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THE BOSTONIANS

HENRY JAMES was born in 1843 in New York City, of Scottish and Irish ancestry. His father was a prominent theologian and philosopher, and his elder brother, William, is also famous as a philosopher. He attended schools in New York and later in London, Paris and Geneva, entering the Law School at Harvard in 1862. In 1865 he began to contribute reviews and short stories to American journals. In 1875, after two prior visits to Europe, he settled for a year in Paris, where he met Flaubert, Turgenev and other literary figures. However, the next year he moved to London, where he became so popular in society that in the winter of 1878–9 he confessed to accepting 107 invitations. In 1898 he left London and went to live at Lamb House, Rye, Sussex. Henry James became a British citizen in 1915, was awarded the Order of Merit and died in 1916.

Henry James wrote some twenty novels, the first major one being Roderick Hudson (1875). Other titles include The Europeans, Washington Square, The Portrait of a Lady, The Bostonians, The Princess Casamassima, The Tragic Muse, The Spoils of Poynton, The Awkward Age, The Ambassadors and The Golden Bowl.

RICHARD LANSDOWN is a lecturer in English at James Cook University in Cairns. He is the author of Byron’s Historical Dramas (Oxford University Press, 1992) and The Autonomy of Literature (Macmillan, 2000) and editor of the Critical Review.
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INTRODUCTION

(Readers should be warned that in pursuing certain critical issues the Introduction reveals the plot of the novel.)

I

Many readers, myself among them, believe The Bostonians to be among Henry James’s best full-length novels. (For his part, James described it in 1885 as ‘the best fiction I have written’.1) Standing as it does between the novels of his apprenticeship and the profoundly complex and demanding works of his maturity, The Bostonians is special for a variety of reasons.

The first reason may sound academic: it is one of the novels omitted from the twenty-six-volume ‘New York’ edition of James’s fiction, published between 1907 and 1909. For this edition James (whose last completed novel, The Golden Bowl, had been published in 1904) undertook not merely to reprint most of his novels and stories with newly written prefaces, but to revise comprehensively the style in which the earlier works had been written. The enterprise was certainly well intentioned; indeed, James’s prefaces amount to one of the most significant documents in the critical history of the novel. But whether it was wise of him to revisit his earlier successes with an aesthetic attitude and programme developed long afterwards is not so clear. Whatever our feelings on this score, three novels in particular never made it into the New York edition and consequently exist only in their original forms. All three, interestingly enough, are set in America: The Europeans (1878), Washington Square (1880) and The Bostonians (1886). Undoubtedly James wanted to include The Bostonians: ‘I rather surmise’, he wrote of the New York edition in 1908 – in the full elaborateness of his ‘late’ style,

that there may have to be a couple of supplementary volumes for certain too marked omissions… I have even, in addition, a dim vague view of re-introducing, with a good deal of titivation and cancellation, the too-diffuse but, I somehow feel, tolerably full and good ‘Bostonians’ of nearly a quarter of a century ago; that production never having, even to my much-disciplined patience, received any sort of justice. But it will take, doubtless, a great deal of artful re-doing…2

That ‘artful re-doing’ and ‘titivation’ The Bostonians never received: and there will always be readers who are glad of the fact that it retains undimmed its original freshness and brilliance.

The second feature that makes The Bostonians different from many other novels by James is something I can only call its approach. First and foremost, it is surely the funniest of his major novels. The humour is strongest at the beginning, certainly, but it never dies away altogether, right down to the closing line; and it has a kind of vigour and insouciance worthy at moments of Oscar Wilde himself. ‘Don’t you care for human progress?’ Olive Chancellor, one of the novel’s two feminist heroines, asks the hero in chapter 3. ‘I don’t know’, Basil Ransom replies: ‘I never saw any. Are you going to show me some?’ The direct, taut and abrasive quality of this verbal fencing is typical of The Bostonians, but highly untypical of James as a rule, and it would have been wonderful to see him exercise it more often. (It is not present in the stage plays he wrote, either, which are stuffy affairs.) Nor is this humour there merely for its own sake: its sceptical, cynical, contentious quality arises directly from, and is a party to, the core of the novel and the ideological struggle dramatized in it.

Just as The Bostonians is funnier than any other novel of James’s so, too, is it more physical. There is a stronger sense of the material environment than was generally common with him. He takes time – rightly and appropriately, and always with dramatic significance – to detail the characters’ surroundings, be they the sandy stretches of Cape Cod and the wooden holiday cottages built along it, or Boston itself (from the desirable residence on Charles Street looking over the Back Bay, to the lodging houses in the South End; from the recent suburbs of the ‘new land’ reclaimed from the Charles River to the cheap housing in Cambridge, adjacent to Harvard University; and from the Memorial Hall at Harvard to the Music Hall in the centre of the city – not to mention the streets and street-cars connecting all these locations). The greatest such sketch is of the hero’s New York neighbourhood, crucially introducing the novel’s second book. ‘I mention it’, the narrator disingenuously comments, ‘not on account of any particular influence it may have had on the life or the thoughts of Basil Ransom, but for old acquaintance sake and that of local colour’ (chapter 21). In point of fact, and despite the narrator’s evasiveness, we should be aware exactly how profound an influence Ransom’s new environment has had on his intellectual progress. In particular, it has reinforced his Southern conservatism. Mere ‘local colour’ it is not. By no means the least significant element in his squalid environment, for example, is the ‘crumpled little table d’hôte’ where Ransom dines, ‘which went forward in the low-ceiled basement, under the conduct of a couple of shuffling negresses, who mingled in the conversation and indulged in low, mysterious chuckles when it took a facetious turn’. Imagine a poverty-stricken but sensitive and contumacious white exile from proud Mississippi having to rub shoulders with company like this! (The novel is set in the 1870s: either in or in close proximity to the period known – somewhat one-sidedly – as ‘the Reconstruction’, during which America licked its terrible wounds after the Civil War, fought for the most part over the issue of black slavery in the Southern States. During this period, in effect, the North completed its ascendancy over the South.)3

New York has a similar but quite different physical impact on the novel’s other heroine, young Verena Tarrant. There was ‘something in the air’, the narrator reports of her reaction to the city (chapter 30), ‘that carried one along, and a sense of vastness and variety, of the infinite possibilities of a great city, which – Verena hardly knew whether she ought to confess it to herself – might in the end make up for the want of the Boston earnestness’. Small wonder Verena feels her feminist principles most dangerously undermined among the fleshpots of New York: ‘she looked out of the window of the carriage at the bright, amusing city, where the elements seemed so numerous, the animation so immense, the shops so brilliant, the women so strikingly dressed, and knew that these things quickened her curiosity, all her pulses’. The environment, then, be it the squalor Basil inhabits or the glamour to which young Verena instinctively responds, is an aspect of the characters’ inner life in The Bostonians, and to a very marked degree. Indeed James’s whole presentation of New York in its period of early modernity is remarkable, and remarkably modern in itself: above all the cinematic descriptions of Central Park, Sixth Avenue at Central Park or the Elevated Railway, ‘overhanging the transverse longitudinal street, which it darkened and smothered with the immeasurable spinal column and myriad clutching paws of an antediluvian monster’ (chapter 21).

Nor is it only the environment that is registered in this way. The people are, too: not simply in terms of the big, full-length portraits the novel displays, but moment-by-moment, as the individuals interact. The effect is palpable even in the novel’s opening pages: ‘Basil Ransom stared; the yellow light in his brown eyes deepened’; Olive’s hand in Ransom’s ‘was at once cold and limp; she merely placed it in his, without exerting the smallest pressure’. Verena’s erotic appeal for Basil is vividly summed up during his visit to her parents’ seedy house in chapter 24 – the girl ‘dropping upon the shabby sofa with an effect as charming as if she had been a nymph sinking on a leopard-skin’. This kind of insistent, powerful and detailed physicality is quite remote from James’s later fictional modus operandi, inaugurated in particular by The Awkward Age (1899), which proceeds almost entirely by a series of drawing-room conversations. In short, where James’s later novels often encourage us to exchange the external physical world for the internal psychological-moral one, The Bostonians, by virtue both of its humour and its physicality, is a decidedly provocative reading experience.

There is a final issue that tends to separate The Bostonians from James’s other full-length novels, and that makes it particularly accessible – and particularly important, too – for modern readers. In part this has to do with its Americanness – for it is far and away the most American of his novels. (The Europeans has as much to say about European customs as American ones, and Washington Square could be set more or less anywhere.) In part, too, it has to do with that insistent modernity of environment discussed earlier. I mean the novel’s social theme: the stirrings of feminism in late nineteenth-century Boston. James will never go down in history as a novelist of social issues in the direct or everyday sense. He was interested in society, certainly, as almost every nineteenth-century novelist was; but this did not normally take the form of a concentration on particular social issues (on poverty or the law or the class-system associated with Dickens, for example, or the treatment of Zionism in George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda). Only two of James’s full-length novels address ‘social issues’ in that public and political sense: The Bostonians, and its near-neighbour in time, The Princess Casamassima (also 1886, but later), which concerns itself with revolutionary sects and plots in contemporary London. At the time, these two novels were unsuccessful, even by James’s standards.4 Fortune dictated that The Bostonians be appreciated by the British but rejected by the Americans as a grossly inaccurate portrayal of Boston society, whereas The Princess Casamassima was appreciated in America and derided in England for the same but converse reason. James, who tried often enough to learn the lessons of his lack of popular success and to trim his sails accordingly, promptly abandoned the political novel. Claims have been made for the artistic merit of The Princess Casamassima, but comparisons with its stablemate reveal its shortcomings decisively. Where the princess is concerned, in particular, James’s habit of over-idealizing his women characters is almost out of control, and the political element is dramatically unconvincing, populated as it is by static and formulaic anarchists and assassins. By comparison with The Bostonians – or Dostoevsky’s The Possessed (1871), or Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907) – the treatment is woefully twee.5

II

So The Bostonians has a special place in James’s fiction, and distinguishes itself in terms of quality even from his other significant political novel. But it also has a special place in the development of the nineteenth-century English novel, and in particular in the way that novel represented or dramatized the deep intellectual, cultural and economic forces transforming the society of the time. In this respect The Bostonians is one of James’s most original novels as well as one of his best.

To illustrate this let us go back to a particularly auspicious occasion. At the age of twenty-seven the American novice wrote an unsigned review of George Eliot’s masterpiece, Middlemarch, in the Galaxy magazine (New York) for March 1873. He observed:

Certainly the greatest minds have the defects of their qualities, and as George Eliot’s mind is preëminently contemplative and analytic, nothing is more natural than that her manner should be discursive and expansive. ‘Concentration’ would doubtless have deprived us of many of the best things in the book – of Peter Featherstone’s grotesquely expectant legatees, of Lydgate’s medical rivals, and of Mary Garth’s delightful family. The author’s purpose was to be a generous rural historian, and this very redundancy of touch, born of abundant reminiscence, is one of the greatest charms of her work. It is as if her memory was crowded with antique figures, to whom for very tenderness she must grant an appearance. Her novel is a picture – vast, swarming, deep-coloured, crowded with episodes, with vivid images, with lurking master-strokes, with brilliant passages of expression; and as such we may freely accept it and enjoy it. It is not compact, doubtless; but when was a panorama compact?6

It is a momentous and portentous criticism, especially given James’s great admiration for Eliot and the profound influence her novels had on his. It has long been observed, for example, that another of his most significant novels, The Portrait of a Lady (1881), is in many respects a version of her arresting depiction of an unhappy marriage in Daniel Deronda (1876). Later in life James would, in terms similar to the remarks he makes about Middlemarch here, notoriously characterize Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Dumas’s The Three Musketeers and Thackeray’s The Newcomes as ‘large loose baggy monsters’:7 but those books did not mean half as much to him as Eliot’s did. So his criticism of Eliot in 1873 is especially significant in terms of what it reveals about his aesthetic programme as a novelist. Middlemarch is ‘vast, swarming… crowded with episodes’; it is not compact but a panorama; it might arguably have benefited from more ‘concentration’. In this early piece we see what was to become James’s habitual emphasis in his maturity: on economy, on structure, on dramatic significance, as opposed to the kinds of novelistic sprawl he tended to find in Dickens’s and Eliot’s later works, or in War and Peace and Crime and Punishment. (‘Tolstoi and D[ostoevsky]’, he wrote to Hugh Walpole on 19 May 1912, ‘are fluid pudding.’8) It is the emphasis that made him (in the preface to The Spoils of Poynton) contrast ‘the sublime economy of art’ with ‘the splendid waste’ of life itself,9 and of all aesthetic principles it is the one he expounded most insistently – sometimes to the point of querulousness.

Later in the review of Middlemarch James said more about his ambivalent response to George Eliot’s novel: ‘The constant presence of thought, of generalizing instinct, of brain, in a word, behind her observation… gives the latter its great value and her whole manner its high superiority. It denotes a mind in which imagination is illumined by faculties rarely found in fellowship with it.’ Where Fielding, the author of Tom Jones, was didactic, Eliot ‘is really philosophic’. ‘These great qualities’, however, ‘imply corresponding perils’: a loss of simplicity, for example; a discursiveness; and a wish on the author’s part ‘to say too many things and to say them too well’. In conclusion, Middlemarch ‘sets a limit, we think, to the development of the old-fashioned English novel. Its diffuseness, on which we have touched, makes it too copious a dose of pure fiction. If we write novels so, how shall we write History?’

From the Middlemarch review we can go on exactly ten years, to Boston itself on 8 April 1883, when James transcribed into his notebook a letter he had written to his American publisher, J. R. Osgood. Though long, it is important.

‘The scene of the story is laid in Boston and its neighbourhood; it relates an episode connected with the so-called “woman’s movement.” The characters who figure in it are for the most part persons of the radical reforming type, who are especially interested in the emancipation of women, giving them the suffrage, releasing them from bondage, co-educating them with men, etc. They regard this as the great question of the day – the most urgent and sacred reform. The heroine is a very clever and “gifted” young woman, associated by birth and circumstances with a circle immersed in these views and in every sort of new agitation, daughter of old abolitionists, spiritualists, transcendentalists, etc. She herself takes an interest in the cause; but she is an object of still greater interest to her family and friends, who have discovered in her a remarkable natural talent for public speaking by which they believe her capable of moving large audiences and rendering great aid in the liberation of her sex. They cherish her, as a kind of apostle and redeemer. She is very pleasing to look upon, and her gift for speaking is a kind of inspiration. She has a dear and intimate friend, another young woman, who, issuing from a totally different social circle (a rich conservative exclusive family), has thrown herself into these questions with intense ardour and has conceived a passionate admiration for our young girl, over whom, by the force of a completely different character, she has acquired a great influence. She has money of her own, but no talent for appearing in public and she has a dream that her friend and she together (one by the use of her money and the other by her eloquence) may, working side by side, really revolutionize the condition of women. She regards this as a noble and aspiring task, a mission to which everything else should be sacrificed, and she counts implicitly on her friend. The latter, however, makes the acquaintance of a young man who falls in love with her and in whom she also becomes much interested, but who, being of a hard-headed and conservative disposition, is resolutely opposed to female suffrage and all similar alterations. The more he sees of the heroine the more he loves her, and the more determined he is to get her out of the clutches of her reforming friends, whom he utterly abominates. He asks her to marry him, and does not conceal from her that if she does so, she must entirely give up her “mission.” She feels that she loves him, but that the sacrifice of the said mission would be terrible, and that the disappointment inflicted on her family and friends, and especially on the rich young woman, would be worse. Her lover is a distant relative of the rich young woman, who in an evil hour, by accident, and before she was acquainted with his opinions (he has been spending ten years in the West) has introduced him. She appeals to her friend to stand firm – appeals in the name of their intimate friendship and of all the hopes that are centred on the young girl’s head. The tale relates the struggle that takes place in the mind of the latter. The struggle ends, after various vicissitudes, with her letting everything go, breaking forever with her friend, in a terrible final interview, and giving herself up to her lover. There are to be several other characters whom I have not mentioned – types of radical agitators – and as many little pictures as I can introduce of the woman’s rights agitation.’ – So much to Osgood.10

If you come to this after having read The Bostonians you will recognize that this is the novel in outline: the heroine is clearly Verena Tarrant, the rich young woman is Olive Chancellor, the lover is Basil Ransom. The situation is the same in almost every respect, though Ransom has been turned from a relative bouncing back from the West to one emerging from the South: a highly significant alteration to which I shall return. But then again how different from the completed novel it is! In particular, how little this outline tells us about how the novel develops: how it is that Olive’s coming to meet and to know Verena is almost as important as the development of their relationship thereafter; how extraordinarily intense that relationship is, from Olive’s side at least; how decidedly unconventional Basil’s feelings for Verena are; how deeply he opposes the people he calls ‘the Boston Ladies’ (chapter 9) intellectually and ideologically; and how closely bound up with the triadic relationship at the novel’s centre are the ‘several other characters’ James mentioned. In short, how the novel outgrows the melodramatic and essentially formulaic love-interest of a conventional late-Victorian novel that James described for his publisher’s benefit.

Which is precisely the point, of course. The outline is to encourage his publisher’s interest in an old formula given a new twist – the heroine being a feminist; the hero being a male chauvinist; the ‘rival’ being not another man, but a female friend and co-enthusiast (albeit of a very intense kind). ‘So much to Osgood’, James writes, and then continues, to himself:

I must return to this, with more details. The subject is strong and good, with a large rich interest. The relation of the two girls should be a study of one of those friendships between women which are so common in New England. The whole thing as local, as American, as possible, and full of Boston: an attempt to show that I can write an American story. There must, indispensably, be a type of newspaper man – the man whose ideal is the energetic reporter. I should like to bafouer [ridicule, satirize] the vulgarity and hideousness of this – the impudent invasion of privacy – the extinction of all conception of privacy, etc. Daudet’s Evangéliste11 has given me the idea of this thing. If I could only do something with that pictorial quality! At any rate, the subject is very national, very typical. I wished to write a very American tale, a tale very characteristic of our social conditions, and I asked myself what was the most salient and peculiar point in our social life. The answer was: the situation of women, the decline of the sentiment of sex, the agitation on their behalf.

It is easy to see the switch in emphasis: from what an author might tell a publisher about a book and its potential market to what he might think about that book himself, in private as it were. But this paragraph begins to explain the great difference between The Bostonians as outlined to Osgood and the immeasurably profounder thing you are reading. Not only that, the note also begins to explain the difference between ‘the old-fashioned English novel’ that James felt had met its last gasp and flourish in Middlemarch and the kind he wanted to write himself. (And not only that, indeed, but the difference between The Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima as novels about society.) It is worth noting, for example, that James mentions to Osgood ‘several other characters’ and ‘as many little pictures as I can introduce of the woman’s rights agitation’. Here we return unmistakably to that style of presentation James had found fault with in Middlemarch: the panorama unfolded by a generous historian, abundant-cum-redundant, crowded with figures and with episodes, made up of pictures and characters only tangentially involved with the action: a copious dose of pure fiction. This was what Osgood expected, this was what his audience bought: therefore, let it be described to him in those terms.

But James wanted The Bostonians to ‘illustrate some of my own artistic convictions’.12 It was his intention to be at least as ‘contemplative and analytic’ as the author of Middlemarch. He had something to say – or to ask – about society, just as George Eliot did. He, too, was ‘really philosophic’ and the possessor of brain (in a word). That much is evident in his further remarks. ‘I asked myself what was the most salient and peculiar point in our social life. The answer was the situation of women, the decline of the sentiment of sex, the agitation on their behalf. Only this time the approach will not be that of Eliot – though he wanted his tale to be as full of Boston as Middlemarch is of the English Midlands. If she wrote with the scenic and anecdotal generosity of a historian then James would work in a different way. His approach would not be ‘historical’; instead, his contemplative and analytic dissection of society would be ‘poetic’, or ‘dramatic’ in nature. It would reveal not a large, loose and baggy inclusiveness, but would be informed by a poetic, illustrative principle of selection. ‘Life being all inclusion and confusion, and art being all discrimination and selection’, he wrote many years later, ‘the latter, in search of the hard latent value with which alone it is concerned, sniffs round the mass as instinctively and unerringly as a dog suspicious of some buried bone.’13 ‘I asked myself what was the most salient and peculiar point in our social life. The answer was…’ So it is that the ‘pictorial quality’ James sought (and which he associated with Alphonse Daudet) is far removed from the ‘little pictures’ he offered his publisher on the one hand, and the panorama he had found in Middlemarch on the other.

But it is easy to talk about a poetic or dramatic principle, or about a dog sniffing out a fictional bone, or to suggest, perhaps, that The Bostonians is poetic in a style analogous with that of D. H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow rather than that of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. (‘Poetic’, that is, in the novel’s approach to society rather than to psychology.) What exactly does that mean? How do these differences and emphases actually make themselves manifest in the novel itself? These questions have to be answered in two ways: in James’s presentation of his characters, and in his construction of the novel as a whole. With regard to the latter, The Bostonians is indeed most cunningly put together. It really does possess not merely a pictorial quality but what amounts to an architectural one. For example: the novel is divided into three books. They are not equal in size, and they bear no relation to the volume divisions of the the original book-publication: their function is wholly aesthetic. Book First is comprised of chapters 1–20, Book Second of chapters 21–34 and Book Third of chapters 35–42: the novel rises in diminishing, spacial sequence to its close. Each part is set in a different location: Book First in Boston; Book Second in New York; Book Third in Cape Cod and then in Boston once more (there is a ten-week intermission between chapter 39 and the climactic final chapters). The second and third parts begin with carefully constructed sketches to mark the change of scene, of Basil’s New York neighbourhood (as we have seen), and of a seaside resort at the end of the season. The effect of this concentrating of focus is precisely to make the final three chapters as gripping as possible, and to enforce throughout Books Second and Third a sense of gathering pace, urgency and intensity. (And James is master enough to use anti-climax as itself a form of climax, if that is not too paradoxical a way of putting it. See the death of Miss Birdseye in chapter 38, or the burly policeman who prevents Basil entering the waiting-room at the Music Hall in chapter 41.) Like an opera, the acts get shorter as they build to the culmination.

This theatrical ‘architecture’ comes out again and again in the book: it is the sign of the discrimination and selection of art as opposed to both the splendid waste of life and the generosity of the historian. (It makes this novel, despite James’s comments in 1908, the very opposite of ‘diffuse’ – an accusation levelled with more justice at The Princess Casamassima.) This theatrical principle is not ‘realistic’ in the way that The Princesss Casamassima is realistic; it is not plausible in the everyday sense of the word; but it is meaningful in the terms the novel has set itself. So there is the wonderfully stagey moment at the end of chapter 11, for example. At the very moment when Olive has forced Verena to ‘renounce, refrain, abstain’ (above all, of course, from men), who should be introduced by her parlour-maid but Basil himself? It is not likely in the historical sense, but it is poetically true: the heroine is at once shown to be suspended between the rivals. At the other end of the novel, in chapters 32 and 33–4, the two heroines walk out on separate errands, Olive to pay a visit to Mrs Burrage (a New York grande dame whose son is romantically interested in Verena in a puppyish sort of a way) and Verena to have the long and climactic conversation with Basil which ends Book Second. It is hard to summarize the two synchronous events: suffice to say that Olive’s visit seems (to her at least) to increase her hold on Verena, whereas Verena’s meeting places it in the direst jeopardy. In the event, Olive gets home much earlier than Verena, and must wait in agonized suspense for her return and an explanation.

These things add to both the dramatic tension and the dramatic coherence in the book. But this kind of pictorial or architectural patterning works at other levels of significance, too, and in other directions. At first sight, for example, there is a huge divide between the morally ‘respectable’ or self-aware characters in the novel (principally Olive and Basil) and the seedy, self-interested ones: especially regarding their relationships to Verena. Olive and Basil both sincerely believe they are acting in Verena’s best interests; the others – Verena’s parents, Mrs Burrage, the amoral young journalist Matthias Pardon – are evidently serving their own, and the narrator makes that perfectly plain. But is the division as water-tight as it looks? Selah Tarrant wants to promote his daughter as a public figure: to derive fame (and profit, no doubt) from her gifts. But we are tempted to question the real difference between him and Olive (who also wants to use Verena’s talents as a speaker) and whether her motives are pure. (Even she ruefully admits that she and Pardon think along similar lines when it comes to exploiting Verena (chapter 16).) As for Pardon himself, he writes garbage for the evening papers: ‘he was the most brilliant young interviewer on the Boston press. He was particularly successful in drawing out the ladies; he had condensed into shorthand many of the most celebrated women of his time – some of these daughters of fame were very voluminous – and he was supposed to have a remarkably insinuating way of waiting upon prime donne and actresses the morning after their arrival, or sometimes the very evening, while their luggage was being brought up’ (chapter 16). Basil Ransom writes – or at least submits – heavyweight political commentary for the ‘Rational Review’ and other highbrow magazines: one editor ‘pointed out that his doctrines were about three hundred years behind the age; doubtless some magazine of the sixteenth century would have been very happy to print them. This threw light on his own suspicion that he was attached to causes that could only, in the nature of things, be unpopular’ (chapter 21). But again, how much difference is there between the one man’s literary ambitions and the other’s, or the value of what they write? Where can readers draw the line? Is there a line? Olive Chancellor buys off the Tarrants with an annual cheque; in time and in turn Mrs Burrage tries more or less exactly the same manoeuvre on Olive herself (chapter 32), to get the girl for her boy. The effect of these parallels, which demonstrate an aesthetic principle of discrimination and selection, is to make us ask exactly where the moral high ground is in all of this. Given that the feminists’ campaign is in large part a question of occupying such ground, its turning into a swamp under their very feet is disconcerting.

The pictorial or architectural question brings us inevitably to the first point, to the characters who serve and embody it. And just as the ‘aesthetic’ features of the novel I have outlined effectively determine the moral significance of the novel, so the characters, though they may be realistic enough, are far from being naturalistic creations of the documentary kind. Despite what James seemed to imply in his letter to Osgood (about ‘several other characters’ being introduced almost at random), and despite the ‘historical’ inclination of the old-fashioned English novel as deployed by a contemporary master like George Eliot (‘crowded with figures’), James’s people in The Bostonians are something more than mere individuals. Graham Burns puts the issue in a nutshell:

The book has not that kind of continuous, dense, intricately observed realism characteristic, for example, of Middlemarch – in fact, I would argue, The Bostonians is what might be called ‘imagistic’ rather than diagnostic… By dramatizing the interior lives and conflicts of Olive Chancellor – and, to a lesser extent, of Verena Tarrant and Basil Ransom – James implicitly acknowledges, and directs our attention to, habits and impulses that are not only personal and idiosyncratic, but, in a deeper way, suggestively regional and representative. The characters in The Bostonians exist memorably as personalities in their own right (although Ransom for a good deal of the time borders on a stereotype), but behind them, as it were, extending back to a regional past, we are asked to feel the presence of enclosing and formative traditions and cultures. They have a reference and relevance as individuals that extends, in clearly marked directions, beyond themselves…14

That, I think, captures the essence of the difference between this novel and Eliot’s, between this novel and the old-fashioned English one which James was seeking to re-align, and between The Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima. As well as being individuals – which they unquestionably are: I have already discussed their powerful physical presence on the novel’s stage, quite apart from anything else – the characters are representative, in an almost allegorical way, of certain historical, social and ideological forces James regards as being in play in post-Reconstruction America. The subject, as he said in his notebook, ‘is very national, very typical’, and it was illuminated and dramatized by typicality and by representative figures. Thus the rather indifferent and conventional young heroine mentioned to Osgood by James is not merely ‘associated by birth and circumstances’ with ‘old abolitionists, spiritualists, transcendentalists, etc.,’ but as Verena Tarrant she quite positively is the product of such circles; and such circles are allegorically represented in the mass by her odious father, quack and thaumaturge, with his ‘habitually sacerdotal expression’, his glistening teeth, his smile (‘noiseless as a patent hinge’) (chapter 13), his ever-present macintosh and his extramarital affairs. Accordingly, Verena’s outlook and behaviour cast light on them and on the world they represent: ‘Well, I must say’, Verena announces to a scandalized Olive on their first meeting alone, and during a discussion of modern marriage, ‘I prefer free unions’ (chapter 11). Matthias Pardon is not only an indifferent Bostonian journalist of the 1870s; he is the Media itself, then and now. Mrs Luna is the old-fashioned woman, who uses what she’s got to try to get what she wants, whereas Dr Prance is her opposite: the practical, unselfconscious emancipationist, who submerges her sexuality so successfully in order to compete in a male world that on one occasion Basil almost offers her a cigar (chapter 35). Miss Birdseye is not any old philanthrope: ‘She was heroic, she was sublime, the whole moral history of Boston was reflected in her displaced spectacles’ (my italics) (chapter 5). Olive is not merely the indifferent offspring of ‘a rich conservative exclusive family’; she is the product of and represents what Basil Ransom (and James, too) characterizes as a peculiarly ‘Bostonian’, neurotic intellectual and moral attitude. Basil, of course, represents the South in similar fashion. He represents and embodies – less comprehensively and not precisely, it is true – conservative values in a way no cousin back from the West could ever do. (Someone from the West, presumably, would just be socially crass; Basil is much more of a threat than that.) And Verena herself represents the Young American Woman, certainly (cruelly exposed as James describes her in a passage from his later travel book, The American Scene (1907), in Appendix 2),15 but also something more. She represents for James nothing much less indeed than Young America itself, essentially in the grip of the great ideological struggle fought out in physical terms in the Civil War but still ideologically raging just the same. That is to say, the fight of feminists vs. chauvinists, Olive vs. Basil, is itself representative of something larger: the fight between North and South, certainly, but beyond even that, the endless fight between progress and reaction, reform and conservatism. Whether or not Henry James was a powerful and original political mind, capable of understanding in full the ideological positions he dramatizes, hardly matters. He was a novelist, not a political scientist. The Bostonians is, as Graham Burns suggests, imagistic rather than diagnostic; the ‘politics’ in the novel to some extent themselves melt away, or are revealed to be the ideological superstructures arising from human predispositions which go back to ancient Greek literature and, no doubt, beyond.

III

But the question has to be asked: Is The Bostonians a fair representation? Can a paradigmatic, synecdochic representation, taking the part for the whole in an allegorical fashion, ever be fair? Is it fair to say, for example, that the whole moral history of Boston was reflected in Miss Birdseye’s displaced spectacles? Obviously not; but then that – in ideal terms, at least – is one of the differences between history and art: that the former is forbidden to offer paradigmatic accounts, forbidden to offer the part for the whole in the way that James does here. Certainly contemporary American reviews accused James of gross unfairness, and of treating his little circle of enthusiasts as if they were the Bostonians as a whole. (In Miss Birdseye in particular Boston readers thought they saw a portrait of a local worthy and feminist Elizabeth Peabody.)16 James accordingly denied it all, telling his brother: ‘I hadn’t a dream of generalizing – but thought the title simple and handy, and meant only to designate Olive and Verena by it, as they appeared to the mind of Ransom, the southerner and outsider looking at them from New York.’17 But if we look at the supremely funny characterization of Miss Birdseye that ends with that merciless joke about her glasses we find that it is not Ransom who cracks it. In fact it is Olive who makes the (unspoken) remark, without a shade of irony. The irony and the laughter come from James. The great and cruel description of Miss Birdseye which opens chapter 4 is similarly hard to place: is Ransom the recording consciousness there, or the narrator, or both? And again: what about the ‘local colour’ in Ransom’s seedy New York table d’hôte? Never mind Ransom; what does James feel about the two ‘shuffling negresses’ who work there, who have the temerity to mingle in the conversation and yet whose chucklings are so mysterious to the white onlookers – readers included – whom James imagines?

So the novelist’s point of view is a key element in the story, which again makes The Bostonians unusual, for James usually insisted on his own observational neutrality – cutting the umbilical cord, as Leon Edel puts it18 – and delegated the entire business of point of view to one of the participants in the fiction concerned, and in so doing made the partial, rather than the omniscient, narrator an important aesthetic innovation in his novels. But in The Bostonians we can hardly avoid considering James’s own stance; even if we knew nothing of the novelist’s life we should be forced to do so by the book itself. James was not himself a Bostonian, or even a New Englander, in the true sense. He was born in New York, and spent his youth either in Europe with his parents or at Newport, Rhode Island. But while he did not have a Bostonian raising, he had strong Bostonian connections: Olive Chancellor lost two brothers in the Civil War; James’s two younger brothers also served, with real distinction, in Boston regiments.19 His father was a close friend of several New England intellectuals, and of the Transcendentalist philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson in particular; James himself attended Harvard Law School in 1862–3 (though he never graduated); and the entire James family settled in the Boston area in 1864: initially in Ashburton Place on Beacon Hill (at no great distance from Olive Chancellor’s house in Charles Street), later at Quincy Street, Cambridge, near Harvard Yard and the Civil War memorial which Ransom and Verena visit at a crucial moment in the novel. James knew Boston intimately. As a bored man about town in his late twenties, holed up in Quincy Street in 1870–72 after a long stay in Europe, he ‘reached out’, as Edel puts it, ‘for anything that might offer an evening’s relief from ennui’:

He ventured into private meetings and seances, demonstrations of mesmerism, speeches by ardent young reformers or discourses by lady editors advocating new religions, listening attentively to their flow of ready-made oratory derived from ‘circus-tent’ cultural evenings and lecture-halls, all reflecting Boston’s spirit of good-doing which continued to animate the citizens in the wake of Abolition… To a reader many years later who inquired about the particular Boston house in which he had sketched the rooms of Miss Birdseye in The Bostonians, James answered he was thinking of a street near the old Worcester station, ‘and I smell the house, inside, even yet’.20

Of the South, by contrast, James knew very little indeed: even in The American Scene, he penetrated only as far as Richmond, Savannah and Charleston – never going inland – before going on to the Atlantic seaboard of Florida. He has, psychologically speaking anyway, much more in common with Olive than with Basil: with her he shares, in particular, something of the Puritan New England consciousness (idealizing, morally fastidious, introvert) most vividly dramatized by his great predecessor, Nathaniel Hawthorne. Olive is ‘very modern and highly developed’; she possesses ‘the advantages as well as the drawbacks of a nervous organization’ (chapter 3); she has the habit of ‘seeing things, not simply and sharply, but in perverse relations, in intertwisted strands’ (chapter 17); she is ‘anxious, suspicious, exposed to subtle influences’ (chapter 31). Indeed, James’s entire New England/Bostonian heritage came back to him with some insistence in the years leading up to The Bostonians, which was written between August 1884 and April 1885. His mother (whom he idealized in wholly un-feminist terms as the quintessential self-sacrificing wife and mother) and his father both died in 1882, necessitating two trips to Boston, in February (when he was already actually in the US on a visit) and in December. Early in 1883 he visited friends at Marion, Massachusetts, near Cape Cod, the model for ‘Marmion’ in the novel; late in 1883 his brother Wilky also died, bringing back memories of the Civil War. James’s short study, Hawthorne (1879), had taken him back to that author in general and to The Blithedale Romance (1852) in particular, a novel about Boston idealism and the ‘hereditary dyspepsia’ of New England women.21 Moreover, Hawthorne was greeted with some hostility in America because of James’s characterization of New England as a provincial society. He wrote ‘The Point of View’ in 1882: a short story which satirized American culture, and which was also received coolly as a result. In 1884 he wrote another, ‘A New England Winter’, in which the hero mentions how subordinated ‘the masculine note’ had become in his homeland. In late 1884 James’s invalid sister Alice arrived in England, where she lived the rest of her life in a dependent and jealous relationship with a close friend Katherine Loring. In June 1883 he reviewed the famous Correspondence between Thomas Carlyle and Emerson, in which Emerson discussed the question of radical progressivism. (‘We are all a little wild here with numberless projects of social reform’, he wrote to Carlyle from Concord on 30 October 1840. ‘Not a reading man but has a draft of a new Community in his waistcoat pocket.’22 Against this passage in his review copy James wrote the single word, ‘Reformers’.)23

With Olive, James shared a strong New England background. He also shared with her a latent homosexuality, and this is another most significant shift between the novel James outlined to J. R. Osgood and the one he wrote. To Osgood, James wrote of a young woman torn between love and friendship. For him, he sketched ‘a dear and intimate friend’, albeit one with a ‘passionate admiration’ for the girl over whom she has ‘acquired a great influence’. How much of this is in code, and how much of it Osgood was expected to understand as such, we cannot tell. (It is hard to imagine any publisher in the 1880s responding positively to material on acknowledged lesbianism.) Even when James goes on and writes to himself, it is still in terms of ‘those friendships between women which are so common in New England’, and which occasionally resulted in the women concerned setting up house together (the so-called ‘Boston marriage’). How much, then, James saw or wanted to be seen about what he would write is impossible to say. Perhaps the mention of ‘the decline of the sentiment of sex’ planted the idea of associating one such Boston marriage with something more explicitly ‘neurotic’ and disturbing. We only know that the relationship between Olive and Verena that finally emerged is more than a friendship, at least where Olive is concerned, and that this exercised James’s moral imagination in a powerful and ambivalent way.24

While James supports Basil Ransom’s attitudes, sexual, marital and political, explicitly (though by no means completely), he also implicitly sympathizes with Olive Chancellor – indeed identifies with her. These two figures are not just fighting for Verena’s youthful consciousness, then, but in a very real sense for James’s consciousness, too. As a profoundly conservative male, James had grave misgivings about ‘the decline of the sentiment of sex’: the decline, that is to say, of the entire Victorian sexual attitude, involving a chivalric and paternalistic tolerance of the weaker sex. (He wrote to a suffragette friend on 6 April 1909: ‘I confess I am not eager for the avènement [i.e. èvènement] of a multitudinous & overwhelming female electorate – & don’t see how any man in his senses can be.’25) And he inherited a distinctly hieratic, élitist and quasi-aristocratic view of society, one that is barbarously undermined by disreputables like Selah Tarrant and Matthias Pardon. So we can feel every ounce of his concern, his anger and his wit behind the rhetoric Ransom uses on ‘the Bostonians’ and their blind faith in progress and reform. Moreover, Ransom is clearly not a conservative of the placidly self-satisfied variety; he’d be a far easier proposition if he were. ‘She knew he was an intense conservative’, James remarks of Verena:

but she didn’t know that being a conservative could make a person so aggressive and unmerciful. She thought conservatives were only smug and stubborn and self-complacent, satisfied with what actually existed; but Mr Ransom didn’t seem any more satisfied with what existed than with what she wanted to exist, and he was ready to say worse things about some of those whom she would have supposed to be on his side than she thought it right to say about almost any one. (chapter 33)

Ransom has no bland and unthinking loyalty to high society, as represented by the Burrages; he feels as much an outsider there as Olive herself. (In fact, Basil and Olive have some things in common, ideologically speaking. Like Basil, Olive feels her age to be ‘relaxed and demoralized’ – only of course for her it is ‘the influx of the great feminine element’ that would set things to rights (chapter 16), whereas for Basil it is the feminine element that is the root of the problem.) Neither does he support slavery: his summary of that institution left Verena ‘no room to say that he was more tender to that particular example of human imbecility than he was to any other’ (chapter 38). But he is actively antithetical to the forces of progress: ‘He, too, had a private vision of reform, but the first principle of it was to reform the reformers’ (chapter 3). ‘Mr Ransom’, Verena pleads desperately during one of their momentous New York interviews, ‘I assure you this is an age of conscience.’ To which Ransom witheringly replies: ‘That’s a part of your cant. It’s an age of unspeakable shams, as Carlyle says’ (chapter 34). And having seen what we have seen (including the tensions within the feminist group, and the insufferably precious intellectual community of two Olive and Verena cocoon themselves within during chapter 20) we feel strongly inclined to agree, even when Basil’s rhetoric veers sharply towards Carlyle himself:

The whole generation is womanized; the masculine tone is passing out of the world; it’s a feminine, a nervous, hysterical, chattering, canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false delicacy and exaggerated solicitudes and coddled sensibilities, which, if we don’t soon look out, will usher in the reign of mediocrity, of the feeblest and flattest and the most pretentious that has ever been. (chapter 34)

Certainly James directs a good deal of irony at Ransom’s ‘narrow notions’ (chapter 34). But call Ransom’s views ‘queer heresies’ (chapter 21) as he may, the novel’s balance is overwhelmingly in the Mississippian’s favour, ideologically speaking at any rate. James is by no means, as he would have us believe, merely the reporter of Ransom’s ‘angry formulae’ (chapter 7): he lends them credence and support.

The real criticism of Basil is hardly ideological/intellectual at all, therefore; but it is none the less devastating for that. It is the realization that the lover from the Victorian novel sketched out for Osgood doesn’t love the heroine at all: he simply wants to possess her, sexually perhaps, and as an ornament to his home (which he does not yet have), but mostly out of proprietorial antagonism, and sheer antipathy towards his Northern cousin and everything she stands for. This particular peace (or reconstruction) is simply war by other means: what Basil and his kind lost before the walls of Charleston he will win back – ‘The city of Boston be damned!’ (chapter 42). There is a crucial moment in chapter 22 of the novel, when Basil briefly considers marrying Mrs Luna: she has money after all, is good-looking in a conventional sort of a way and is obviously interested in him. But his rejection of the idea is wholly bound up, not only with his mental image of Verena, but with his mental image of the South: ‘its social peculiarities, the ruin wrought by the war, the dilapidated gentry… all the pathos and all the comedy of it’. A critical stage in his relationship with Verena is reached under the very roof of the Memorial Hall at Harvard, dedicated to the fallen soldiers of the North. The winning of Verena will be, in part at least, a settling of scores. And so it proves. At the end of the novel Olive to all intents and purposes admits defeat: ‘I’ll do anything – I’ll be abject – I’ll be vile – I’ll go down in the dust!’ (chapter 42).

In truth, Basil isn’t really capable of loving anybody. Wrapped up in himself as he is, his view of others is acute, but superficial. He can see early on that Olive, ‘this pale girl, with her light-green eyes, her pointed features and nervous manner, was visibly morbid’; but James himself it is who has to step in to press the observation further. ‘It proved nothing of any importance’, the narrator comments in chapter 2, ‘with regard to Miss Chancellor, to say that she was morbid; any sufficient account of her would lie very much to the rear of that. Why was she morbid, and why was her morbidness typical?’ The answer is, of course – and here we see James’s ‘philosophic’ and social curiosity demonstrate itself – that Olive is a victim of ‘the decline of the sentiment of sex’: a paradox, a broody and introspective puritan who has shunned the traditional role for women and found nothing in its place. She talks about the people, but she loathes physical contact with them. Whereas Verena’s lower-class origins are fascinating to her, Pardon’s are repulsive. ‘With her immense sympathy for reform, she found herself so often wishing that reformers were a little different’ (chapter 5): that Mrs Farrinder might change her hairstyle, for example.

Olive’s neurotic nature finds its most questionable shape, of course, in her feelings for Verena, who isn’t even the first young woman of her kind in whom she has taken an interest:

There were two or three pale shop-maidens whose acquaintance she had sought; but they had seemed afraid of her, and the attempt had come to nothing. She took them more tragically than they took themselves; they couldn’t make out what she wanted them to do, and they always ended by being odiously mixed up with Charlie. Charlie was a young man in a white overcoat and a paper collar; it was for him, in the last analysis, that they cared much the most. They cared far more about Charlie than about the ballot.                         (chapter5)

Nor is this ‘union of soul’ (chapter 11) a very wholesome one. It requires Verena to renounce, refrain and abstain, certainly, when she herself enjoys hats with a redundancy of feather, but that is only the half of it. It also involves the wealthy and well-fed Olive taking a frankly sadistic interest in Verena’s earlier life of poverty: ‘there was a kind of ferocity in the joy with which she reflected that there had been moments when this delicate creature came near (if the pinch had only lasted a little longer) to literally going without food’ (chapter 14).26 ‘You were not made to suffer’, Olive tells Verena one afternoon in New York, ‘you were made to enjoy’ (chapter 30). That this comment echoes one made earlier by Basil (‘she was meant for something divinely different – for privacy, for him, for love’ (chapter 28)) is one significant fact: both Olive and Basil pursue her for ultimately selfish ends. Another is that when Olive makes this remark we have no way of knowing how ‘enjoy’ is to be understood: is Verena supposed to enjoy life, or to be enjoyed? No one could call this a healthy relationship. It is – where Olive is concerned at least – obsessional, possessive and instinct with passive aggression and dependency, all of which comes out frighteningly but also sadly at various climactic points in the book. ‘When you are so divinely docile’, Olive’s gesture on one occasion seems to say, ‘how can I help the dread of losing you?’ (chapter 30).

Be this as it may, Olive is the only person in the novel who loves Verena, or who offers her a sincere declaration of love, though not in so many words. ‘Why, Olive’, Verena interjects during one of the older woman’s bouts of insecurity concerning the arrival of a ‘Charlie’ for Verena herself, ‘you are quite a speaker yourself!… You would far surpass me if you would let yourself go.’ ‘I can speak to you;’ Olive replies, ‘but that is no proof. The very stones of the street – all the dumb things of nature – might find a voice to talk to you’ (chapter 17). There then follows a passage which brings out the looming contradictions in her attitude to Verena. Having tried to force the young woman to foreswear the idea of marriage in chapter 16 (‘Never to listen to one of them, never to be bribed—’), her conscience upbraids her; yet her fear of losing the girl she loves in turn overwhelms her conscience:

You must be safe, Verena – you must be saved; but your safety must not come from your having tied your hands. It must come from the growth of your perception; from your seeing things, of yourself, sincerely and with conviction, in the light in which I see them; from your feeling that for your work your freedom is essential, and that there is no freedom for you and me save in religiously not doing what you will often be asked to do – and I never!… Don’t promise, don’t promise!… I would far rather you didn’t. But don’t fail me – don’t fail me, or I shall die! (chapter 17)

‘The girl’, James lugubriously comments, ‘was now completely under her influence.’ And under it Verena stays until Ransom rips her away at the shattering climax of the novel.

IV

The Bostonians is special because it never was ‘titivated’ for the New York edition, for its humour and its physicality, for its direct engagement with social and political issues and the way it dramatized them, and finally for the extent to which its setting and action involved the author and his sense of himself. But the passage above suggests one other source of its unique quality. It has been called a comedy and a satire – which it is. But it is also a tragedy, and a moving one at that. If its freshness, humour, physicality and political relevance all combine to make it a peculiarly accessible and enjoyable novel, it is also an upsetting and disturbing one, not simply in its treatment of Olive, but also of what she tries to stand for. (Miss Birdseye is an important figure in this respect: built up and knocked down as she is almost by fits and starts.) The book’s jaundiced view of what Verena calls ‘the Heart of humanity’ (chapter 28) – reform, progress and the liberal collectivism which seems so essential an ingredient in modern democracy – makes it contentious to this day. An aura of scepticism about the entire political process hangs about it: salutary some may say; destructive according to others. And so, more than any other novel of James’s, it reminds us of the literature of our own time. The Bostonians is one of the most brilliant novels in the English language, as F. R. Leavis remarked;27 but it is also one of the bleakest. In no other novel did James reveal more of himself, his society and his era, and of the human condition, caught as it is between the blind necessity of progress and the urge to retain the old. It is a remarkably experimental modern novel, written by a man of conservative values. It is judgemental about people with whom its author identified, and lenient towards attitudes hostile to large areas of James’s own intellectual and personal inheritance. The strength of the contradictions embodied in the novel are a guarantee of the pleasure it has to give.
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