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INTRODUCTION

I

Henry James said of Ibsen in 1893 that ‘His subject is always, like the subjects of all first-rate men, primarily an idea.’ In the novel he had published three years earlier, The Tragic Muse, James was to say, the ‘idea’ is that of ‘art as a human complication and a social stumbling-block’, or ‘the conflict between art and “the world’” (‘one of the half-dozen great primary motives’). But The Tragic Museis not programmatic or abstractly intellectual: this idea, as in most of James, flows into, and is altered by, the plots and situations, the psychologies and histories, of his characters.

Two of these stand for art, indeed consciously stand up for it the introspective Nick Dormer, who eventually braves all sorts of resistance from his political family to become a painter, and the arch-performer Miriam Rooth, whose dedication to making herself a great actress carries her beyond the worldly temptations of marriage and respectability. Together with the ambivalent third main character, Peter Sherringham, an ambitious diplomat whose theatrical connoisseurship turns into a passion for Miriam that nearly wrecks his career, they are complicatingly related to an array of other vivid figures, mostly representatives of ‘the world’, over whose objections or incomprehensions they stumble and clamber: mothers, patrons, suitors, sisters, who in different degrees won’t stand for their pursuit of artistic perfection, who all have different centres of gravity and incline to deflect them from their calling. As the critic Kenneth Graham has finely observed, James’s protagonists are ‘in part defined as human beings by the fact that they tend to drift away from their talent’; and the drama of the novel lies in the suspense it creates about the fate of Nick and Miriam’s talents as they struggle through the realistically tangled web James weaves for them.

The conflict between art and ‘the world’ is as current now as it ever was, albeit in different forms, and this extraordinary book can give rise to as much disagreement now as when it appeared. To take art seriously as an end in itself, as something more like a religious ritual than a means of killing time or spending money, is still a provocative course, and there are still many, ‘cultured’ people among them, who ‘hate it’ (‘hate’ comes again and again in the novel). It is also one of James’s implications that many of those who make an occupation of art do so from an imperfect understanding or impure motives. They too are excluded from the true practitioners’ experience of ‘doing’, and they too, as readers, may withhold their sympathy from Nick and Miriam, and dislike The Tragic Muse as trivial, about nothing. Further, the success or failure of the novel’s formal enterprise has been controversial – its twin-plotted structure, urbane narrative voice and unusual length make its shape less distinct than in many of James’s fictions – and the artistic success of this story about artistic success has often been doubted.

There is almost as little consensus on how to say what the novel is like, and different readers, or the same reader at different points in the story, may think of Nick, Miriam or Peter as the main character. It has been described by a single critic (at different times) as ‘a large cheerful mural of English life and art’ and ‘a cold discursive novel’; and by others as expressing either ‘an angry dissatisfaction with England and Englishness’ or James’s ‘loving discrimination in respect to the English’.

In fact the book is so inclusive, so much an attempt to do artistic justice to the complexity of life without too many of what Nick calls ‘the simplifications of practice’, that it can properly be called ‘cheerful’ and ‘cold’, ‘angry’ and ‘loving’. It has substantial ‘plenitude and richness’, as James’s brother William wrote to him, and follows the humane, realistic principle voiced in James’s 1889 dialogue-essay, ‘After the Play’: ‘The attraction of fable and romance is that it’s about us, about you or me – or people whose power to suffer and to enjoy is the same as ours. In other words, we live their experience, for the time, and that’s hardly escaping from life.’ As our experience of life is a teasing mixture of pleasures, pains, excitements, dilemmas and disasters, so James’s large canvas composes itself of a recognizable combination of generically various touches. The categorical tidiness we so often see in literature, the distortions of verisimilitude or blinkerings of attitude that permit us undarkened comedy or unrelenting tragedy, give way to a ‘pictorial fusion’ in which every element – comic byplay, lyrical description, aesthetic discussion, psychological meditation, dramatic confrontation, satirical portraiture – retains its distinct identity and yet harmonizes with what James’s Preface calls ‘The consistent, the sustained, preserved tone.’

When we think of that urbane, measured tone, the ‘tragic’ in the novel’s title may strike us as misleading. Though its literal reference is to Miriam Rooth, the great tragic actress who inherits the title of ‘The Tragic Muse’ from the eighteenth-century prima donna Mrs Siddons, whom Reynolds painted under the same label, in other respects ‘tragic’ doesn’t immediately seem to describe the tenor of a book so glinting with ironies and comic observation. The high moments of Miriam’s grand art, for instance, where great truths of human passion radiate from the illusion she creates, come with strings attached leading off-stage into her shifty background, filiations connecting her magnificence with the pretentious, mercenary-respectable figure of her nomadic mother, with whose confusions and delusions and insubstantial talk she has some ineradicable kinship.

Mrs Rooth, Peter’s compromising ally in his suit to Miriam, shows no tragic angles, riddled as she is with flaws; she is a nicely pointed comic foil, not unlike the mother of the mercurial Christina Light in James’s Roderick Hudson (1875), his earlier novel about an artist’s career. Veering between the prim and the wheedling, she stays foreign anyhow to tragic dignity: ‘“We don’t talk about love,” she simpered’; or ‘she twinkled up at their visitor like an insinuating glow-worm’. She doesn’t understand art, as Miriam at first seems not to, and, always full of her unlikely grand relations at the probably nugatory Castle Nugent (a castle in the air), loves the puddingy old novels of high society for their sweet romances of class elevation. At the Theatre Francais, the temple of refined and nuanced acting technique, she naively watches with bated breath simply to find out what happens at the end of plays she’s seen many times before. She wants Miriam to become a great actress just in order that she may rise to a great marriage.

We see more of the book’s seriousness in tension with the comedy in the tough portrait of the other artist’s mother, Lady Agnes Dormer, the deprived and obsessed widow of a never-quite-eminent-enough politician, whose eldest son, a hearty dissolute sportsman with several illegitimate offspring, has displaced her from the pride of the family seat. She wants compensation through Nick, her second son, who is to succeed where his eminent political father ultimately failed for want of money, and James daringly qualifies his presentation of her tragic passion, which recalls the terrifying intensity of Shakespeare’s Volumnia in Coriolanus or of Constance in King John, with ironic notation of her frequent self-contradictions, of her ‘strange feminine cynicism’, and of the priority she gives to a quasi-tribal loyalty, and the securing of money, over logic or principle. And she is witheringly hostile, in the cold English upper-class manner, to anything she doesn’t understand – especially to the art that inspires Nick to disappoint her.

The blending of tragic and comic registers in an elusive compound derives from James’s literary prejudice, expressed in an 1890 letter to Vernon Lee, ‘in favour of a close connotation, or close observation, of the real’. The demands of truthfulness, of ‘observation’, prevent single-track representation. James may show life as finally a tragic medium, but he sees that the tragic meaning is compounded of elements – Mrs Rooth’s ‘twaddle and muddle’, Lady Agnes’s nakedly self-contradictory justifications of her interest – which it would be ridiculous to treat as individually tragic. The poor doomed novelist Biffen in Gissing’s New Grub Street (1891) writes a new kind of mundane tragedy, called ‘Mr. Bailey, Grocer’, a fiction which demonstrates ‘the fateful power of trivial incidents’ to blight people’s hopes – as in actual life; but the hero Reardon, sympathetic as he is, can’t help laughing at Biffen’s examples. If the underlying shapes of experience are tragic, the texture of it is mostly not, and James correspondingly maintains an even, slightly elusive tone, equally eschewing farce and pathos for a realistic middle course. He is robust but compassionate, ironic where appropriate but tempering analysis and mockery with an understated commitment to the seriousness of his action.
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The Tragic Muse is a novel to engage anyone who has suffered over what Johnson in Rasselas (1759) calls ‘the choice of life’, and particularly those who have wondered, after the first flush of youth, whether they have an exceptional calling that would justify the risk of their deviating, at a cost, from their present line. Jonathan Freedman has said that ‘the novel churns with a vocational anxiety of the most agonizing variety’, and we can see Nick’s Hamlet-like fretfulness about the question of his possible pictorial talent as a refracted and magnified version of James’s own troubled state with regard to a change of direction that became a prospect while he was writing The Tragic Muse. James’s was less of an upheaval than Nick Dormer’s, and his motives for it were less unmixedly idealistic; he turned for some years from the novel to playwriting for the theatre, but the shift was only in part a consequence of what he later called in the Preface ‘the art-appetite raised to intensity’.

As he said in a letter to his brother William in May 1890, the playwriting was all ‘conceived by me with a religious & deliberate view of gain on a greater scale than the Book (my Books at least) can ever approach bringing in to me’. Having accepted the actor-manager Edward Compton’s commission of a dramatic adaptation of The American (1877), the 46-year-old James ruefully recalled in May 1889 ‘my old, valued, long-cherished dream of doing something for the stage, for fame’s sake, and art’s, and fortune’s’. By 1889, he had to admit, it wasn’t a matter ‘of an or fame’. His experiment with the drama was not, then, art for art’s sake: the commercial failure of ‘the Book’, of The Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima (both 1886), his two panoramic social novels, had left him in difficulties, and the hoped-for money from the theatre was to give him ‘independence for “real literature’”.

In the event, as if like the finally uncommitted Peter Sherringham in The Tragic Mute he was punished by his failure of sincere conviction, this pot of money never quite materialized; many of the plays he wrote weren’t produced. Reduced again to ‘the Book’, he published several in a couple of volumes called Theatricals (1894), with introductions that burn with the frustration of their author at ‘the insufferable little art with which he is so justly infatuated’. In January 1895-James was to suffer the humiliating failure of Guy Domvilk, at the first night of which he was booed by hecklers when he came out for his author’s bow. The theatrical experiment thus at an end, he would return with chagrin and relief to the novel, to ‘the work of my life’ (Notebooks).

All this lay ahead of James when he wrote in July 1887 to his sharp friend Grace Norton, over in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that

I am just beginning a novel about half as long (thank God!) as the Princess – and which will probably appear, at no very distant day, as a volume, without preliminary publication in a magazine. It will be called (probably) The Tragic Muse.

James soon after this put it aside for a time to write The Reverberator for Macmillan; and in fact The Tragic Muse is a little longer than The Princess Casamassima. When James offered The Tragic Muse as a short novel to T.B. Aldrich, the editor of the Atlantic Monthly in Boston, he replied early in 1888 by asking James for a full-length novel to be serialized throughout 1889. James gladly acceded, and in March 1888 wrote back that

To compass this end (I mean the end of giving you a longer rather than a shorter serial) – I shall probably run two stories (i.e. two subjects I have had in my head) together, interweaving their threads. But equally probably the thing will bear the name I gave you: The Tragic Muse.

The first chapters were due in October, and, combining the Miriam subject with the Nick Dormer, James worked on the novel all through 1888, apparently in good spirits, in London till October, then in Switzerland and Italy. The publishers of the Atlantic Monthly, Houghton Mifflin Company, asked to bring out the novel as a book in the US, and James agreed, stipulating that he be paid (unusually) on delivery of each instalment, instead of having to wait In October Aldrich allowed James another three months of lucrative instalments (making fifteen, and giving him nearly $1,0000). The book expanded in the writing, and in the end appeared in seventeen instalments from January 1889 to May 1890: hence the reference in the last chapter to ‘a history already too sustained’.

When it came to book publication in Britain (no British magazine having taken it on), James’s shaky position was brought home to him in March 1890. Macmillan, his English publisher through the 1880s, had not done well out of James’s recent books, and offered, even when pressed, only a £70 advance on the grounds of James’s unprofitability, compared with £500 on The Bostonians and £400 on The Princess Casamassima. James’s threatened self-respect bristled: ‘I would rather not be published at all than be published and not pay – other people at least.’ He had in 1888 put his literary affairs in the hands of one of the first of the literary agents (a new breed at the time), A. P. Wan, and Watt now managed to get James an advance from Macmillan of £250 for a five-year lease of the novel – at the end of which James was still to owe Macmillan £170. The book came out in England and the US in June 1890, and William James wrote enthusiastically – only doubting it would be a bestseller ‘As for the question of the size of your public,’ he said. ‘I tremble.’ Posterity, however, might console his under-appreciated brother. ‘It will always have its audience.’

III

The subject of The Tragic Muse was a departure for James in certain respects, but also, as usual with him, a cross-hatching of several long-incubated concerns and an indirect commentary on works by other writers. Perhaps most striking after his two decades of ‘international’ fiction is the absence of Americans, the fact that most of the characters are English. He told Grace Norton as he wrote, with a jovial twist about his creative powers, that

It is an attempt to do an all-English subject – & the name of the U.S. doesn’t even occur. I am getting to know English life better than American, of which today I see nothing – & to understand the English character or at least the mind, as well as if I had invented it: which indeed I think I could have done without any very extraordinary expenditure of ingenuity. (Unpublished MS, Harvard, 30 September 1890)

James takes ironic pleasure here, and in the novel, at his grasp of heavy-footed, muddled, helpless English thought – by which he means less that of English intellectuals like Matthew Arnold than that of the rather straightforward and artless English aristocrats he had by this time so often encountered in his exploratory socializing. The Tragic Muse, however, is ‘international’ in the sense that it deals with two nations – the French and the English – and in another sense, that it portrays two warring cultures within England, a sophisticated section of society open to foreign values, and a sturdy Little England suspicious of the new or the imported (thus Lady Agnes laments about Nick: ‘He’s so very odd when he’s abroad!’).

In other respects too The Tragic Muse represents what the Preface calls a ‘free plunge of the speculative fork into the contemporary social salad’. In ‘The Decay of Lying’, a defence of ‘art’ against ‘nature’ which appeared as James’s novel began its long run, Oscar Wilde declared that ‘As a method Realism is a complete failure, and the two things that every artist should avoid are modernity of form and modernity of subject-matter.’ James’s form – the improvised interweaving-of the threads of two subjects – is not daringly modern in itself, since George Eliot had attempted the same in MiddUmarcb in 1872 – though James had missed, reviewing it, what he hoped for ‘an organized, moulded, balanced composition, gratifying the reader with a sense of design and construction’. In his subject-matter, however, this formally self-conscious realist courts precisely the modernity Wilde commands him to shun.

A pioneering essay, ‘The Reference of The Tragic Muse’ (1972) by DJ. Gordon and John Stokes, has established how intimately topical the novel is, how free James is with his fork in helping himself to items from the late-Victorian salad. We see him in particular observing, summarizing and obliquely commenting on two debates. One was about aestheticism and ‘Art for Art’s sake’ (originally Thlophile Gautier’s French motto), which had taken form in 1870s England around the ‘hard gem-like flame’ of the. Oxonian Walter Pater, and by the time of The Tragic Muse was refiguring itself in the brilliant image of Pater’s paradoxical Oxford follower Wilde. Nick’s old Oxford friend Gabriel Nash, himself a master of paradox, drives Nick’s sympathetic sister Biddy, by his riddling, to ask with ‘an air of desperation’, ‘Are you then an aesthete?’ – a question he ostentatiously evades. Biddy is familiar with the current tags: ‘The subject doesn’t matter, it’s the treatment, the treatment!’, she rings out, or ‘I’m on the side of art!’; and ‘All art is one,’ says Nick. Terms like raffine and ‘serious’ named current types and postures.

The other controversy concerned the theatre and especially the nature of the actor’s art, going back to Diderot’s Parodoxe sur k comedien (1770-77), a work founded on differences between French and English theatrical notions as revealed by Diderot’s study of Garrick. Diderot’s paradox, with which James seems in sympathy, is that the actor moves his audience more by remaining cool and reflective, a controlling observer within his performance who represents passions, than by sincerely identifying himself with the part and becoming really absorbed in, really feeling, its passions. Over the years the great French actor Francois Joseph Talma, Fanny Kemble, James’s eminent old actress-friend, the most celebrated late-Victorian actor Henry Irving and the distinguished critic William Archer had contributed to the discussion, which was much aired in the 1880s in the wake of the visit of the Comedie-Francaise to London in 1879. A major French actor James knew and admired, Benoit Constant Coquelin, raised fresh flames in England with an article in the second half of 1887. So when James set out in Miriam to ‘do the actress’, as he put it in the Preface, he was joining a long-standing discussion.

One particular entry in this line of thinking is recognized as a major source for The Tragic Muse, though since Mrs Humphry Ward had written her first novel, Miss Emberton, in consultation with James himself, whom she hugely admired, in 1884, and indeed as what her biographer calls ‘a stylistic homage to James’, indebtedness on either side is hard to pin down. Mrs Ward’s heroine is described as ‘a nature on which nothing is lost’, an echo of James’s advice in ‘The Art of Fiction’: ‘Try to be one of the people on whom nothing is lost!’ James even makes an appearance in the novel as an American in London, Edward Wallace (who writes a play for the heroine). James had been present in January 1884 when the Wards entertained the visiting American actress Mary Anderson, an untrained beauty whose physical presence was indisputably charming, but whose lack of technique made her the object of a lively controversy between advocates of theatrical spontaneity and of artistic discipline. In June 1884 James recorded in his notebook what struck him in Mrs Ward’s idea for a story, ‘a study of the histrionic character’ inspired by Anderson. He may have mentioned in discussion his dissatisfaction, noted in a review, with a hovel of 1878, William Black’s Macleod of Dare, which features an actress-heroine similarly tempted to leave the stage but is disappointingly ‘not in the least the study of an actress’: ‘her profession plays no part in the story’ – which is far from true of The Tragic Muse.

Miss Bretberton, naive as it may be in its reverential attitude to high culture and to the circle of brilliant males who surround and constantly discuss Isabel Bretherton, is intriguing as a dramatization of the contemporary concern with the actor. It was a stirring prototype for James’s variations on the same basic situation in The Tragic Muse; as he said in a letter to Mrs Ward in December 1884, ‘you have drawn many of the notes of its meaning, its beauty’. She starts with a set piece at the summer show of the Royal Academy; he begins at the display of art at the Paris Exposition. Her hero Kendal has rooms in the Temple and has pursued his literary-critical interests since the death of his father, an eminent Tory; James’s Nick also has rooms in the Temple and is torn between his artistic bent and his vow to his dead Liberal father. On stage, ‘the first words, almost, revealed Isabel Bretherton’s limitations’; when Miriam Rooth ‘began to speak’, either ‘a long strong colourless voice quavered in her young throat’, or ‘she made a mush of the divine verses’, or she ‘offered no element of interest’. Both actresses improve dramatically (in both senses) for exposure, direct or indirect, to the Theatre Francais, ‘the first school of dramatic art in Europe’, as Kendal calls it, where the tradition of a true dramatic discipline affords a touchstone by which all other performances can be evaluated.

There were other ‘notes’ of the situation Mrs Ward hadn’t ‘drawn’. As often in James’s novels, we can see him critically rewriting many of the elements of Miss Bretbertm with a pointed difference. Perhaps because basing Isabel on the emphatically respectable Mary Anderson, who refused to act in plays which she said ‘drag one through the mire of immorality even when they show a good lesson in the end’, Mrs Ward made her shun what Kendal calls ‘the naked, artistic view… that it is the actress’s business to act, and that if she does that well, whatever may be her personal shortcomings, her generation has cause to be grateful to her’. Isabel Bretherton wants, rather, ‘with British Philistinism and British virtue to back her’, to prove ‘that a woman may be an actress and still be a lady’; she is ‘charged with a mission for the reform of stage morals’. Although in the course of the action she’s supposed to find her way, so that ‘her feet were in the great highroad’, Miss Bretherton doesn’t, for James, convey enough of the real actress’s drive and ambition: ‘one doesn’t feel her, see her, enough, as the pushing actress, the cabotine.’ Miriam’s mother, in his novel, takes over the British concern with respectability, leaving Miriam to flirt with other possibilities.

The central action of Miss Bretherton concerns the intellectual Eustace Kendal’s love for the heroine despite his initial critical reaction against the crudity of her acting. At first she acts badly but looks lovely; but as he comes to realize he loves her she measurably improves, and he realizes he has fondly dreamed of her failure as an actress:


He had seen her, conscious of defeat and of the inexorable limits of her own personality, turning to the man who had read her truly and yet had loved her, surely, from the very beginning, and finding in his love a fresh glory and an all-sufficient consolation.



Kendal is in this a model for James’s Peter Sherringham, also an acute amateur of the theatre capable of fine discriminations, also a vital source of reliable, unflattering judgements for the developing actress, and also wanting the woman he loves to fail in her career so he can marry her. Peter too becomes glum when Miriam triumphs: ‘It might have seemed that since the girl’s performance was a dazzling success he regarded his evening as rather a failure.’ The difference is that Mrs Ward, sidestepping ‘the question of woman’, fudges the conflict between a female artistic vocation and the demands of conventional marriage by making Isabel Bretherton too physically frail to continue her career thus, having touched greatness, she can collapse with breathless rapture off the stage and into the arms of her male authority. ‘His approval… had given her the same frank pleasure that a master’s good word gives to a pupil – and all the time he had loved her – loved her! How strange! how incredible!’ James told Mrs Ward:

I am capable of wishing that the actress might have been carried away from Kendal altogether, carried away by the current of her artistic life, the sudden growth of her power, and the excitement, the ferocity and egotism… which the effort to create, to ‘arrive’… would have brought with it.

Whereas Verena Tarrant in The Bostonians is unable to resist her strong-armed suitor Basil Ransom, who sweeps her away from the stage where she brilliantly performs and into a predicted tearful marriage, Miriam here shows a greater degree of ‘ferocity and egotism’ in defending her ‘artistic life’, defies the pressure of the way ‘men want women not to be anything’, and faces at last a contrasting fate.

There is an earlier and much greater model for The Tragic Muse (and no doubt for Miss Bretherton as well), a work James admired from early in his life and mentions glancingly in the text – Goethe’s ample Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship and Travels (1795-6; 1829), which enforces much grim wisdom with a light touch. Reviewing the novel in Carlyle’s translation when it was reprinted in 1865, James had remarked on Goethe’s ‘love of the real’, and singled out his ‘sublime indifference to the reader’ as saving him from ‘that preoccupation of success which so detracts from the grandeur of most writers at the present day’; a judgement which anticipates James’s strong, frustrated feeling at the time of The Tragic Muse that

It isn’t – I think – in trying to give what the main public & the grot reader want that I shall seek the right remedy. They ‘want’ simply bottomless niaiserie – look at Mr. Smith’s bookstalls & you’ll see. Give them what one wants oneself – it’s the only way: follow them & they lead one by a straight grand highway to abysses of vulgarity. (Unpublished M S to Mrs Hugh Bell, Texas, 7 February 1890)

Goethe’s example of equable self-reliance offers a more positive way to meet this later disgust at the commercialized supply-and-demand economy of the arts, glaring in the W.H. Smith chain, than the more degage ironic abstention of James’s dandy in the novel, Gabriel Nash, who declares:

Literature, you see, is for the convenience of others. It requires the most abject concessions. It plays such mischief with one’s style that really I’ve had to give it up.

Amusing as this absolutist hauteur may be, it represents the affordable despair of one with private means and no creative compulsion. James chooses not to ‘give it up’, but to ‘give them what one wants oneself.’

Goethe’s hero Wilhelm Meister, like Peter Sherringham in The Tragic Muse, suffers from ‘an excessive passion’ for the theatre, which clashes with his background: he is asked, ‘How can any one waste his time so?’ His mercantile destiny as a German burgher conflicts with his dramatic calling, and he writes a poem ‘where the Muse of tragic art and another female form, by which I personified Commerce, were made to strive very bravely for my most important self’. Wilhelm goes further with ‘tragic art’ than Peter: not only does he have an affair with an actress, he goes on the road with a troupe of travelling players, including the strange waif Mignon and the charming ‘wild girl’ Philina, a model for Miriam Rooth, dangerously attractive and volatile. Wilhelm even acts with the company, unlike the older Peter who refuses because he has ‘the career’ of a diplomat to safeguard, but he suffers a confusion like Peter’s: ‘considering his situation, and labouring to extricate himself, he fell into the greatest perplexity’. His commitment leads him like Peter to sink money in the enterprise in spite of his ambivalence.

It is not just james-as-narrator but Peter himself who makes the comparison with Wilhelm Meister explicit in Chapter XXXI:

[Tjhe occasion reminded him of pages in Wilhelm Meister. He himself could pass for Wilhelm, and if Mrs Rooth had little resemblance to Mignon Miriam was remarkably like Philina.

Wilhelm is however, partly through his different situation, a more satisfactorily impulsive hero than Peter, who, though he flirts with the bohemian, is blocked in his love for Miriam, when the crunch comes, by something deeply British in his composition: ‘Several acquired perceptions had struck a deep root in him, but an immemorial compact formation lay deeper still’ (Chapter XLVI). When Wilhelm sets himself ‘to consider by what means I can save myself, and reach the object which I cannot live in peace without’, he can become an actor, the less flexible Peter is held in place by the ‘immemorial compact formation’ of Englishness, a residual hostility to art, to what he sees as ‘the uncanny principle’.

IV

James had considerable knowledge of the world of party politics, another of the milieux on which he draws in The Tragic Muse, but he recognized the limits of his moral investment in this field. In August 1878, some time after settling in England, he wrote that

For a person conscious of a desire to look into what may be called the psychology of politics, I can imagine nothing more interesting than the general spectacle of the public conduct of England during the last two years. I have watched it with a good deal of the same sort of entertainment with which one watches a five-act drama from a comfortable place in the stalls. (‘The British Soldier’, Lippincott’s Magazine)

For James there could be no higher statement of interest than through a theatrical metaphor, even if it implies a critical or ironic view. He was soon after this to write a couple of reports on parliamentary proceedings, and among the many friends and acquaintances he had picked up in English society by the time he wrote The Tragic Muse were a good number of leading political figures – Leon Edel offers some cases, including the Rothschilds, Lord Gladstone and Lord Rosebery.

As an American, James began at a distance from the tribal ferocity of local and national factions, though his sympathies seem to have been more with the Liberals than the Tories; and the detachment of the foreigner was compounded with that of the disinterested artist or the independent seeker after truth. He told Grace Norton in January 1888 that ‘The violence of party division and party hatred is beyond any point it has ever reached before,’ and his artistic consciousness of the complexities of division prevented his wanting to lend his allegiance to, let alone write on, party lines. He wrote to an anthologist of Disraeli in 1897 of his distaste for literature with a political motive, which so much tended not to manifest the ‘sublime indifference to the reader’ he admired in Goethe:

I am so fond of… the Literary Thing… that I confess to a perhaps unsocial offishness from those who have mixed it up with other forms… This mistrust I particularly have of the admixture of politics, which drag with them so much – at any rate to my possibly too contracted vision – that is inferior in sincerity, in logic, in expression, and above all in beauty. (Unpublished TS to ‘Craik’, Virginia, 30 May 1897)

In our present age, when traditionally private interpersonal questions of family, gender, race and religion are frequently seen as political, James may find more sympathetic readers for his refusal of the general ideological parti pris in favour of his ‘possibly too contracted vision’ of particulars, his sincere analytic scrutiny of the workings of power in the intimacies of individuals’ lives.

We find James’s troubled hero Nick Dormer, although on track for a seat in Parliament according to the family tradition and associated pressures, expanding on the same theme when he gives eloquent utterance in Chapter VI, before Julia Dallow, to his self-disgust at his own political eloquence:

‘It has nothing to do with the truth or with any search for it; nothing to do with the effort really to understand or really to discuss – with intelligence or candour or honesty. It’s an appeal to everything that for one’s self one despises,’ the young man went on; ‘to stupidity, to ignorance, to prejudice, to the love of names and phrases, the love of hollow idiotic words, of shutting the eyes tight and making a noise.’

As Julia points out, this is ‘a speech’ against speeches, in which ‘the young man went on’ shows us Nick starting to enjoy the sound of his own voice, to love his own words, even as he speaks against his ‘humbugging trick’. James does give a sense here of what draws Nick to the hustings as well as what pushes him.

There may remain some question as to whether The Tragic Muse does justice to the realm of politics and to the characters, especially Julia Dallow, who ‘represent’ it in the novel, to use a word James repeatedly puns on. Nick thinks of the election as ‘the whole violent dance of shadows’, an image of unreality drawn from Plato’s cave in The Republic, and Gabriel Nash persists in referring to politicians as inferior actors and to politics as ‘a life of shams’. However, Kenneth Graham says that ‘James never dismisses Julia or what she aspires to.’ There is indeed no narratorial denunciation as such (though Julia doesn’t appear in person from Chapters XXIX to LI, and is in that literal sense ‘dismissed’); and everyone in the book has his or her reasons. In Chapter VI Nick’s broader interest in politics seems preferable to Julia’s one thing needful: ‘There’s one thing I always immensely want – to keep out a Tory.’ But this reductively expressed view, and Nick’s comment – ‘That’s a great philosophy’ – are certainly bantering. Nick goes on to accuse Julia of being without ‘an idea… to call an idea’; but she retorts with ‘the simple idea that one ought to do something or other for one’s country’ – a view distinctly not ‘dismissed’ in the novel.

The Tragic Mute is more ambitiously imaginative about people than most ‘novels of ideas’: the real, complex situations and feelings of the protagonists engage with ideas, give them, often reluctantly, a life-determining importance. We learn in Chapter XLII that, even after his change of life, Nick harbours a dissatisfaction with even great works of art on the ground of their lack of real connection with ‘the heroic life’:

They represented so little great ideas, and it was great ideas that kept the world from chaos… it made up a great deal for what was false and hollow, what was merely personal, in ‘politics’ that, were the idea greater or smaller, they could at their best so directly deal with it.

What has kept Nick in politics so long is this vision of them ‘at their best’, embodying ‘the heroic life’ of ‘great ideas’; something indeed which is an aspect of his artistic sensibility makes him vulnerable to his mother’s potent appeals: ‘as he was generous and imaginative he was stirred and shaken…’ As an artist Nick escapes the doom James had seen in most of the English, of being ‘impenetrable and uninspired’ about their own heritage. Writing on Chester in 1872, James had remarked that ‘it takes passionate pilgrims, vague aliens and other disinherited persons to appreciate the “points” of this admirable country’. Nick’s very appreciation of the established England he is solicited to join, though, signals his vague alienness, his disinherited state, as in the wonderfully ironic vision in Chapter XIV of Julia’s estate at Harsh, an expression of human culture rather than nature, and his for the taking:


The wide still trees in the park appeared to be waiting for some daily inspection, and the rich fields, with their official frill of hedges, to rejoice in the light that smiled upon them as named and numbered acres. Nick felt himself catch the smile and all the reasons of it: they made up a charm to which he had perhaps not hitherto done justice – something of the impression he had received when younger from showy ‘views’ of fine country-seats that had pressed and patted nature, as by the fat hands of ‘benches’ of magistrates and landlords, into supreme respectability and comfort.



The plump comedy Nick the artist makes of the tamed, petted landscape demonstrates the virtually American detachment from the, ‘official’ vision which allows him to abandon politics in pursuit of his other talent. Another partial reason is the compromises and frustrations politics entail, so that ‘Art was doing – it came back to that – which politics in most cases weren’t.’ Related to this is the debased, unprincipled form they take in modern Britain, ‘false and hollow’, ‘merely personal’ – a form partly represented by Julia.

Julia is a strange character, full of contradictions, and can be less attractive, at least to the first-time reader, than she is, somehow, perhaps partly through the sensuous power of her beauty, to Nick. Dorothea Krook observes that ‘to appreciate [the] delicate balance of the noble and the base in Julia Dallow is the only way of understanding… her otherwise unsympathetic personality and conduct in the story’; and it is only fair to think about the pressures the feels. Politics are an inherited concern for Julia: we learn that Mr Caneret once found her mother entertaining ‘the leaders of both parties’ at the same time. But for a woman in her social and historical situation political power can only be compassed vicariously. Her first marriage, to the languid art-collector George Dallow, a man without any deep interest in politics or anything else, has therefore left a mark on her like ‘an old shame almost’, and it is a cruel irony, though possibly also some unconscious self-defeating compulsion to repeat, that draws her to a second man who lacks sustainable passion for her unescapable beliefs and ambitions, a second lover of Art: ‘Why should it always be put upon me when I hate it? What have I done? I was drenched with it before.’ Nick realizes on this outburst that ‘a personal passion for him’ has trapped her, thrown her into a dilemma that produces her ‘tragic sadness’. We can, then, understand Julia’s ‘odd shyness’, her ‘perverse stiffness at a moment when she probably but wanted to be soft’ – like her bizarre convulsive opening of her parasol inside the island pavilion in the love scene with Nick – as tracing a traumatic conflict between her two main centres of emotional investment.

This said, The TmpC Muse remains despite its comic poise a hard book, hard in facing us with unpalatable truths. Romantic love doesn’t here enjoy its usual preferential treatment: ‘lovers’, though that hardly seems the term, are realistically shown as complex individuals with all sorts of strong conflicting needs beyond the one they feel for each other, Julia’s passionate affection for Nick, described at the beginning as ‘of the encircling, not to say the narrowing sort’, casts him in his politician-father’s footsteps, and thus permits her, unpromisingly, ‘a supply of off-hand contempt in waiting’ for his unpolitical friends. Her misplaced idealism has an emasculating effect on Nick, whom it treats as a means to an end, and the new MP recoils when tactlessly called (by his mother) ‘her member’. The secretarial help, Mrs Gresham, praises Julia’s ‘frame of steel’, and as James says of her in his notebooks, ‘She appears soft, seductive – but in it all there lurks her condition – her terms.’ The further things go the more Julia recognizes with dismay how wishfully she has over-interpreted – ‘framed’, we might say – the vague and evasive Nick (at the end he ‘frames’ her in return by painting her portrait).

Kenneth Graham rightly notes that Julia’s nervous reluctance and emotion in the great edgy proposal scene in Chapter XV – her refusal to go back to the pavilion for further embraces, as Nick codedly asks – arises ‘from disbelief in Nick’s love more than from sexual shame’. Dorothea Krook suggestively sees Julia’s horror, her ‘inward commotion.’ James calls it, at finding Miriam Rooth alone with Nick in his studio, less as a matter of sexual jealousy (the province of farce or crude melodrama) than of final disillusion, ‘a bitter blow, not in the first instance to Julia’s personal pride, but to her pride in Nick’. Realizing he so ‘likes’ art, and would go nowhere in politics, doesn’t abolish her feelings for him; indeed we may see a tragic, sacrificial heroism in the way she then opposes Nick’s uncomprehending male blandness with her insistence that ‘I’ve faced the hard truth,’ that she is acting ‘before it’s too late… for you to be free’. Nick, wilfully blind to the price of his involvement with art, with the tragic muse, thinks her sexually jealous, thinks she doesn’t understand; whereas she has understood, all too well. These are hard scenes to read, in both senses; such complications of humane response, at any rate, reach beyond the sides of party politics.

v

After his break with Julia – or hers with him – Nick becomes ‘more and more aware of their speaking a different language’ – they fall on opposite sides of a different national division, not political in the usual sense, over art and its seriousness. James shows a spectrum of feelings and positions between the two extremes of Philistines and ‘aesthetes’ in what the novel shows as a riven society. Such muffled, confused strife, albeit couched in ironic and humorous forms, is everywhere in The Tragic Muse.

The very reception of the novel can be seen as a battle in this war – for reviewers and other luminaries of the literary world aren’t necessarily defenders of high art. Hostility to James in much of the British press was over-determined, moreover. For one thing, he was an interloping foreigner, who had been landed in an enduring false position in 1882 by his American friend Howells’s praise of him as the ‘chief exemplar’ and arch-stylist of a new realism in fiction, which Howells called ‘a finer art in our day than it was with Dickens and Thackeray’; an ill-judged claim that prompted a patriotic outcry against James as an obscure and tedious writer characterized by too little story and too much ‘analysis’. The book’s sympathetic view of French intensity about the arts, and the implication that it could be profitably imported to Britain, also served as a provocation to protectionists at the end of a decade when the French novels of Zola had been a focus for moral indignation and legal prosecution.

The reviews were cumulatively crushing. The Graphic nastily called The Tragic Muse ‘the very dreariest production which has issued even from the pen of Mr. Henry James’. George Saintsbury in the Academy called James’s characters ‘imbeciles in word and deed’, nakedly showed his colours in declaring that only Julia Dallow and Peter Sherringham are ‘alive and human’, and xenophobically declared that James ‘really might give us something a little more like English sense and a good deal less like French-American rigmarole’. The Dublin Review called Nick Dormer ‘a contemptible creature with aesthetic proclivities, who throws up a promising parliamentary career to potter over an easel’ – chiming unironically with Peter Sherringham’s jocular but awed remark, ‘Not to give up his sweetheart for the sake of a paint-pot… ?’ The Spectator more elegantly satirized James’s sympathetic readers as a ‘little company of superior persons’, then declared the novel lacking in story or substance. Howells defended it, as well he might have, but unconciliatingly attacked the ‘nineteenth-century Englishman’ as unable to understand ‘an American of Mr. Henry James’s modernity’ who had perceived ‘the fatuity of a story as a story’ (one of Howells’s slogans). When James recalls in the Preface ‘having launched it in a great grey void from which no echo or message whatever would come back’, he may be described as looking on the bright side.

As in most conflicts, however, the divisions cut more than one way, and James’s position is complex. Wilde’s Vivian in ‘The Decay of Lying’ mocks ‘our national stupidity’, but such provocation is part of a two-sided game of calculated outrages he plays with the Philistines, and his judgement of the inconveniently independent James (just before The Tragic Muse) is essentially the same as the reviewers’: that James wastes his style on ‘mean motives and imperceptible “points of view”’. James had his own reservations about Wilde – who contributes to the composite figure of Gabriel Nash. Wilde’s paradoxical Vivian mocks ‘the tedious people who carry out their principles… to the reductio ad absurdum of practice’; while for Nash what matters is not ‘results’ but ‘To be on the right side – on the side of the “fine”.’ Wilde ‘meant to bewilder the masses’ by his paradoxes; Nash tells Nick ‘I shall bewilder you to the end’, and, like a pied piper, ‘I do lead your poor British wit a dance.’

All sorts of things, indeed, have been said of the elusive Nash: Lyall Powers has even claimed him as ‘very like the embodiment of the eternal essence of art’, a saviour of Nick in ‘something of an analogy to the Christian story’. He has been identified with James’s eccentric philosopher-father, who was famously opposed to his sons’ narrowing themselves by doing anything in particular (Nash: ‘Merely to be is such a mAier’). And with James’s exotic traveller-acquaintance Herbert Pratt, unequivocally a partial source (see note j to Book First). And by Dorothea Krook, suggestively, with the talented Europeanized painter-friend of James’s youth, John La Farge, remembered in James’s autobiography as, Nash-like, a decisive ‘embodiment of the gospel of aesthetics’: ‘Sufficiency shuts us in but till the man of the world – never prefigured, as I say, only welcomed on the spot – appears; when we see at once how much we have wanted him.’ These all seem apt.

Nash’s coat-trailingly mild-mannered advocacy of the religion of art gives splendid offence in the novel – he makes a comic touchstone for the characters’ attitudes and only Nick and Miriam properly see the joke of him. In the others he seems to ‘rouse the kicking instinct’. His ironic but serious displacement of the theological language of religious devotion on to the values of art, in a parody of evangelical unction, helps us to see the story as Nick’s conversion narrative. Before they see the light of art people are ‘unregenerate’; ‘we’re all miserable sinners’; Nick’s lack of artistic certainty is ‘grossness of immorality’; an is ‘the temple’ (as is the Comedie-Francaise, more than once); Nash speaks of ‘the piety, the beauty, in short the edification’ of Nick’s demonstrative act; and Miriam, picking up the idiom, calls an and the world ‘God and Mammon’. But vital as he is to Nick’s central decision, Nash is superseded in time as Nick’s practice takes on momentum. Nick and Miriam imagine him near the end as feeling ‘a little betrayed’: ‘he can’t but feel that to come down to small questions of action – to the small prudences and compromises and simplifications of practice – is for the superior person really a fatal descent’. These practitioners, turning Nash’s irony against him, even delight in calling themselves ‘awful Philistines’. Jonathan Freedman has defined James’s stance against Nash’s, persuasively, as an ‘aesthetic professionalism’ in which devotion to an is not just a pose but must be put into obsessive practice.

One of Nash’s uses in the novel is to give an external reflection, some dramatic shape, to Nick’s development towards artistic self-sufficiency from his uneasy fatalism at the start. James’s retrospective Preface acknowledges the difficulty of the subject: ‘I make out now my still labouring under the illusion that the case of the sacrifice for an can ever be, with truth, with taste, with discretion involved, apparently and showily “big”.’ Nash, abominated by Julia, helps James triangulate the relationships: he and Nick have a ‘tryst’, not quite sexual but seductive in its way, in which they stroll through Paris, talking about art, to Notre-Dame – where Nick is more moved than Nash by the message of the great cathedral: ‘The great point’s to do something.’ In Chapter XXIII, at his studio, Nick asks Nash for his decisive verdict on the work he has done so far, ‘and our young man, in spite of himself, attached to the question a quaver of suspense finer, doubtless, than any that had ever passed his lips’.

This is certainly dramatic, but to find such external points of reference for Nick’s artistic progress, to make a story, James has to make him exceptionally dependent on others, so that he loses some of the decisiveness and drive that constitute part of the identification-appeal of standard novel-heroes – or the ambiguous interest of the thrusting Basil Ransom in The Bostonians (hence perhaps the scorn for Nick expressed by the Dublin Review). ‘I’m two men,’ says Nick, who like an actor can lose himself in a part he doesn’t fully believe in. On the other hand, in resolving this complexity Nick has to go through the most arduous succession of painful, sometimes painfully comic, ‘scenes’ for the sake of his art, once chosen; the awful, humiliating ordeal with Lady Agnes is one especially ‘odious trial of his true temper’. In a sense Nick resembles Hamlet, bound by a vow to his dead father to avenge him by a grand intervention in affairs of state, but wavering in the execution; indeed ‘my father tragically lives again’ in Lady Agnes’s anxieties, and when Nick broods after quitting his parliamentary seat it’s said that ‘If his mother had seen him she might have thought he was staring at his father’s ghost.’ Only Nick finally breaks his vow, takes on the load of guilt involved in filial rebellion (with Mr Carteret standing in for his father), and acts in a way his parents do not value or endorse. Even more than Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus, another parenticide – Nick is compared to Orestes – he has to forge his own serious vocation as an artist, without benefit of family tradition: ‘we’re all Philistines to the core, with about as much {esthetic sense as that hat’.

VI

James’s Preface finally pins down what he says renders the figure of Nick ‘not quite so interesting as he was fondly intended to be’: the rule that ‘the artist in triumph’ achieves his victories in his work rather than in his representable personal life, so that ‘all we then – in his triumph – see of the charm-compeller is the back he turns to us as he bends over his work’. The turned back is not, though, an apt emblem for the art of the actor, whose work requires controlled self-display; as H.E. Scudder commented in a rare sympathetic review, ‘Miriam Rooth is always seen en face’ If acting lacks the durability of canvas or print, it has a live excitement akin to that of the ‘real’ events recounted in a novel, compounded indeed with the complexity that it transforms behaviour into a work of art. James’s own most memorable triumph in the book is in his long-intended ‘study of the histrionic character’, his magnificent animation of the titular character around whom the other half of his double-plot revolves – the Tragic Muse herself, Miriam Rooth, who is as Adrian Poole says ‘one of James’s most heartening creations’.

Yet Miriam is seen almost entirely through the eyes of others, especially those of her fascinated diplomat sponsor-lover, Peter Sherringham, brother of Julia Dallow; to whom he is akin, despite his addictive taste for the theatre, in being ‘ravaged by contending passions’ and finally revolted by the world of art. (There is one passage, backstage at the Theatre Francais in Chapter XXI where – pace the Preface – we have Miriam’s point of view.) James devotes much attention to Peter’s ‘false position’ vis-h-vis Miriam, due to ‘his odd capacity for being of two different minds very nearly at the same time’. He is an initiated amateur of the stage but a faltering lover his ineradicable respectability and his submerged scorn for actors prevent him from endangering ‘the career’ in the Foreign Office by really committing himself to an actress.

Like the editor in ‘The Aspern Papers’, Peter loves art in the wrong (indulgent) way, negotiates till he loses what he wants, not knowing its price. James dissects in him English society’s incapacity to go all the way with the rigours of art in spite of its enthusiasm: ‘poor Peter’s shy English sense, that sense which can never really reconcile itself to any question of method and form, and has extraneous sentiments to “square”, to pacify with compromises and superficialities’. The Preface displays some animus towards Peter as a representative of society in its merely ‘pretended faith’ in the world of art, its ‘base make-believes and trivialities – which is what in fact the homage of society to art always turns out so soon a6 art presumes not to be vulgar and futile’. While the outcome of the plot may be believable, it may be seen as a weakness in the book that James should seem to take a vengeful didactic pleasure in Peter’s discomfiture, and for all his subtleties of psychological analysis to treat him as a type, a representative of the other side.

On the other hand, Peter’s betrayal is not trivial, indeed is a betrayal of himself: he has felt the virtue of Miriam’s gift. ‘He could but call it a felicity and an importance incalculable, and but know that it connected itself with universal values.’ He has in fact been the medium for most of our vision of Miriam, and without his informed sense of dramatic values, nurtured by long attendance at the Comedie-Francaise, and without his fascinated, baffled observation of her, without his ‘two different minds’ in short, we would have a less brilliantly fragmented reflection of her.

Miriam starts blankly, unpromisingly, with physical beauty, ‘blundering energy’, apparent stupidity and vocal monotony: ‘How shall I find my voice?’ she asks when she reads for Madame Carre, and Peter, looking for individuality, discerns that ‘The expression that came nearest belonging to her, as it were, was the one that came nearest being a blank – an air of inanity when she forgot herself in some act of sincere attention.’ In the first audition Miriam, after crying, keeps a long and potent silence before finally speaking, holding a pose like that of the great French actress Rachel in Gerdme’s portrait of her (reproduced on the cover of this edition) as the personification of La Tragtdie.


[H]er face, under her level brows, was pale and regular – it had a strange strong tragic beauty… she frowned portentously; her low forehead overhung her eyes; the eyes themselves, in shadow, stared, splendid and cold, and her hands clinched themselves at her sides. She looked austere and terrible and was during this moment an incarnation the vividness of which drew from Sherringham a stifled cry.



Sherringham has never seen the late, legendary Rachel, only yearned to; but recognizes this look, and the fact that Miriam has led a wandering life and is ‘half a Jewess’ only reinforces the parallel: he turns to Nick and says, ‘You must paint her just like that… As the Tragic Muse.’ Miriam’s performance goes badly, but just as Rachel was a genius ‘essentially formed by work, unremitting and ferocious work’, Miriam is ‘ready to drudge’. We see the results later, her finding of her voice, when she comes back to Madame Carre and gives a virtuoso rendering of Shakespeare’s King John, in which the moved Peter sees her ignited sense of fulfilled vocation, her conviction of her destiny, as ‘the one artless thing that glimmered like a young joy through the tragic mask of Constance’.

Gabriel Nash says, ‘I work in life!’ – but this is truer still of Miriam, who in her ‘natural abundance’, her Cleopatra-like ‘infinite variety’, is always, at least in Peter’s vision, playing a part, so that according to his early view she has no authentic self, only a succession of roles, is ‘a creature who’s absolutely all an artist’, and thus ‘a kind of thing that’s a labyrinth!’ When Miriam really comes into her own, however, Peter revokes this idea ‘of her having no character of her own’ – rather, her character is centred on her art, so that ‘the representation was the deep substance’. The fascination lies in understanding her acting as part of her life, and in detecting her tireless artistic experimentation with tones and looks, her exploitations of experience, in ‘non-theatrical’ social intercourse, where she is as Nick notes ‘a performer who could even produce an impression of not performing’. She is capable of a touching candour, quietly protesting her ‘decent character’ and ‘common honesty’ in tones that show sincere investment in the moment; if she is ‘a performer’, James’s fiction is full of others, social manipulators who have not the honesty to go on stage.

The two plots fuse most satisfyingly, and Miriam’s dramatic nature is most richly worked into the complex fabric of James’s own dramatic construction, in the scene in Chapter XXVI at Nick’s studio, where Julia arrives to find Miriam ‘intimately installed with him’, ‘so divested of visiting-gear that she looked half-undressed’. The scene is not what the cliche of farce makes it appear a discovery of painter and actress in flagrant post-coital dishabille; what is flagrant is that Nick and Miriam are absorbed together in the practice of art Miriam is there to be painted as ‘the Tragic Muse’; when Julia arrives she has just come round and sunk into a chair, ‘her head on one side’, to look at the painting (which is described later, in Chapter XXIX). Julia grows pale when she sees Miriam, and Nick turns to see ‘what Miriam had done to produce such an effect She had done nothing at all, which was precisely what was embarrassing; she only stared at the intruder, motionless and superb’.

Despite Nick’s ‘sense of danger’ at the risk to his relationship with Julia, Miriam’s grand style, her making a ‘scene’ of it, moves something in his double nature: ‘he said to himself inaudibly, in some deeper depth of consciousness, “How I should like to paint her that way!”’ The scene that follows – with the agonized Julia fleeing, Nick blushingly putting his foot in it, and yet more incriminatingly Nash arriving to mistake Julia, who detests him, for Miriam (‘Ah my dear, don’t go!’) – is painfully lifelike and funny. In ‘catching the very note and trick, the strange irregular rhythm of life’ here, as his essay on ‘The Art of Fiction’ phrases it, James brilliantly, even cruelly, gives us what Gissing’s poor Mr Biffen terms ‘the fateful power of trivial incidents’, without his maudlin tone. Julia gone, his love in danger, Nick ‘went back to work with a tingle of confusion, which began to act after he had resumed his palette as a sharp, a delightful stimulus’. His back is not wholly turned to us here, even as he paints. When Julia later says to him, of Miriam, ‘Oh she’ll bring back your talent!’, what might sound like the sarcasm of sexual jealousy twists round again to the point of art; Miriam is a kind of muse for Nick, not least in provoking this inspiring ‘tingle’; the rub for Julia, her real accusation, is that ‘You’re an artist: you are, you are!’

Miriam is very possibly trying out a part in this scene, that of Nick’s ‘other woman’, but it is a part in which, it is intimated, she might have a serious interest. James’s Preface gives the reader an account of the play of such feelings in the novel which strikingly amplifies isolated hints in the text, and for this we may partly blame not only James’s characteristic indirection and ambiguity, but also his difficulties of construction, his ‘misplaced middle’ which impeded fuller development (that is, his using too much space in the first part of the story, and having to over-compress the second part). Thus the Preface claims Miriam is stirred to love by Nick’s sacrifice for art, and ‘has no fear of not being able to satisfy him, even to the point of “chucking” for him, if need be, that artistic identity of her own which she has begun to build up’. The reader is more likely to recall Miriam’s later refusal to ‘chuck’ her art when the confused Peter Sherringham demands it of her, but in Chapter XXXV Nash, a Mephistophelean matchmaker or pander on behalf of art, bos told Nick ‘It’s you she’s after.’ Even so, as Kenneth Graham points out, ‘It is mainly the unreliable Gabriel Nash who spreads the idea,’ and it is possible James’s rereading in the Preface makes too much of the suggestion (though the textual revisions may even so work to reinforce it). This is a judgement for each reader to make.

The ambiguities come to a head with the ending, where, as with The Portrait of a Lady, James refuses to serve us up what he calls in ‘The Art of Fiction’ ‘a course of desserts and ices’ in the form of marriages and conclusions. William James, who liked the book, commented that ‘although the final winding-up is, as usual with you, rather a losing of the story in the sand, yet that is the way in which things lose themselves in real life’. It may be, anyhow, that the potential connection between Miriam and Nick is not a question of marriage (Nash says in this connection, ‘Pour le mariage, non’, and that Miriam ‘sees things as they are’). James assured Aldrich of the Atlantic Monthly before he wrote the novel that ‘It won’t be improper’, adding – ‘strange to say, considering the elements’; and the Preface, stimulated by Anatole France’s sufficiently improper Histoire comique (1903), hovers over the question of what he might have shown had it not been for the squeamishness of the magazines. Even at this, the finality of Peter’s ultimate discovery that Miriam is out of respectable bounds gets comically qualified by Biddy’s friend blurting out ‘“What difference does it make for an actress if she is mar –?” But in this rash inquiry Miss Tressilian suddenly checked herself.’

This certainly lets some hares of speculation out of the bag, as does the final revelation that Nick has painted ‘the former mistress of his fate’ (as a revision makes ‘Julia Dallow’), and a canny balancing of suggestions leaves it in the air what will happen between them. Critics have imagined Nick marrying Julia, even returning to politics. It may be worth recalling, though, that after proposing to Julia Nick says he will ‘Never, never, never!’ paint her, that he earlier believes that if he had tried to paint Julia ‘disaster would have overtaken them on the deep waters’; and that Miriam has told him, ‘paint Mrs. Dallow if you wish to eradicate the last possibility of a throb’ – though Nick retorts that with Julia ‘the usual law would be reversed’.

As Nick feels in the action, ‘nothing in life was really clear’. Late in the novel, Nick is reminded of ‘that general human complexity of which the sense had lately increased with him’; and one of the main achievements of The Tragic Muse, a wise, much-meditated, impassioned, far-from-escapist book, is also to increase our sense of it In 1887 James compared the actor Coquelin’s method to that of ‘the “psychological novelist” who… builds up a character, in his supposedly uncanny process, by touch added to touch, line to line, illustration to illustration, and with a vision of his personage breathing steadily before him’. The same method here gives us a number of figures whose minds and interrelationships, as they try to work out their passages through life, mostly strike us as remarkably unsimplified in the representation. They breathe steadily before us; ‘we live their experience, for the time’; and we feel the presence of the creator who granted them such freedom as they enjoy.

Philip Home

University College London
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