers, she asks him to retrieve some photographs she dropped, but he throws them in the river, because they were spattered with blood. As George accompanies her back to the pension, the two have an intimate conversation which leaves Lucy confused about her feelings towards George, and she vows not to see him again.


    However, she agrees to join a party consisting of the Emersons, Charlotte and a man named Mr Beebe to visit Fiesole. Lucy gets lost wandering around the high fields and asks the driver in awkward Italian where everyone is. The driver misunderstands and leads her to a field where George is admiring the view. Overcome by her beauty amongst the field of violets, he kisses her. They are interrupted by Charlotte, who feels she has failed in her duties as a chaperone. They leave for Rome the next day and Charlotte asks Lucy not to tell anyone.


    SURREY, ENGLAND


    During their stay in Rome, Lucy spends time with Cecil Vyse, a sophisticated London aesthete whom she knew in England. He proposes to her twice, but she rejects him both times.


    Lucy then returns to her family home, Windy Corner, and is joined by Cecil, who proposes again. This time she accepts, as his class and rank make him a very desirable match for Lucy. However, he despises country society and is disparaging of Lucy’s family, which turns her critical of them too.


    Mr Beebe, who is also their local vicar, announces that two new tenants have leased a local villa; instead of the Miss Alans whom Lucy proposed, Cecil suggested the Emersons, whom he met in London, as he wanted to annoy the landlord, Sir Henry. Lucy is angry with Cecil and perplexed by the thought of seeing George again.


    Somewhat ironically, Mr Beebe takes Freddy, Lucy’s younger brother, to meet the Emersons. Freddy convinces George and Mr Beebe to take ‘a bathe’ in a nearby pond and they are discovered by Lucy, her mother and Cecil. Freddy then invites George to play tennis with himself, Lucy, Cecil and his friend who is staying with them. Lucy is mortified at the thought of encountering Cecil and George at the same time, but resolves to be gracious. Cecil refuses to join the game of tennis and is generally annoyed by the merriment, and insists on reading aloud from a light romance novel he wishes to critique. In the passage he reads, there is a romantic scene similar to the moment when George kissed Lucy. She is furious with Charlotte as she realises that she must have told the author, Miss Lavish.


    As the tennis party wraps up, George catches Lucy alone again in the garden and kisses her. Prompted by George’s protestations, Lucy realises that Cecil does not love her and merely wants an object to instruct. She breaks off her engagement with Cecil, but still insists she does not love George. Shortly before her planned trip to Greece to forget the whole affair, Lucy encounters Mr Emerson, who forces her to admit out loud that she loves George.


    RETURN TO FLORENCE


    The novel is cyclical and ends where it began: at the Pension Bertolini in Florence. After Lucy breaks off her engagement with Cecil, she and George elope and honeymoon in Italy. In talking to George about the whole affair, Lucy realises that Charlotte must have known that Mr Emerson was present on the day she was due to leave for Greece and that, realising Mr Emerson would make Lucy understand her feelings for George, Charlotte may have in some way been atoning for her previous behaviour. Whilst Lucy is alienated from Windy Corner, having upset her family with her broken engagement and quick marriage, the novel ends with hope for George and Lucy’s lifelong happiness. In some editions of the novel, there is an appendix in which Forster details George and Lucy’s life during the two World Wars.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    LUCY HONEYCHURCH


    Lucy Honeychurch, the novel’s protagonist, is a young woman who is about to come of age. She is enjoying the independence offered to her by Edwardian society and her status as a member of the nouveau riche. She is a very accomplished pianist, which reflects her passionate spirit. At the beginning of the novel she is young and naïve, but her travels in Italy challenge many of the values, conventions and ideals which she has been raised to believe in. By the end of the novel, she has shaken off society’s expectations (as represented by Cecil) and become strong and independent enough to accept her love of George.


    CHARLOTTE BARTLETT


    Lucy’s older, poor, unmarried cousin, who accompanies her to Italy as a chaperone. She is old-fashioned and attempts to uphold what she believes to be ‘proper’, leading to Lucy’s initial disregard for and rejection of George. As such, she reflects the snobbery of her class and era. However, at the end of the novel, she mysteriously helps Lucy to attain marital happiness, perhaps showing a change in her beliefs.


    GEORGE EMERSON


    The reader is introduced to George in the first chapter of the novel, when his father insists that they swap rooms with Lucy and Charlotte at the Pension Bertolini. He appears to be brooding, standoffish and consumed by the hopeless conviction that life is not worth living. He is the son of a Socialist journalist and therefore of a lower class than Lucy. However, after they witness a murder, they are brought together and he falls in love with her. As the novel progresses, it becomes clear that he is a much better match for Lucy than Cecil, despite their differing social standings, because he is intelligent and sensitive. Unlike Cecil, he values Lucy for her independence and helps her to realise that she should not marry Cecil.


    MR EMERSON


    At the beginning of the novel, George’s father, Mr Emerson makes an unfortunate impression on Lucy and Charlotte as being gruff and unaware of societal conventions. However, as the novel progresses, Lucy learns that he is friendly, warm and protective of his son. He believes in the pursuit of passion and love and at the end of the novel, it is his blatant honesty which forces Lucy to realise her true feelings for George.


    CECIL VYSE


    Termed ‘the fiasco’ by Lucy’s family, Cecil is the embodiment of the snobbery of the educated class. For a short period of the novel, he is Lucy’s fiancé and is completely unable to see the charm in country society and, more specifically, Lucy’s family. He does not wish her to be independent; instead he prefers her to be an object which he can mould. He is paternalistic and patronising to Lucy and does not treat her as an equal. He does, however, appear to show some growth; when Lucy breaks off their engagement, he shows a willingness to change, stating that he wishes Lucy had pointed out his faults sooner, so that he could improve himself in her eyes.


    FREDDY HONEYCHURCH


    Lucy’s younger brother, who is a little coarse and uncouth. He is energetic and loves tennis, swimming and studying anatomy. He is utterly devoted to his sister and dislikes Cecil. Upon meeting George, he instantly likes him. Due to his youth, he is less constrained by social norms than the other characters, hence his suggestion to take a ‘bathe’ in the pond.


    MISS LAVISH


    Another character staying in the Pension Bertolini. She believes herself to be unconventional and writes novels about the ‘true’ Florence. However, her behaviour falls very close to conventional ideas. Having heard of it from Charlotte, she makes George and Lucy’s romance the subject of one of her novels. Cecil then reads out this passage, causing Lucy to realise that she does not love Cecil and in fact loves George.
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