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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 origin.

1843–5 Accompanies parents to Paris and London.

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

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: 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 1866: 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 USA 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 1874: 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 in 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 Émile 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 novel The Europeans.

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

1880 December: Publishes novel Washington Square.

1881 October: Returns to USA; visits Cambridge. November: Publishes novel The Portrait of a Lady.

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

1889 Collection of tales A London Life published.

1890 Novel The Tragic Muse 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 premiere 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 novel The Other House.

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’.

1899 April: 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, Washington, 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, writes 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.

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 had 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.

Philip Horne


Introduction

First-time readers should be aware that details of the plot are revealed in this Introduction.

In 1878, the same year that he published The Europeans with the British publishers Macmillan, Henry James was commissioned by them to contribute a volume on the American writer Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–64) to their English Men of Letters series, a characteristically Victorian enterprise that aimed to unite biographical detail with cultural and moral analysis. The thirty-nine volumes of the initial series, of which James’s was one, were the introductory guides of their day, written to provide brisk accounts of the life and works of the chosen subjects, and designed for the general reader and for use in schools. The series was successful, both critically and commercially, and included volumes on Walter Scott, Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Milton. Of the first twenty-two titles published, only one, James’s, treated an American author, an indication of the degree to which, in the eyes of the British publishing world at least, literary culture in the United States was felt to be lacking in substance and quality.

James was a new author to Macmillan, and the publishers were keen to make use of him. As well as The Europeans, his collection of essays French Poets and Novelists appeared under its imprint in 1878. In turn, it made sense for James to maintain his relationship with the company founded in 1843 by the brothers Alexander and Frederick Macmillan, for it was a powerful presence in the British book market, with the potential to bring a wider readership to his work than it had hitherto enjoyed. Writing to Frederick Macmillan before the publication of The Europeans, James humorously revealed his enlarged ambitions: ‘it will be the beginning of my appearance before the British public as a novelist — as the novelist of the future, destined to extract from the B.P. eventually (both for himself & his publishers) a colossal fortune!’1 It seems, though, that James accepted the Hawthorne commission with reservations, confessing to his friend Grace Norton in December 1879 that he had written it ‘sadly, against my will. I wanted to let him [Hawthorne] alone.’2 Despite the evidence of such retrospective qualms, James’s Hawthorne is anything but a reluctant work. It was his most important piece of criticism to date, and remains the only book in the English Men of Letters series that is still regarded as required reading on its subject. As a significant intervention in transatlantic literary culture, Hawthorne delineated many of the conceptual parameters that informed James’s writing career, although, as we will see, these parameters were continually open to contestation and revision.

To read The Europeans alongside the Hawthorne biography sets up a number of intriguing questions about Henry James’s attitude to national identity, artistic possibility, and the form that fiction might take if it is to escape the dangers of provincial irrelevance. The Europeans establishes contrast and difference as its organizing narrative impulse: New England is visited by Europe, and the ensuing story of understanding and misreading, of connection and dislocation, propels the plot. The novel is an early example of James’s so-called ‘international theme’, that is to say, his interest in the fictional possibilities of transatlantic exchange and migration as a means of exploring various forms of identity, personal and national. With Roderick Hudson (1875) and The American (1877), two earlier novels structured around the comparison between the Old and New Worlds, James had already announced the cosmopolitan nature of his subject matter. With Hawthorne and The Europeans, though, the international theme is treated differently. Whereas in his previous work James was writing about contemporary European and American societies, these two books establish chronological as well as geographical distance. Hawthorne is a biography of a writer and of a culture both now surpassed; The Europeans is written in the 1870s about a transatlantic encounter in the 1840s. In both, James is looking back to what he regards as a thinner, less complex era, one in which a residual Puritanism might be too narrowly restrictive for the free play of the imagination.

By the time James came to write Hawthorne, he was living in London and seeking to establish himself as part of a wider, European literary scene. He is therefore doubly displaced, temporally remote from the world of his celebrated literary precursor and also voluntarily exiled from the nation that produced them both. The biography allows James to write about Hawthorne — the New England writer was a ‘beautiful, natural, original genius’ whose life was ‘as pure, as simple, as unsophisticated as his work’ — and to position his own claims for artistic importance in opposition to his subject.3 By inference, James is the practitioner of modern literary expression, working in the European realist tradition of the novel rather than in the romance form that he identifies as Hawthorne’s provincial limitation. It is to Hawthorne’s credit that he was able to produce the works that he did, but finally, for James, he was defeated by the aridness of a culture that could not sustain serious art. ‘The moral,’ writes James, ‘is that the flower of art blooms only where the soil is deep, that it takes a great deal of history to produce a little literature, that it needs a complex social machinery to set a writer in motion’ (Hawthorne, p. 320). Such conditions, for James, were missing from the New England world of the 1840s. Indeed he chooses to define this earlier American society by its absences, those elisions in the political and cultural fabric that are indicative of shallowness and arrested forms of pre-modernity, ‘the negative side of the spectacle on which Hawthorne looked out’ (Hawthorne, p. 351). The list is extensive — James is making his point as much through excess as through the pertinence of the list’s specific elements — and is selectively quoted here:


[O]ne might enumerate the items of high civilization, as it exists in other countries, which are absent from the texture of American life… No State, in the European sense of the word, and indeed barely a specific national name. No sovereign, no court, no clergy,no army, no manors, nor old country-houses, nor parsonages, nor thatched cottages nor ivied ruins… no great Universities nor public schools… no literature, no novels, no museums, no pictures, no political society, no sporting class — no Epsom nor Ascot! (Hawthorne, pp. 351–2)



The present tense of this passage clearly suggests that James regards this as a current American situation; the narrowness of a pre-Civil War culture seems to have persisted into the present. The list veers between the obvious, the plausible and the highly contentious (is there really no ‘political society’ in the United States?); and the qualified notion of a State (‘in the European sense’) is suggestive of the degree to which James is writing for his British publisher and his new British audience. Such a reading constituency enables him to adopt a critical persona of Europeanized sophistication; he can present his version of a denuded United States from the vantage point of one who recognizes the superiority of Old World forms, even when some of those forms are being gently mocked (‘no Epsom nor Ascot!’). Before embarking on his litany of gaps, James acknowledges that such a listing might seem ‘almost ludicrous’, but that word ‘almost’ prevents us from being able to read this passage as merely a type of satire, of humour generated by exaggeration. It is ‘almost ludicrous’ to regard the United States in this way, but not entirely so.

As John Carlos Rowe has noted, the importance of Hawthorne lies in its assertion of an international literary tradition within which James wants to place his own and America’s writing. ‘James mythologized Hawthorne as the last American innocent,’ Rowe comments, ‘alienated by the provinciality of young America, precisely to establish for himself a local and native American tradition that could be taken up in order to be denationalized.’ What we are presented with is an ‘international James, free from the boundaries he invents to trap his Hawthorne’.4 From his self-identified perspective of cosmopolitan modernity, the look back to a simpler time allows James to impose a framework of difference that might be historically questionable (are cultures ever that simple?), but one that is nevertheless highly productive as a way of organizing narrative. The double perspective of the 1840s and the 1870s establishes a generative contrast built around ideas of innocence and experience, narrowness and expansion, rigidity and flexibility. At the age of thirty-six, the author of Hawthorne appears to be participating in that conventional gesture of Romantic rebellion, the necessary disavowal of his place of origin as a means of establishing artistic independence.

The expression of national identity in James’s fictional work is more complex, however, than the polemical condescension to be found in Hawthorne might suggest. James’s barely disguised rejection of narrow nationalism in that book is one position among many that his writing explores. As a manifesto of authorial intent, Hawthorne makes its claims with verve and conviction; but in the more conflicted world of James’s stories we are introduced to numerous nuanced expressions of affiliation, where often the distinctions between European and American identities are less clearly defined. If the United States is indicative of innocence and provinciality, it also produces individuals who possess astonishing vivacity and freshness; if Europe is the valued repository of tradition and history, it is also the location for corruption and sexual intrigue. James’s characters negotiate their way around and through these often hidden markers of representation, aspiring to a form of cosmopolitanism that, in the process, finds selfhood confronted with often unfamiliar cultural signs. In an 1877 essay ‘Occasional Paris’, James describes the ‘cosmopolite spirit’ as one which tries ‘to convince you that national virtues are numerous, though they may be different, and to make downright preference really very hard’.5 Many of the central characters in his fiction — one thinks of Roderick Hudson in the novel of that name (1875), Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady (1881) and Lambert Strether in The Ambassadors (1903) — find themselves having to read strange forms of international culture in order to acquire the appropriate language and codes of behaviour.

The kind of openness to experience that James suggests is essential to cosmopolitanism has its own risks, however, especially when it is faced with an inflexibility of attitude that resists all attempts at interaction. That such a notion of narrow rigidity could be located anywhere — not just in Hawthorne’s New England — is evident in James’s early review (1866) of the nineteenth-century French diarist Eugénie de Guérin. Here he reverses the conventional hemispheric demarcations of innocence and experience. For de Guérin, James writes, ‘there existed but two objects — the church and the world, of neither of which did it occur to her to attempt an analysis. One was all good, the other all evil.’6 De Guérin’s French provinciality — ‘the social vacuity of her life’ — is contrasted with a very different conception of American (and specifically New England) identity from that to be found in Hawthorne in 1879. In the earlier essay James acknowledges the ‘moral rectitude’ of his American scene (something that The Europeans also conveys), but he goes on to complicate any straightforward analogy that might be made between this form of high-minded morality and a state of intellectual simplicity:


[T]o a certain extent, virtue and piety seem to be nourished by vice and scepticism. A very good man or a very good woman in New England is an extremely complex being. They are as innocent as you please, but they are anything but ignorant. They travel; they hold political opinions; they are accomplished Abolitionists; they read magazines and newspapers, and write for them; they read novels and police reports; they subscribe to lyceum lectures and to great libraries; in a word, they are enlightened. The result of this freedom of enquiry is that they become profoundly self-conscious. They obtain a notion of the relation of their virtues to a thousand objects… and, owing to their relations with these objects, they present a myriad of reflected lights and shadows. (Literary Criticism, vol. II, pp. 434–5)



Against the roll-call of negatives that describe his later version of the United States, this assessment of New England, written in the year after the Civil War ended but still reflecting its antebellum character, is remarkable for its listing of attributes and qualities: here there is a political and literary culture at work. Central to the passage is the word ‘relation’, a key Jamesian term that emerges here in a context suggesting that Americans have learned the idea of connection, of the possibility of writing narrative itself (the story of the relationship between oneself and others). In Hawthorne he wrote of the ‘certain sense of proportion and relation’ that characterized post-Civil War America, a time of post-lapsarian complexity in which selfhood had to be renegotiated in the light of the national trauma (Hawthorne, pp. 427–8). In the first chapter of The Ambassadors, like The Europeans another tale of transatlantic exchange but this time in the reverse direction, the narrator describes the situation of Lambert Strether. He is sent on his ambassadorial mission to Paris to reclaim for New England one of its sons, Chad Newsome, who might or might not be having a sexual relationship with a French woman. Strether, we are told, will find ‘that his relation to his actual errand might prove none of the simplest’.7

Such an idea of ‘relation’ introduces into narrative the kinds of ambiguity and indeterminacy that drive James’s fiction, where to exist in a relationship with something outside of the secure parameters of the self might threaten the very foundations upon which that self is built. The ‘virtue and piety’ of the New England character are dependent upon a relation with ‘vice and scepticism’. This is not so that virtue can be thrown into clearer relief when placed alongside its opposite; instead James is more concerned to show the extent to which identity incorporates seemingly conflicting attributes that are, in fact, mutually reinforcing. Virtue is ‘nourished’ by vice, it provides an essential ingredient that both allows for its growth but also, more worryingly perhaps, might compromise its moral effectiveness. This undermining of positions of absolute interpretative authority — something that will concern James’s brother, the philosopher and psychologist William James, as he begins to think through a philosophy of pragmatism — is present in the notion of the ‘thousand objects’ with which the New Englander has ‘relations’. What is acknowledged here is the potential plurality of meaning and definition that guards against inflexible assertions. The acquisition of self-consciousness does not imply secure foundations for clear understanding — the ‘myriad… reflected lights and shadows’ may distort as much as they reveal. As Ian Bell has remarked, ‘Lights and shadows are attractively but simultaneously deceptive: their reflections belong above all to the realm of appearance, performance, mirror, surface, and social gambit.’8 Only superficially do artifice and performativity stand opposed to naturalness and sincerity. As James’s response to Eugénie de Guérin makes clear (and as The Europeans also explores), what might constitute an idea of the ‘natural’, and where it might reside, is inevitably more complex than any assertion of American provinciality and European sophistication assumes.

Like the New England world that it portrays, the plot of The Europeans is deceptively simple. Two arrivals from Europe, Eugenia, the Baroness Mu¨nster, and her brother, Felix Young, appear in Boston in search of family cousins. Eugenia is ‘mor-ganatically’ married (see Notes, chapter II, note 4) to a member of the German aristocracy who wishes to end the relationship; her motives for visiting these American relatives are therefore partly mercenary (‘I insist upon their being rich,’ she declares (9)). Felix is an eternally optimistic artist, contracted to reproduce scenes of New England life for a newspaper. For both characters, then, the New World is in part treated as a resource, a means for economic advancement where the production of commodities is linked to the tourist gaze. For Felix, the landscape offers itself for mass reproduction; Eugenia, as we will see, offers herself as the consumable item and represents the most troubling manifestation of cultural difference in the book. Introductions are made with the American branch of the family, and Eugenia and Felix are invited to stay with their uncle, Mr Wentworth, his daughters, Charlotte and Gertrude, and his son, Clifford, seven and a half miles outside the city. In this intensely pastoral and domestic space, various romantic pairings are entertained, attempted or achieved. Felix falls in love with Gertrude, who is the focus of attention from Mr Brand, the Unitarian minister, who is, in turn, the object of Charlotte’s desires. Robert Acton, a cousin and neighbour, finds himself attracted to the exotic Eugenia. While such a summary may suggest a transplanted version of Jane Austen, with her characteristic orchestration of relationships of misunderstanding that culminate in marriage resolutions, James is less inclined to conclude his work with such reassurances of social harmony. While there is certainly something magically enclosed and protected about the world of the book (indeed something that might remind us of James’s own criticisms of Hawthorne’s ‘want of reality’ (Hawthorne, p. 404)), The Europeans does more than simply perpetuate an environment of fanciful artistry. At the end of the novel, Eugenia’s marriage plans remain unachieved and she returns to Europe, her self-willed expulsion from the American Garden of Eden suggestive of how her identity is, finally, incommensurate with the norms and parameters of 1840s New England.

In an important study of the cultural and social codes of bourgeois nineteenth-century America, Karen Halttunen argues that, from the 1850s onwards, a fundamental shift in conceptualizations of identity took place. Values of sincerity and transparency gave way to an acceptance of performance and consumption as constitutive elements of selfhood. The ‘sentimental demand for a transparent display of feeling’, in a rapidly expanding urban environment, was succeeded by ‘a new view of character as a theatrical part to be played by respectable men and women’.9 James’s novel, we read on the first page, is set in a past of ‘upwards of thirty years’, in the era of Hawthorne and the provincial simplicity James discusses in his biography of that writer. But while Hawthorne offers a cultural critique from the vantage point of the late 1870s as a means of creating temporal and artistic distance from the earlier period, The Europeans dramatizes an encounter in which Eugenia, a figure steeped in the rituals of performance and surface, meets the apparent simplicity of antebellum America; it is as if she steps out of the 1870s and back into a pre-Civil War culture of authenticity. In so doing, James takes a very familiar feature of his own time — the dominance of spectacle and artifice — and places it in an earlier cultural moment in which those attributes are regarded with more suspicion.

Readings of James that turn upon the relationship between identity and capitalist consumption have tended to focus on his later writings such as The Sacred Fount (1901) and The Golden Bowl (1904), which address this connection explicitly. Jean Christophe Agnew, for one, has written of how, in the late James, ‘social life approximates a traffic in effects, the social selves generated therein acquire the durable and resilient feature of goods’. Furthermore, he notes that ‘theatricality and commerce mix themselves in James’s writing so as to suggest that conspicuousness itself — the exposure of stage or shop window — burnishes its human objects’.10 Such a judgement can be extended back into James’s earlier literary career too, to take into account the effect that Eugenia exerts in The Europeans. Walking around a sunny Boston ‘gilded as with gold that was fresh from the mine’ (11), the marriage of economics and theatricality is made explicit. Revelling in the ‘much admiring observation’ she has provoked, Eugenia’s status as commodity is willingly embraced in the expectation of a reciprocal economic gain: she ‘could not be an object of indifference… If she had come to seek her fortune, it seemed to her that her fortune would be easy to find’ (11-12). One reaction to the performative style of Eugenia — her self-advertisement as an exotic consumable — is the retrenchment of sincerity as a normative, proscribed aspect of behaviour; an alternative is the emancipation of behaviour into possibilities of feeling and attachment triggered by such liberating theatricality. James’s book explores both options, and a range of possible shades in between.

With consummate economy of style, the opening chapter of the novel introduces Eugenia’s restless, ultimately unassimilable character. Waiting in a Boston hotel with her brother for the weather to clear, we first meet her ‘looking out of one of the windows’ at an unpropitious view. James’s narrative voice here appears to endorse Eugenia’s dismal opinion of America: the ‘gloomy-looking inn’, ‘the mouldy tombstones and funereal umbrage’ receiving ‘ineffectual refreshment’ from ‘a dull, moist snow-fall’ (1) announce an unimpressive landscape even before Eugenia states her dislike of it. Rather than offering the reader a distinctive register, one that is clearly separated from others in the book and so able to guide us reliably, the narrative voice inhabits a perspective that anticipates the point of view of the novel’s most forceful character. Appropriately enough, a tale that is so preoccupied with different types of performativity, with the possibility of inhabiting a variety of roles, begins with an act of ventriloquism. We soon realize that this is just one of many tones that James’s narrating sensibility will voice during the course of the story. As Kenneth Graham has remarked, there is a ‘ubiquity’ of narrative presence in The Europeans, ‘sometimes adopting purely decorative postures, frequently outlining and evaluating action or character by irony, comparison, or straightforward commentary’. Such narrative mobility is perfectly in tune with James’s desire to test the categories of artifice and authenticity as they are articulated in the book. What Graham calls the book’s ‘dynamic narrative mode’11 anticipates the rapid and subtle changes in mood, tone and evaluation that will come to characterize James’s later writing.

Immediately the reader is made aware of Eugenia’s preoccupation with appearance and posture, with exaggeration and stance. She stands in front of a mirror, her hands adjusting her hair ‘with a movement half caressing, half corrective’, lost in a moment of ‘desultory self-inspection [when] her face forgot its melancholy’ (2). Her speech and actions are affected with an air of excessive gesture: ‘ “It’s too horrible!” she exclaimed. “I shall go back — I shall go back!” And she flung herself into a chair before the fire’ (3). Such theatricality of response, in which surface impression dominates, inevitably makes Eugenia a complex, inscrutable figure for her American cousins more used to an unshakeable alliance of appearance and truth. She is a potentially unstable combination of alternatives and possibilities: ‘not pretty’ but with a face that it is ‘interesting and agreeable’; ‘slender, [yet] with a great deal of extremely well-fashioned roundness of contour’; ‘a suggestion both of maturity and flexibility’ (3). Eugenia’s is an indeterminate, fluxional identity that occupies a number of positions simultaneously. Her ‘morganatic’ marriage to the Prince of Silberstadt-Schreckenstein signifies a status that is neither proudly single nor conventionally wedded. Difficult to locate, her strangeness is emphasized by her hairbeing‘braidedinamannerthatsuggested some Southern or Eastern, some remotely foreign, woman’ (3). National affiliation becomes increasingly uncertain under these conditions: Eugenia’s original American self, already compromised by her European marriage, is here further reduced to make way for an appearance of exotic strangeness. But James immediately works to undermine the opposition he seems to be establishing here between New World stability and foreign performance. Remarking on the ‘violent blue of the [New England] sky’, Felix observes: ‘It shows how extremes meet… Instead of coming to the West we seem to have gone to the East. The way the sky touches the house-tops is just like Cairo; and the red and blue sign-boards patched over the face of everything remind one of Mahometan decorations’ (10). West meets East, as if the signs that might suggest cultural difference can no longer be located securely. New England itself seems to be performing another, unfamiliar identity.

The difficulty of establishing a national identity in a context of increased migration and cosmopolitan travel is deployed to comic effect early on in the book, when Gertrude and Felix meet for the first time. Talking about his father, Felix says:


‘… My poor father was born in Sicily, but his parents were American.’

‘In Sicily?’ Gertrude murmured.

‘It is true,’ said Felix Young, ‘that they had spent their lives in Europe. But they were very patriotic. And so are we.’

‘And you are Sicilian,’ said Gertrude.

‘Sicilian, no! Let’s see. I was born at a little place — a dear little place — in France. My sister was born at Vienna.’

‘So you are French,’ said Gertrude.

‘Heaven forbid!’ cried the young man. Gertrude’s eyes were fixed upon him almost insistently. He began to laugh again. ‘I can easily be French, if that will please you.’

‘You are a foreigner of some sort,’ said Gertrude.

‘Of some sort — yes; I suppose so. But who can say of what sort? I don’t think we have ever had occasion to settle the question. You know there are people like that. About their country, their religion, their profession, they can’t tell.’ (22–3)



Gertrude’s desire to place Felix within secure geographical parameters is continually confounded by his playful resistance to identification. The combination of European residence and American patriotism creates an unfamiliar mix in the mind of James’s daughter of Puritan simplicity. Instead of regarding national belonging as secure or fixed, Felix shares his sister’s sense of play and performance: ‘I can easily be French, if that will please you’ suggests an embrace of identity not confined by birth or ancestry. Felix and Eugenia are early embodiments of the kind of borderless, cosmopolitan identity that is such a feature of our own time, with its globalized economy and permeable boundaries. Many of James’s characters display the migratory ease of transnational worldliness that sees rigid definition as limiting. Felix cannot ‘settle’ on matters that, to the Wentworths at least, seem unproblematic. Rowe has argued that, from the end of the nineteenth century onwards, James’s idea of cosmpolitanism was associated ‘not only with understanding different cultures’ achievements but also with a certain latitude in regard to social, sexual, and personal identities’.12 While it is true that there is a marked preoccupation in James’s post-1890 writing with destabilizing these forms of selfhood, with its cross-cultural, transatlantic framework The Europeans anticipates exactly this loosening of character. The degree of ‘latitude’ may not be as marked as in later works, but the response of the New England community to its European visitors is one of James’s early considerations of America’s potential for inhabiting a precious cosmopolitan identity.

Mr Wentworth
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