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INTRODUCTION

This, among his own books, was the author’s personal favourite. It was, so James would conclude while gathering together his novels and tales, ‘frankly, quite the best, “all round”, of all my productions.’ It had prompted him to his best efforts in the way of artistry because he felt he had never encountered a more congenial theme. Many of his critics have come to agree on both counts: that The Ambassadors occupies an exemplary position among his – and arguably all other – novels, and that it is the most quintessentially Jamesian in its mood, its purview, and its nexus of associations and implications. An emphatic dissent against such acceptance has been lodged by F. R. Leavis, despite the high rank he accorded to James in his ‘great tradition’. The Ambassadors fell short of that canon, Leavis argued, on the grounds that the subtle elaboration of its technique was disproportionate to the values and issues it held and presented. His objection was aimed at the virtual heart of the novel: ‘What, we ask, is this, symbolized by Paris, that Strether feels himself to have missed in his own life? Has James himself sufficiently inquired? Is it anything adequately realized?’ But James’s point is that something has not been adequately realized. His bewildered protagonist, Strether, can scarcely be expected to take the measure of what, by the novel’s design, he has missed. As for James himself, it is through his awareness of Strether’s limitations that he arouses our interest in the possibilities beyond them.

If there is any disproportion here, it is that which distinguishes the cosmopolitan openness of the novelist from the dogmatic provinciality of his critic. Far from taking ‘the symbol too much at the glamorous face-value it has for Strether’, as Leavis complains, James’s notes make clear his reluctance to exploit ‘the banal side of the revelation of Paris’. Moreover, readers of his preface would be expressly warned against the dreadful little old tradition, one of the platitudes of the human comedy, that people’s moral scheme does break down in Paris; that nothing is more frequently observed; that hundreds of thousands of more or less hypocritical or more or less cynical persons annually visit the place for the sake of the probable catastrophe, and that I came late in the day to work myself up about it.

Coming late in the day is, of course, an intrinsic component of the underlying situation. Yet it would not be much later in the same century, though James would not live to bear witness, when the landing of the American Expeditionary Forces in France would be celebrated with the jazz refrain: ‘How you gonna keep ’em down on the farm/After they’ve seen Paree?’ Slightly less than a generation after Strether’s visit, George Gershwin would orchestrate the recurrent motif of An American in Paris. And, during the two decades between the world wars, fiction would feature Americans in complicating degrees of Parisian involvement: Ernest Hemingway’s Sun Also Rises, William Carlos Williams’s Voyage to Pagany, Sinclair Lewis’s Dodsworth, John Dos Passos’s Nineteen-Nineteen, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night, Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer, Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood.

If England was the Mother Country, France has been the Muse, for succeeding generations of American writers from the period of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. Its allure and influence could be likened to the Grand Tour for the Italianate Englishman. The special relationship was given proverbial standing through the echoed remark of Longfellow’s brother-in-law, the Boston wit Thomas G. Appleton: ‘Good Americans, when they die, go to Paris.’ Lest this seem too ambiguously oracular, it has been glossed in Oliver Wendell Holmes’s Autocrat of the Breakfast Table: ‘Paris is a heavenly place after New York or Boston.’ It remained for Oscar Wilde to thrust home the invidious comparison by adding that, when bad Americans die, they go to America. Thus the sentiment runs parallel to James’s animadversions on the absence of storied landmarks, the lack of literary ‘paraphernalia’, the thinness of America’s cultural atmosphere, as contrasted with the Old World’s shrines and treasures and salons. Paris betokens not so much a wallowing in the flesh-pots as it does a sensitized and heightened state of mind. It is envisaged as hanging before the newcomer Strether, ‘the vast bright Babylon, like some huge iridescent object, brilliant and hard…’ When it had been London that offered the menace of the metropolis to the protagonist of The American, it had been through shadow rather than light: ‘the spectacle of the vaster and duskier Babylon’. What dazzles and deludes in La Ville Lumière is its very brightness.

James had cultivated the taste for Paris, as Strether never could. His French was fluent to the point of encroaching at times on his English; his tours of France and his friendships with its writers are commemorated by some of his liveliest prose sketches. His characters, though they tend to embark upon sentimental journeys rather than sightseeing trips, are guided in their goings and comings by his seasoned knowledge of the local topography. The peculiarly Parisian challenge to a sequence of aggressive young provincials, who gained their conquests of the capital, had been chronicled by Balzac. But Balzac’s Louis Lambert, whose name coincides with the given names of Lewis Lambert Strether, never arrived in Paris or anywhere else, having abandoned material ambition for mystical obsession, with blighting side-effects. That atypical novel was, as Strether concurs, ‘an awfully bad one’. James particularly admired Balzac for dealing so grandly with bigness, business, competition, acquisition, production, social dynamics – preoccupations somewhat removed from his own, yet closer to those of his native country. He never forgot the complexity of his fate as an American self-expatriated to England, though much of his fiction is more or less firmly situated on one terrain or the other. His career had detached itself from the one and put down those roots in the other which were to blossom into British citizenship at the end. Gradually Britain, becoming his homeland, could no longer be looked upon as ‘abroad’. For him, then, as for many of his adopted compatriots, Europe meant the Continent.

His middle ground is the Atlantic Ocean; his characteristic vein subsists between two cultures in ‘the international subject’, more specifically ‘the Americano-European legend’; and his later novels complete a cyclical movement toward a kind of spiritual homecoming. ‘We go to Europe to be Americanized’, Emerson had declared for his fellow travellers. But the physical transit also proved to be a psychological transition, a sea-change in the mellowing sense. ‘The American who has known Europe much can never again see his country with the single eye of his ante-European days’, wrote William Dean Howells, in reviewing James’s initial collection of tales. Their title-story, ‘The Passionate Pilgrim’, reverted to the obsession of Hawthorne’s last years, ‘The Ancestral Footstep’. Having traversed the Atlantic belatedly to take charge of the United States consulate at Liverpool, Hawthorne had sought inspiration in the idea of a returning American, seeking to re-establish links with his Anglo-Saxon forebears. Though the setting was riper and richer than his New England locale, it had left him again and again with no more than a frustrated fragment. An Italian sojourn was more productive, and James’s Roderick Hudson would take over at the juncture where Hawthorne’s Marble Faun had left off: an American encounter with tragedy in the artists’ colony at Rome. James’s volume on Hawthorne, the first American to be recognized in the ‘English Men of Letters’ series, is a tribute to his Yankee master and an apologia on behalf of the indigenous artist.

But the travelling Hawthorne had maintained a tourist’s detachment from the places he visited. The Old World, as viewed through his Italian Notebooks, is not unlike that ‘vast Museum of Magnificence and Misery’ which Mark Twain derided in The Innocents Abroad. The Americans in The Marble Faun, though they learn a lesson from the tragic Europeans, are passive spectators. Roderick Hudson, on the other hand, is drawn in and literally destroyed by the process of exposure. A touch of puritanical reserve tinges the hedonistic advice of his watchful patron, Rowland Mallett: ‘Enjoy, enjoy; it’s your duty.’ Christina Light, the flirtatious American beauty who leads Roderick astray, and will be Europeanized as the Princess Casamassima, is well aware of the moral dangers: ‘I’m corrupt, corrupting, corruption!’ Though she will not redeem herself by her fling at revolution, she fares better than most of James’s transatlantic heroines. Daisy Miller does not survive her Roman flirtation. Milly Theale’s Venetian death, in The Wings of the Dove, is surrounded by marital conspiracy. In The Portrait of a Lady, Isabel Archer, victimized by an expatriate match, painfully realizes that she might have chosen worthier suitors. In the less familiar novella, Madame de Mauves, wifely virtue drives a dissolute French husband to suicidal despair. Yet ‘Europe’, in the story bearing this title, signifies wider freedom rather than matrimony for the spinster daughters of a possessive dowager. Another story, ‘Four Meetings’, involves another old maid, who sacrifices to greedy relatives her fondest hopes for self-realization abroad.

It is not always the feminine sensibility that registers the tension between two worlds. Roderick Hudson’s crack-up is apprehended, not through his mind, but through Rowland Mallett’s. Following that early novel, James made his most explicit approach, which he paradigmatically entitled The American. His prefatory aside would outline ‘the situation, in another country and an aristocratic society, of some robust but insidiously beguiled and betrayed, some cruelly wronged, compatriot’. Prefiguring the Newsomes – and perhaps emulating Thackeray’s Newcomes – in the comparative freshness of his fortune and the recency of his social arrival, Christopher Newman is almost an allegorical hero on a quest for a higher civilization than he has known. This would be personified in Madame de Cintré, a far more elusive figure than Madame de Vionnet. A melodramatic intrigue is spun around their projected and rejected marriage by her patrician and decadent family, the Bellegardes, involving a fatal duel, a suspected murder and threats of blackmail. The simplistic paradigm, as James first drew it, played off an interloping innocence against worldly corruption. Skeletons rattled in European closets; even in his biography of William Wetmore Story, an American sculptor residing in Italy, suspicion takes the metaphorical shape of ‘a Borgia cup’. With James’s maturation and, concurrently, with his habituation as a good European, he was to attain a transvaluation of intercultural values. In his last completed novel, The Golden Bowl, he would achieve a hemispheric equilibrium, looking homeward through the sympathetic eyes of an Italian prince named Amerigo.

It is within this perspective that Lambert Strether’s reception must be differentiated from Christopher Newman’s. We might gauge the distance by reverting to a minor character, Gloriani, ‘an American sculptor of French extraction, or remotely perhaps of Italian’, who performs a choric function in Roderick Hudson. He is ‘a highly modern master’, ingenious, sophisticated, financially successful and conceivably superficial, shrewdly appreciative of Roderick’s genius but cynically sure that it will fizzle out. His face is that of ‘a genial Mephistopheles’, and Roderick regards him as ‘a murderous mountebank’. Now James was interested in the Balzacian device of reintroducing old characters into new contexts at successive stages of their careers: Gloriani’s studio is the scene of a musicale in a late and rather anecdotal tale, ‘The Velvet Glove’. Vastly more significant, virtually crucial, is his reappearance in The Ambassadors. If there are a few incidental discrepancies, they are cloaked by the larger mysteries of art and the felt experience from which it must draw its vitality. Here in Paris, twenty-five years after his mocking bohemianism in Rome, there can be no doubts about his ‘supreme artistic position’. Strether is unreservedly impressed by ‘the medal-like Italian face, in which every line was an artist’s own’, by ‘the penetrating radiance… of… the sculptor’s eyes’, and by ‘the deep human expertness of Gloriani’s charming smile – oh the terrible life behind it!’ Presiding over the central episode of the novel, his presence is a touchstone for the qualities that James was seeking to discriminate.

This older and wiser Gloriani, depicted in a wholly different light from the tone of James’s preliminary sketch, illustrates what – in the notes for his unfinished Ivory Tower – he called ‘my law of successive Aspects’. It approximates to the Proustian method of characterization; and Gloriani’s part, as an aesthetic role-model, is similar to the role of the painter Elstir in Proust’s magisterial fiction. We know that the latter was a composite portrayal, modelled on several Impressionists; but the name itself was suggested, somewhat anagrammatically, by that of Whistler; and, as it happened, James was describing Whistler’s Parisian residence when he located Gloriani in ‘a small pavilion… at the heart of the Faubourg Saint-Germain’, set amid ‘old noble houses’ of literary and historical note. But, though James was well acquainted with this location, he had not been present at the garden party on that Sunday afternoon in spring, when the words were uttered that set his imagination to work. The spokesman was his good friend and fellow novelist, William Dean Howells, who in his mid-fifties had all too briefly found himself a tardy stranger in Paris, where his son was studying architecture. The listener, precursor of Little Bilham in the novel, was a younger American, Jonathan Sturges, who subsequently reported the conversation while visiting their mutual friend, Henry James, in 1895. Striking James at once as an amenable sujet de nouvelle, he jotted it down in his notebooks and started to speculate on it:

‘Oh, you are young, you are young – be glad of it: be glad of it and live. Live all you can: it’s a mistake not to. It does n’t so much matter what you do – but live. This place makes it all come over me. I see it now. I haven’t done so – and now I’m old. It’s too late. It has gone past me – I‘ve lost it. You have time. You are young. Live!’

Youth claims the final word in the traditional dialectic between generations, but age pronounces a wistful epilogue when it casts aside its accumulated constraints and urges youth to take advantage of nothing less than itself. This ‘irrepressible outbreak’, as James was to call it, constituted the germ, ‘the dropped grain of suggestion’ that would be developed into The Ambassadors. By 1900 he was thanking Howells for a donnée that was ‘lovely – human, dramatic, international, exquisitely “pure”, exquisitely everything’. Not long afterward he noted an analogous situation ‘in references to a man who, like W. D. H. (say), has never known at all any woman BUT his wife’. Yet James himself, for all his sensitivity to women, seems never to have been sexually involved. Howells, despite his fictional reticence on matters pertaining to sex, was ‘all round’ a more experienced human being than James. He had a Middle American background, a hard-won self-education, some years as a minor diplomat, and a busy journalistic career, with many institutional connections. He was a husband, after all, and fathered three children, whereas James’s familial relationships were more narrowly – as he put it in his first autobiography – those of ‘a son and brother’. He could lament, as he did in a letter to the man-about-Paris Morton Fullerton, ‘the essential loneliness of my life’. His letter to another younger friend, Jocelyn Persse, along with a copy of The Ambassadors, demurely admitted the ‘vague resemblance’ between his ‘poor old hero’ and himself.

It is easier for us to notice our own deficiencies when they become observable in others. Howell’s passing remark, conveyed by hearsay, touched the deepest chords of inner meaning for James. It became a heart-cry, and Strether emerged as a closer persona than any of his other fictitious surrogates. Amplified from seventy-four to nearly two hundred words, it was the starting-point for the 20,000-word ‘Project of Novel’, which he drew up and submitted to Harper’s Magazine. Howells’s short and choppy sentences were mainly monosyllabic and straightforwardly interpersonal. James elaborates adverbially, sublimating envy into banter: ‘… you’re blessedly young… You’re as I say, damn you, so luckily, so happily, so hatefully young.’ He opens up the passage so that its definitive version can be related to Chad Newsome and the circumstances of the novel: ‘This place and these impressions, as well as many of those, for so many days, of So-and-So’s and So-and-So’s life that I’ve been receiving and that have had their abundant message, make it all come over me.’ The speaker is permitted the consolations of fatalism in speaking for himself: ‘It couldn’t, no doubt, have been different for me – for one’s life takes a form and holds one: one lives as one can.’ And the note of urbanity yields to the pressure of urgency – ‘Don’t be stupid. Of course I don’t dream you are, or I shouldn’t be saying these awful things to you’ – as the cautionary example (‘Don’t, at any rate, make my mistake’) gives way before the culminating imperative (‘Live!’).

In its full development, Strether’s speech composes the great set-piece of the book, augmented to five times the length of its original version. It is introduced by his declared intention of remaining a fascinated bystander, inasmuch as it is ‘simply just too late’ for more active participation in so lively and distinguished a society. Little Bilham’s cheerful comment, ‘Better late than never!’, is counterbalanced by Strether’s pensive rejoinder, ‘Better early than late!’ That exchange leads into his homily, which he delivers – according to the Jamesian stage-direction – ‘slowly and sociably, with full pauses and slight dashes’. The mounting rhythms are punctuated with due qualification and frequent parenthesis. Self-questioning probes further, but is tempered by a fatherly consideration for the attentive interlocutor. At this stage the flow of ideas can materialize into metaphor. Losing an opportunity is compared to missing a train, having lacked ‘the gumption to know it was there’ while it waited at the station, and hearing now ‘its faint receding whistle miles and miles down the line’. Such kinetic imagery slows down to a standstill when a philosophic doubt about free will is conceived in culinary terms. The form that is taken by ‘the affair of life’ is ‘at the best a tin mould, either fluted and embossed, with ornamental excrescences, or else smooth and dreadfully plain, into which, a helpless jelly, one’s consciousness is poured’. The imagist is still a connoisseur, though he has proceeded via travel to epicurean fare.

Not that Strether should or could be interpreted as a self-portrait like Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus. However, his Gabriel Conroy in ‘The Dead’ is an adumbration of the limiting existence that Joyce himself might have led, if he had not opted for artistic exile; and comparably Strether adumbrates what James might have become, had he not broken away from his domestic environment and strenuously activated his individual talent. Strether has too much of a New England conscience to be set down as a dilettante; but his editorship of a highbrow journal, subsidized by his patroness, is all he has to show by way of profession. Except for his rather courtly relation to her evident queenliness, he does not seem to have any private life. Recollections of his dead wife and short-lived son are sad and dim and tenuous, though they must have kindled his sympathies for younger women and for other men’s sons. In spite of his charming manners and articulate perceptions, he thinks of himself as a failure whom life has passed by: ‘disenchanted,’ says the scenario, ‘without having known any great enchanters, enchantments, or, above all, enchantresses.’ If he escapes from the destiny of John Marcher, the anti-hero of ‘The Beast in the Jungle’ to whom ‘nothing on earth was to have happened’, it is through the interlude spanned by the novel – a span of not much more than half a year, advancing from midwinter through springtime into summer, yet stopping short of the autumnal season, Strether’s own.

His single previous visit, on his honeymoon in the eighteen-sixties, was touchingly commemorated by a dozen frayed yellow paperbacks, contemporary French novels then considered extremely daring in their realism. Putting behind him ‘the sharp initiation they represented’, his current selection at the bookstalls is a seventy-volume set, bound in red and gold, of the arch-Romanticist, Victor Hugo. When a lecture on writing by the realistic English novelist, Walter Besant, had insisted strongly upon a first-hand conversance with a wide range of sociological subject-matter, James had responded in ‘The Art of Fiction’ – his implicit protest and self-defence – by arguing that the novelist need only be a penetrating observer: ‘one of the people on whom nothing is lost’. Such indeed might be the anonymous narrator of The Sacred Fount, which appeared while The Ambassadors was being written, and was severely criticized for his voyeuristic attitude toward almost everyone else. ‘It would have been almost as embarrassing to have had to tell them how little experience I had had in fact,’ he himself is brought to confess, ‘as to have had to tell them how much I had had in fancy.’ James’s own dissatisfaction with the looseness of first-person narrative may have influenced his decisive return to ‘the centre of consciousness’. If he used an I on the first page of The Ambassadors and one or two authorial wes later on, it merely served to distance the plane of narration from the immediacy of events and emotions.

Having identified with so many feminine points of view, even the little girl’s in What Maisie Knew, or with so callow and uncharacteristic a proxy as Hyacinth Robinson in The Princess Casamassima, James could feel uniquely at one with Strether. By projecting the story through ‘his depicted, betrayed, communicated consciousness’, James could make a virtue of necessity; he could take inexperience as a key to his subject. He could present the onlooker as hero of a belated Bildungsroman, where innocence gets initiated through the experience of others into an overdue coming-of-age. In the process Strether’s admonition to Little Bilham, ‘Live all you can’, gets modulated – when repeated back – into ‘See all you can’. The simile of a museum-goer, ‘moving… as in a gallery, from clever canvas to clever canvas’, seems to fit both Strether’s progression and the reader’s. In a momentary shift near the beginning, we glimpse his physical features through his companion’s eyes. The ‘eternal nippers’ that frame his own eyes, at a time when eye-glasses were normally reserved for occasions of reading or inspection, are cited periodically like an epithet in an epic. But though, like all ambassadors, he is in part a spy, ‘nosing around’ and interrogating potential witnesses, his investigative curiosity is warranted by his ‘moral and sentimental mission’. We assume his subjective viewpoint, share his crowded impressions and spaced-out reflections, and advance with him from ‘a dreadful cheerful sociable solitude’ towards ‘the presence of new measures, other standards, a different scale of relations’.

Avoiding any formal exposition, the opening sentence confronts us with the mere circumstance of his arrival. The second sentence answers the question that has just been raised by setting the relocated scene for a postponed rendezvous. Hence Strether, when we meet him, is enjoying by himself ‘such a consciousness of personal freedom as he hadn’t known for years’, together with ‘such a deep taste of change’. What he most enjoys, ‘the note of Europe’, will be continually frowned upon by his awaited fellow traveller. The latter, his old friend Waymarsh, is there to remind him – and us – of how he deviates from the expected behaviour of the American abroad, as well as to reinforce the ties that Strether will be straining. A retired businessman who looks like an elder statesman, Waymarsh at various other times resembles an Old Testament prophet, an Indian chieftain wrapped in a blanket, and a Southern planter wearing a Panama hat. Protean as these guises seem to be, they all hark back to that America which he carries along with him wherever he goes. At the outset he is dyspeptic and joyless, self-consciously and fiercely innocent, and yet not incorruptibly philistine; he will end by prolonging his sojourn, joining the tour of the newcoming Americans, and having a good time in spite of his puritanical self. Utterly lacking in Strether’s capacity to articulate his responses, he finds expression by going into ‘the sacred rage’ and compensation by going off on munificent shopping sprees.

If Waymarsh serves as a foil to Strether, Maria Gostrey is what James liked to term a ficelle: literally a piece of string, or more technically, a stage-trick for tying the plot together. He was increasingly fond of talking about his fiction as if it were dramaturgy, since this enabled him to emphasize its technique; and his preface tells us that ‘the use of ficelles’ is ‘half the dramatist’s art’. Maria, like Henrietta Stackpole in The Portrait of a Lady, is a character who expedites the interaction of the other characters. Encountering Strether by chance before his engagement with Waymarsh, she can bring out explanations from him that otherwise would not have been motivated, and thus arrange for dramatic dialogue to take the place of an expository introduction. But, since James has gone on to build her up as a personality in her own right, she all but sways the plot. More meaningfully – to stick to theatrical terminology – the ficelle becomes a confidante, relating to the others with warmth and perceptiveness. As a ‘courier-maid’, she plays go-between for the two hemispheres and the two sexes. It is through a fortunate twist that Strether is welcomed by Maria to Chester rather than by Waymarsh to Liverpool, which is not really ‘Europe’. The modern seaport, with its bustling docks and dingy warehouses and chilling vaults of poverty, had been a grievous disappointment to Melville on his first voyage to England, as recounted in Redburn half a century before.

James has side-stepped such a gambit by an introductory displacement, which focuses on a more picturesque locality. We do not discover Strether until he has crossed the Mersey, from industrial Lancashire into more verdant Cheshire, and is registering at a hotel in its ancient and well-preserved cathedral town. Chester, still encircled by its walls of old red sandstone and intersected, by its famous Rows, those elevated galleries lining streets of half-timbered houses, assures us that we have truly crossed the Atlantic. Walks and talks help Strether to revive attenuated European memories, while bringing out the intimations and expectations he harbours with regard to his present mission. England offers a neutral environment for this prologue; a play in London, casually attended, sounds like a scandalous parody of the affair he has been sent to investigate – if possible, to terminate. There is further significance in the fact that, after he has crossed the Channel, settled into Paris only to find the object of his quest away on vacation, and relished the delay for its opportunities to explore the city and strike up acquaintance with a few other Americans, he should suddenly find himself confronting Chadwick Newsome in a box at a theatre, the Comédie Française. No attention is paid to the performance on the stage: the overt theatricalism of such routines is subordinated to the psychological drama in the box. It is as if we were being forewarned that actuality will be more complex than its histrionic exaggerations.

After the show, whatever it may have been, the complications begin at their tête-à-tête in a café. Strether, bursting with a pent-up sense of duty, blurts out his commission: a rescue-operation from the pitfalls of Paris and the suspected toils of some dishevelled seductress. But the twenty-eight-year-old prodigal, thoroughly at ease in these enlarged surroundings, does not appear to have suffered from his bohemian dissipations. On the contrary, Chad has not been brutalized but improved through some sort of refining immersion, marked by a distinguished touch of grey in his hair. Lurid preconception has been simplistic and – it must be conceded – low-minded, reflecting back against its provincial sources, heretofore unquestioned in their righteousness. Strether, emissary of Chad’s widowed mother, is haunted by her importunate ghost. Mrs Newsome cannot undertake the voyage herself because she is an invalid (James revised this description to specify the high-strung temperament of ‘an American invalid’). If Strether’s negotiation succeeds, his prize will be her hand. Like Mrs Grundy in the old comedy, she never appears in person, though she remains an offstage goddess-in-the-machine – ‘not less intensely than circuitously present’, as promised by the preface. This formidable dowager is ‘the lady of Woollett’, a small city in Massachusetts, neither a capital nor a college town. It is she who embodies and dominates Woollett’s cultural ambience as ‘a society of women’, to which Strether has had access by editing her magazine.

As for the men of Woollett, the only other one we meet is her bland son-in-law, Jim Pocock, and he conforms to the bustling and bumbling type that Sinclair Lewis – twenty years afterward – would identify as a Babbitt. The usual sphere for Woollett’s males, its business, seems to be dominated by the manufacturing industry of Chad’s late father, which is calling now upon its heir to assume a managerial post and restore its declining prosperity. What it manufactures is the subject of a notorious Jamesian evasion: ‘a small, trivial, rather ridiculous object of the commonest domestic use.’ Christopher Newman’s fortune in The American had similarly been based on ‘articles of vulgar household use’, but there we are bluntly told that these were wash-tubs. James’s prospectus for The Ambassadors had stated that the source of the Newsomes’ wealth would be ‘duly specified’. Filling in his outline, he deliberately made it unmentionable. It is a teasing blank which invites guessing games (clothes-pins? shoe-polish?) and comments ironically upon the pseudo-gentility of the American rich. It is likewise a bit of self-mockery: a Balzacian realist would have displayed the product and shown us through the factory. Some of the James family’s inherited wealth, for that matter, had been acquired through the manufacture of salt, even as Strether’s green-covered review is supported by whatever it may have been that Woollett’s workshops have produced and marketed. Economic materialism, though it is coyly veiled, exerts an inescapable impact.

Woollett – the very word hints at something homespun – is frequently invoked; but it would be for the next generation of American novelists to dwell upon the shortcomings of the small, the stiff and narrow, community. Strether’s greatest failure has been that of Woollett, as diagnosed by Maria Gostrey: ‘the failure to enjoy’. How far he transcends it may be reckoned by the compliance of Waymarsh with the conformities of his own home town in Connecticut: ‘the conscience of Milrose in the very voice of Milrose’. Though we see nothing directly of Milrose or Woollett, we enter Paris hooded with their prejudices about it. It had been stereotyped for foreign consumption by Henri Mürger’s sentimental novel, Scènes de la vie de Bohème, which was still more widely and broadly popularized by Puccin’s operatic adaptation shortly before James wrote his book. It could thus be imagined that Chad was disporting himself in a demi-monde of artists and models, free loves and shady escapades, frivolous at best and more likely sinister. Such a caricature of the Latin Quarter hardly prepares us for the haut monde that has accepted Chad, and would be commemorated by Proust, in the elegant interiors of the aristocratic Faubourg Saint-Germain. Chad, mature and refined, is a living testimonial to the graciousness of his recent way of life. Step by nervous step, we are guided, through a labyrinth of suspense and speculation, to the ‘goddess’ or ‘sea-nymph’ whose radiance has so benignly brought about the transformation.

Those admiring mythical epithets are coupled with an allusion to Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, not to her seductive wiles but to her versatile ways; for by this time Strether has met the heroine once and paid a call. It had been the bedazzlement of their first meeting that excited his elegiac monologue in Gloriani’s garden. Her impression on him is syntactically rendered by a future retrospect, as he would look back upon the occasion and sum it up. Sympathy has meanwhile been strengthened by coincidence; chance encounters give pattern to the existence of solitary figures like Strether or James; friendship has been sealed and infatuation inspired in the glow of two French traditions, Notre Dame and a first-class restaurant nearby. At a youthful thirty-eight, the Comtesse de Vionnet, in her person, dress, speech, conduct and understanding, is James’s ideal femme du monde, the civilizing heroine. That she is unhappily married, and cannot be divorced, stands as a precondition, leaving her in sole charge of a daughter who personifies the natural freshness and budding grace of the jeune fille. Maria, an old schoolmate of Madame de Vionnet, rates her as ‘perfect’; and the adjective wonderful, which resounds through the novel in praise of her, is not the only motif that reverberates from Shakespearean comedy or romance (‘O wonderful, wonderful, and most wonderful wonderful!’). It is no wonder that, through Strether’s unworldliness, her association with Chad can be presumed – in the stilted phrase of Scott and innumerable romancers – ‘a virtuous attachment’.

Having himself become virtuously attached to her, Strether has outlived his usefulness as an envoy. Since he has disregarded an ultimatum from Woollett, Mrs Newsome, alerted by reports from Waymarsh, dispatches a second delegation: her daughter Sarah Pocock, the husband Jim and his sister Mamie. Strether receives them as ‘the outgoing ambassador’, and they carry on the diplomatic allegory. Sally, who takes after her mother and fittingly represents Woollett, is the plenipotentiary; much of their interview is couched, like a parliamentary record, in indirect discourse. The girlishly appealing Mamie arouses Strether’s homesickness when he recalls having tutored her or visualizes her as a ‘happy bride’; at the moment she may be serving as bait to lure Chad homeward. After Strether’s tergiversation Chad will go over to the other side, thereby completing a choreographic set-to-partners. From another angle, this forms the hour-glass shape pointed out by James’s disciple, Percy Lubbock, where the two diagonal lines of action and reaction criss-cross at the midpoint of the novel. It would be hard to think of a more symmetrical arrangement, running in its original publication, through a calendar year (1903), into twelve periodical instalments. James welcomed the incentive of ‘a small compositional law – recurrent breaks and resumptions’. To glance at the ending of one ‘book’ and the commencement of another is to appreciate how he exploited the monthly gaps: a predictable continuity between Books First and Second, for instance, as opposed to a suspenseful pause between Books Third and Fourth.

Not untypically, something can happen during the intervals and then get reported at second hand, as when Strether first calls at Chad’s apartment between Books Second and Third. Fullest ‘scenic’ treatment is concentrated upon two major episodes, symmetrically positioned, each in the penultimate book of the two-volume standard edition. Book Fifth contains the public scene at Gloriani’s reception, with the grand entrance of Madame de Vionnet and the pivotal confession of Strether. This is complemented, with Book Eleventh, by one of those private revelations in which Joyce has taught us to perceive an epiphany. By the agency of the merest coincidence, admittedly the stuff of fiction or farce, months of surmise are resolved in an instant of surprise. James brings us back, as he does so often, to nature by way of art. Strether, having given up his eavesdropping assignment, is questing for ‘romance’ – romance in a touristic, literary and, above all, painterly sense. The memory that has motivated his little excursion was of a painting that had attracted him many years ago at a Boston art-dealer’s, a landscape by a minor Pre-Impressionist, Émile Lambinet. Modestly priced, he had been tempted to buy it and, true to himself, had resisted. Now he seeks to recapture that mingled impression combining America and France, city and countryside, loss and discovery. Truly he enjoys the rural scenery, the river in the foreground, the boat rounding a bend, the shirt-sleeved oarsman and the lady with the parasol – how familiar they look!

Then comes the double shock of recognition, transforming the idyll into a drama. For it is none other than Chad and Madame de Vionnet, who have come down to spend a day in the country – and, all too apparently, a night. Strether is reluctantly compelled to recognize ‘the deep, deep truth of the intimacy revealed’. He is staggered by the sudden awareness, more pointedly expressed in James’s scenario, that they have long been ‘positively and indubitably intimate with the last intimacy’. Silently and discreetly the couple adjust their plans, lunch with Strether at the inn and return on his train to Paris, going through the ‘make-believe’ that – like him – they had planned nothing more than a daytime’s outing. In a milieu so conspicuously hedged by the taboos and conventions of etiquette, not to say ethics, both they and he must look the other way and keep up the official proprieties. Readers today, less called upon to sustain an unyielding line between virtuous attachment and carnal knowledge, may wax impatient with Strether’s naïveté. E. M. Forster went so far as to question the sexuality of James’s characters: ‘They can land in Europe and look at works of art and at each other, but that is all.’ And Forster went on to charge, somewhat ungrammatically, that ‘their clothes will not take off’. This again is a problem for Strether, not for James. Though no bedroom scenes are exhibited, the compelling drift is that love cannot be complete or vital unless it is fulfilled.

It is a further irony that this interrupted assignation might have been the last for Chad and his mistress. Book Twelfth comprises a round of valedictions. James took special pains with Strether’s leave-taking from Marie de Vionnet, considering it, if not the climax, then a pendant to the play-acting scenes at the inn and on the train. A rainy Paris lowers outside the Empire salon, evoking the most tragic and historic connotations. ‘The smell of revolution’ is in the air, while the heroine is figuratively cast as Madame Roland mounting the scaffold, at once a revolutionary and revolution’s victim. Faced with abandonment, she gives way to her feelings at last. She has loved Chad more deeply than he has loved her, done more for him than he could do for her, and he – as Strether will be telling him – is a brute to forsake her. But Chad, attractive, clever and emotionally shallow, has graduated from the lessons he learned through her. Having become enough of a Parisian to be respected for his taste, even to arrange a French marriage for young Jeanne de Vionnet, he is already adapting his horizons to a future in Woollett. He will join the Newsome firm and rejuvenate it by devoting his energies to the strategems of ‘advertising scientifically worked’. It will be another assimilation: ‘With the right man to work it c’est un monde’. It will be a new world, brash and noisy, in another universe from the old one on the opposite side of the Atlantic.

One of his changes is concretely foreseeable: if the family product is to be advertised, it will have to be mentioned, and will end by becoming a household word. The objective of Strether’s tour of duty has been accomplished with a vengeance, and with small thanks to him. Is there anything for him to go home to, he has been asked in his farewell with Maria Gostrey, and he has no answer. Not to his former association or his intended union with Mrs Newsome, certainly. Yet he does not belong in Paris, even with Madame de Vionnet as his warm friend. Since he wryly brushes off Maria’s hinted offer of companionship, she will resume her status as a ficelle. He will go on being what he has always been, a staunch and stoical New Englander, gathering such comfort as he can from a disinterested conscience, owing ‘the strength of his position’ to the fact that there is ‘nothing in it for himself’. He can be right, if not happy, in the thought of forgoing two worldly advantages, of missing the more slippery opportunities, of never letting go, for worse or for better. Yet, after those latter-day glimpses of what he has missed, life will never be the same. The case of Chad has temporarily lent him vicarious youth; the friendship of Madame de Vionnet has made up for many a lost adventure. The example of Gloriani, not less because it runs polar to his own outlook, has quickened his insight.

If not an effectual ambassador, he has been a mock-heroic herald, signalizing the demise of adventure for Chad and of romance for Madame de Vionnet. All three must entertain, to some degree, the penitential counsel that Goethe’s Faust rebelled against, which Olive Chancellor earnestly misquoted in The Bostonians: ‘Entbehren sollst du (Thou shalt renounce)!’ Yet The Ambassadors cannot be reduced to an exercise in renunciation and resignation; Chad and Marie have had their world in their time; and, if Strether provides an object-lesson in unfulfilment, his lament for himself is the basis of an affirmative credo summarized in one monosyllable, ‘Live!’ It is the hedonistic message of the lyric poets: Horace’s ‘Carpe diem (Seize the day)’, Herrick’s ‘Gather ye rosebuds while ye may’. James has stressed the uneventful alternatives. It might have seemed anticlimactic to read about these, juxtaposed in the same number of The North American Review to Hardy’s ballad, ‘The Trampwoman’s Story’, which compressed into thirteen stanzas a crime of passion, an illegitimate child, a murder, a hanging, and a ghost. But Strether derived a positive satisfaction, as did Fleda Vetch in The Spoils of Poynton, from ‘the impression somehow of something dreamed and missed, something reduced, relinquished, resigned: the poetry, as it were, of something sensibly gone.’ Such would be the sentiments of Newland Archer, Edith Wharton’s hero in The Age of Innocence, when, arriving at Paris late in life, he prefers to contemplate what might have been, rather than risk the hazards of delayed consummation.

But, if Edith Wharton could occasionally heave a Jamesian sigh, her principal concern – encouraged by the master himself – was to bring the novel of manners to bear upon New York. The Ambassadors, though featured as a showpiece in Lubbock’s Craft of Fiction, has been more of a tour de force than a model. It does not encourage imitation; even among James’s writings it is one of a kind. Though he touched it up a little for his collected (and selected) New York Edition in 1909, six years after its first American and English editions, it was exempted from the intensive revision that updated his earliest novels. He held some hope that the prefaces, contributed to that edition, might collectively form ‘a comprehensive manual or vade mecum for aspirants in our arduous profession’, and such a compilation has been posthumously brought out. This unique body of considered afterthoughts might prove a daunting handbook for beginners, and indeed an arduous exemplar for novelists other than James. There is much that a journeyman artist can learn, to be sure, through admission into a master’s workshop. Readers still respectful of writers’ intentions will find them elucidated here in rich detail and disarming candour. And critics still looking for ‘the figure in the carpet’ may, if they are so minded, consult the creative authority of its weaver, who concludes his preface to The Ambassadors with his strongest claim for the novelistic genre: ‘the most independent, most elastic, and most prodigious of literary forms’.

Yet James’s ‘Project’ for The Ambassadors was turned down by Harper’s for being too subtle and subjective. In its retarded serialization by The North American Review, the manuscript was here and there abridged; and, when the book was published in the United States, one omitted chapter was inserted at the wrong place (XI, i was printed after, rather than before, XI, ii). It is something of a bibliographical scandal, persisting through the New York Edition, that this discrepancy was not detected and corrected for fifty years. When the error was finally caught by a student at Stanford University, his teacher, the austere Yvor Winters, seized upon it to evince ‘the peculiar diffuseness and obscurity of the prose’. It is now easy to see how the time-scheme could have caused the editorial confusion. The difference was vague because the story is reflected rather than narrated, with tendencies to pause or hesitate, to anticipate or reminisce, to convert sensations and observations into abstractions and generalizations. Sentences can be prolonged but seldom periodic, with relatively few subordinate clauses and a good many parentheses. Word-order is rhythmically varied by inversions and expletives. Formality in structure is relieved by a plasticity in style, which searches not so much for the mot juste as for the gradual approximation, the continuous modification, the qualifying nuance. Since the work was dictated, it sounds vocal (note the contractions), though with James’s highly literary voice. Strether and most of the others converse and comprehend in an unmistakeably Jamesian idiolect.

A running commentary of metaphors enlivens the leisurely pace. When a sedentary Strether broaches the issue, ‘… Chad’s receptive attitude was that of a person who had been gracefully quiet while the messenger at last reaching him has run a mile through the dust.’ The babble of talk in a studio can take on classical dimensions: ‘They twanged with a vengeance the aesthetic lyre – they drew from it wonderful airs.’ Mental processes can be transposed from abstract conceptualization into concrete practicality: Maria Gostrey is ‘the mistress of a hundred cases or categories… in which… she pigeon-holed her fellow mortals with a hand as free as that of a compositor setting type’. Or again, with a Jamesian variation on time is money: ‘Strether had n’t had for years so rich a consciousness of time – a bag of gold into which he constantly dipped for a handful.’ A golden nail would be the thematic symbol for Madame de Vionnet’s effect upon him. It is fascinating to trace the configuration of tropes that relate to splashing, floating, testing the water, getting into the swim, and rocking ‘the adventurous skiff’ – all leading up to the literal and climactic boating-party. If the depths are murky, the surfaces glitter. Such a book can be read in many ways. We do not pay a novel the highest compliment when we read it through at a sitting. When it is so replete with intelligence and craftsmanship, we might consider James’s recommendation to the Duchess of Sutherland:

Take… The Ambassadors very easily and gently: read five pages a day – be even as deliberate as that – but don’t break the thread. The thread is really stretched quite scientifically tight. Keep along with it step by step – and then the full charm will come out… Besides, I find that the very most difficult thing in the art of the novelist is to give the impression and illusion of the real lapse of time, the quantity of time, represented by our poor few phrases and pages, and all the drawing-out the reader can contribute helps a little perhaps the production of that spell.

HARRY LEVIN


NOTE ON THE TEXT

The Ambassadors was first published in twelve serial instalments, running through the year 1903 in The North American Review. First editions in book form appeared late during that year, from Harper’s in the United States and Methuen in Great Britain. The original manuscript had been somewhat abridged in the periodical publication; and James, when restoring one unpublished chapter, misplaced it in the American edition (XI, i, in the present numbering, was inserted after what is now – and properly – XI, ii). That did not occur in the English edition, which was separately corrected and contains a number of variants. However, the major error was repeated when James finally revised his text for the standard New York Edition, Volumes XXI and XXII (1907–1909), where the consecutively numbered chapters were rearranged into twelve ‘books’, six to each volume. Fifty years would pass before the displacement was discovered and rectified. The Penguin text is based upon the New York Edition, with this strategic readjustment, and with a few small emendations for obvious slips or inconsistencies.


PREFACE TO ‘THE AMBASSADORS’

Nothing is more easy than to state the subject of ‘The Ambassadors’, which first appeared in twelve numbers of ‘The North American Review’ (1903) and was published as a whole the same year. The situation involved is gathered up betimes, that is in the second chapter of Book Fifth, for the reader’s benefit, into as few words as possible – planted or ‘sunk’, stiffly and saliently, in the centre of the current, almost perhaps to the obstruction of traffic. Never can a composition of this sort have sprung straighter from a dropped grain of suggestion, and never can that grain, developed, overgrown and smothered, have yet lurked more in the mass as an independent particle. The whole case, in fine, is in Lambert Strether’s irrepressible outbreak to little Bilham on the Sunday afternoon in Gloriani’s garden, the candour with which he yields, for his young friend’s enlightenment, to the charming admonition of that crisis. The idea of the tale resides indeed in the very fact that an hour of such unprecedented ease should have been felt by him as a crisis, and he is at pains to express it for us as neatly as we could desire. The remarks to which he thus gives utterance contain the essence of ‘The Ambassadors’, his fingers close, before he has done, round the stem of the full-blown flower; which, after that fashion, he continues officiously to present to us. ‘Live all you can; it’s a mistake not to. It does n’t so much matter what you do in particular as long as you have your life. If you have n’t had that what have you had? I’m too old – too old at any rate for what I see. What one loses one loses; make no mistake about that. Still, we have the illusion of freedom; therefore don’t, like me today, be without the memory of that illusion. I was either, at the right time, too stupid or too intelligent to have it, and now I’m a case of reaction against the mistake. Do what you like so long as you don’t make it. For it was a mistake. Live, live!’ Such is the gist of Strether’s appeal to the impressed youth, whom he likes and whom he desires to befriend; the word ‘mistake’ occurs several times, it will be seen, in the course of his remarks – which gives the measure of the signal warning he feels attached to his case. He has accordingly missed too much, though perhaps after all constitutionally qualified for a better part, and he wakes up to it in conditions that press the spring of a terrible question. Would there yet perhaps be time for reparation? – reparation, that is, for the injury done his character; for the affront, he is quite ready to say, so stupidly put upon it and in which he has even himself had so clumsy a hand? The answer to which is that he now at all events sees; so that the business of my tale and the march of my action, not to say the precious moral of everything, is just my demonstration of this process of vision.

Nothing can exceed the closeness with which the whole fits again into its germ. That had been given me bodily, as usual, by the spoken word, for I was to take the image over exactly as I happened to have met it. A friend had repeated to me, with great appreciation, a thing or two said to him by a man of distinction, much his senior, and to which a sense akin to that of Strether’s melancholy eloquence might be imputed – said as chance would have, and so easily might, in Paris, and in a charming old garden attached to a house of art, and on a Sunday afternoon of summer, many persons of great interest being present. The observation there listened to and gathered up had contained part of the ‘note’ that I was to recognize on the spot as to my purpose – had contained in fact the greater part; the rest was in the place and the time and the scene they sketched: these constituents clustered and combined to give me further support, to give me what I may call the note absolute. There it stands, accordingly, full in the tideway; driven in, with hard taps, like some strong stake for the noose of a cable, the swirl of the current roundabout it. What amplified the hint to more than the bulk of hints in general was the gift with it of the old Paris garden, for in that token were sealed up values infinitely precious. There was of course the seal to break and each item of the packet to count over and handle and estimate; but somehow, in the light of the hint, all the elements of a situation of the sort most to my taste were there. I could even remember no occasion on which, so confronted, I had found it of a livelier interest to take stock, in this fashion, of suggested wealth. For I think, verily, that there are degrees of merit in subjects – in spite of the fact that to treat even one of the most ambiguous with due decency we must for the time, for the feverish and prejudiced hour, at least figure its merit and its dignity as possibly absolute. What it comes to, doubtless, is that even among the supremely good – since with such alone is it one’s theory of one’s honour to be concerned – there is an ideal beauty of goodness, the invoked action of which is to raise the artistic faith to its maximum. Then truly, I hold, one’s theme may be said to shine, and that of The Ambassadors, I confess, wore this glow for me from beginning to end. Fortunately thus I am able to estimate this as, frankly, quite the best, ‘all round’, of all my productions; any failure of that justification would have made such an extreme of complacency publicly fatuous.

I recall then in this connexion no moment of subjective intermittence, never one of those alarms as for a suspected hollow beneath one’s feet, a felt ingratitude in the scheme adopted, under which confidence fails and opportunity seems but to mock. If the motive of The Wings of the Dove, as I have noted, was to worry me at moments by a sealing-up of its face – though without prejudice to its again, of a sudden, fairly grimacing with expression – so in this other business I had absolute conviction and constant clearness to deal with; it had been a frank proposition, the whole bunch of data, installed on my premises like a monotony of fine weather. (The order of composition, in these things, I may mention, was reversed by the order of publication; the earlier written of the two books having appeared as the later.) Even under the weight of my hero’s years I could feel my postulate firm; even under the strain of the difference between those of Madame de Vionnet and those of Chad Newsome, a difference liable to be denounced as shocking, I could still feel it serene. Nothing resisted, nothing betrayed, I seem to make out, in this full and sound sense of the matter; it shed from any side I could turn it to the same golden glow. I rejoiced in the promise of a hero so mature, who would give me thereby the more to bite into – since it’s only into thickened motive and accumulated character, I think, that the painter of life bites more than a little. My poor friend should have accumulated character, certainly; or rather would be quite naturally and handsomely possessed of it, in the sense that he would have, and would always have felt he had, imagination galore, and that this yet would n’t have wrecked him. It was immeasurable, the opportunity to ‘do’ a man of imagination, for if there might n’t be a chance to ‘bite’, where in the world might it be? This personage of course, so enriched, would n’t give me, for his type, imagination in predominance or as his prime faculty, nor should I, in view of other matters, have found that convenient. So particular a luxury – some occasion, that is, for study of the high gift in supreme command of a case or of a career – would still doubtless come on the day I should be ready to pay for it; and till then might, as from far back, remain hung up well in view and just out of reach. The comparative case meanwhile would serve – it was only on the minor scale that I had treated myself even to comparative cases.

I was to hasten to add however that, happy stopgaps as the minor scale had thus yielded, the instance in hand should enjoy the advantage of the full range of the major; since most immediately to the point was the question of that supplement of situation logically involved in our gentleman’s impulse to deliver himself in the Paris garden on the Sunday afternoon – or if not involved by strict logic then all ideally and enchantingly implied in it. (I say ‘ideally’, because I need scarce mention that for development, for expression of its maximum, my glimmering story was, at the earliest stage, to have nipped the thread of connexion with the possibilities of the actual reported speaker. He remains but the happiest of accidents; his actualities, all too definite, precluded any range of possibilities; it had only been his charming office to project upon that wide field, of the artist’s vision – which hangs there ever in place like the white sheet suspended for the figures of a child’s magic-lantern – a more fantastic and more moveable shadow.) No privilege of the teller of tales and the handler of puppets is more delightful, or has more of the suspense and the thrill of a game of difficulty breathlessly played, than just this business of looking for the unseen and the occult, in a scheme half-grasped, by the light or, so to speak, by the clinging scent, of the gage already in hand. No dreadful old pursuit of the hidden slave with bloodhounds and the rag of association can ever, for ‘excitement’, I judge, have bettered it at its best. For the dramatist always, by the very law of his genius, believes not only in a possible right issue from the rightly conceived tight place; he does much more than this – he believes, irresistibly, in the necessary, the precious ‘tightness’ of the place (whatever the issue) on the strength of any respectable hint. It being thus the respectable hint that I had with such avidity picked up, what would be the story to which it would most inevitably form the centre? It is part of the charm attendant on such questions that the ‘story’, with the omens true, as I say, puts on from this stage the authenticity of concrete existence. It then is, essentially – it begins to be, though it may more or less obscurely lurk; so that the point is not in the least what to make of it, but only, very delightfully, and very damnably, where to put one’s hand on it.

In which truth resides surely much of the interest of that admirable mixture for salutary application which we know as art. Art deals with what we see, it must first contribute full-handed that ingredient; it plucks its material, otherwise expressed, in the garden of life – which material elsewhere grown is stale and uneatable. But it has no sooner done this than it has to take account of a process from which only when it’s the basest of the servants of man, incurring ignominious dismissal with no ‘character’, does it, and whether under some muddled pretext of morality or on any other, pusillanimously edge away. The process, that of the expression, the literal squeezing-out, of value is another affair – with which the happy luck of mere finding has little to do. The joys of finding, at this stage, are pretty well over; that quest of the subject as a whole by ‘matching’, as the ladies say at the shops, the big piece with the snippet, having ended, we assume, with a capture. The subject is found, and if the problem is then transferred to the ground of what to do with it the field opens out for any amount of doing. This is precisely the infusion that, as I submit, completes the strong mixture. It is on the other hand the part of the business that can least be likened to the chase with horn and hound. It’s all a sedentary part – involves as much ciphering, of sorts, as would merit the highest salary paid to a chief accountant. Not, however, that the chief accountant has n’t his gleams of bliss; for the felicity, or at least the equilibrium, of the artist’s state dwells less, surely, in the further delightful complications he can smuggle in than in those he succeeds in keeping out. He sows his seed at the risk of too thick a crop; wherefore yet again, like the gentlemen who audit ledgers, he must keep his head at any price. In consequence of all which, for the interest of the matter, I might seem here to have my choice of narrating my ‘hunt’ for Lambert Strether, of describing the capture of the shadow projected by my friend’s anecdote, or of reporting on the occurrences subsequent to that triumph. But I had probably best attempt a little to glance in each direction; since it comes to me again and again, over this licentious record, that one’s bag of adventures, conceived or conceivable, has been only half-emptied by the mere telling of one’s story. It depends so on what one means by that equivocal quantity. There is the story of one’s hero, and then, thanks to the intimate connexion of things, the story of one’s story itself. I blush to confess it, but if one’s a dramatist one’s a dramatist, and the latter imbroglio is liable on occasion to strike me as really the more objective of the two.

The philosophy imputed to him in that beautiful outbreak, the hour there, amid such happy provision, striking for him, would have been then, on behalf of my man of imagination, to be logically and, as the artless craft of comedy has it, ‘led up’ to; the probable course to such a goal, the goal of so conscious a predicament, would have in short to be finely calculated. Where has he come from and why has he come, what is he doing (as we Anglo-Saxons, and we only, say, in our foredoomed clutch of exotic aids to expression) in that galère? To answer these questions plausibly, to answer them as under cross-examination in the witness-box by counsel for the prosecution, in other words satisfactorily to account for Strether and for his ‘peculiar tone’, was to possess myself of the entire fabric. At the same time the clue to its whereabouts would lie in a certain principle of probability: he wouldn’t have indulged in his peculiar tone without a reason; it would take a felt predicament or a false position to give him so ironic an accent. One had n’t been noting ‘tones’ all one’s life without recognizing when one heard it the voice of the false position. The dear man in the Paris garden was then admirably and unmistakeably in one – which was no small point gained; what next accordingly concerned us was the determination of this identity. One could only go by probabilities, but there was the advantage that the most general of the probabilities were virtual certainties. Possessed of our friend’s nationality, to start with, there was a general probability in his narrower localism; which, for that matter, one had really but to keep under the lens for an hour to see it give up its secrets. He would have issued, our rueful worthy, from the very heart of New England – at the heels of which matter of course a perfect train of secrets tumbled for me into the light. They had to be sifted and sorted, and I shall not reproduce the detail of that process; but unmistakeably they were all there, and it was but a question, auspiciously, of picking among them. What the ‘position’ would infallibly be, and why, on his hands, it had turned ‘false’ – these inductive steps could only be as rapid as they were distinct. I accounted for everything – and ‘everything’ had by this time become the most promising quantity – by the view that he had come to Paris in some state of mind which was literally undergoing, as a result of new and unexpected assaults and infusions, a change almost from hour to hour. He had come with a view that might have been figured by a clear green liquid, say, in a neat glass phial; and the liquid, once poured into the open cup of application, once exposed to the action of another air, had begun to turn from green to red, or whatever, and might, for all he knew, be on its way to purple, to black, to yellow. At the still wilder extremes represented perhaps, for all he could say to the contrary, by a variability so violent, he would at first, naturally, but have gazed in surprise and alarm; whereby the situation clearly would spring from the play of wildness and the development of extremes. I saw in a moment that, should this development proceed both with force and logic, my ‘story’ would leave nothing to be desired. There is always, of course, for the story-teller, the irresistible determinant and the incalculable advantage of his interest in the story as such; it is ever, obviously, overwhelmingly, the prime and precious thing (as other than this I have never been able to see it); as to which what makes for it, with whatever headlong energy, may be said to pale before the energy with which it simply makes for itself. It rejoices, none the less, at its best, to seem to offer itself in a light, to seem to know, and with the very last knowledge, what it’s about – liable as it yet is at moments to be caught by us with its tongue in its cheek and absolutely no warrant but its splendid impudence. Let us grant then that the impudence is always there – there, so to speak, for grace and effect and allure; there, above all, because the Story is just the spoiled child of art, and because, as we are always disappointed when the pampered don’t ‘play up’, we like it, to that extent, to look all its character. It probably does so, in truth, even when we most flatter ourselves that we negotiate with it by treaty.

All of which, again, is but to say that the steps, for my fable, placed themselves with a prompt and, as it were, functional assurance – an air quite as of readiness to have dispensed with logic had I been in fact too stupid for my clue. Never, positively, none the less, as the links multiplied, had I felt less stupid than for the determination of poor Strether’s errand and for the apprehension of his issue. These things continued to fall together, as by the neat action of their own weight and form, even while their commentator scratched his head about them; he easily sees now that they were always well in advance of him. As the case completed itself he had in fact, from a good way behind, to catch up with them, breathless and a little flurried, as he best could. The false position, for our belated man of the world – belated because he had endeavoured so long to escape being one, and now at last had really to face his doom – the false position for him, I say, was obviously to have presented himself at the gate of that boundless menagerie primed with a moral scheme of the most approved pattern which was yet framed to break down on any approach to vivid facts; that is to any at all liberal appreciation of them. There would have been of course the case of the Strether prepared, wherever presenting himself, only to judge and to feel meanly: but he would have moved for me, I confess, enveloped in no legend whatever. The actual man’s note, from the first of our seeing it struck, is the note of discrimination, just as his drama is to become, under stress, the drama of discrimination. It would have been his blest imagination, we have seen, that had already helped him to discriminate; the element that was for
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