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Doeument

When The Portrait of a Lady was written in 1881,

society was in a state that would induce Henry James, in his
new novel, to label the times as "a foolish period of history,“1
"the age of advertisement"(p.230), and "an overcivilized
age"(p.458). Materialistic and empirical assumptions were
manifesting themselves in the growth of commercialism and
science; capitalism and technology were becoming firmly estab-
lished. Despite men such as Comte and Spencer who warned that
people were not quite so free as they believed, this new
machine age brought with it hopes of infinite power: man by
means of his intellect could conquer the universe.

| In the midst of man's awakening to power, the other
half-—womankind—-was stirring to new possibilities as well.
"A woman . . . has no natural place anywhere . . . has to
remain on the surface and, more or less, to crawl," says
Madame Merle in The Portrait of a Lady (p.182). But because
of the growing formation of women's rights groups following
the women's rights conventions in the 1850's, many women--
especially American women--were becoming aware of the possi-
bility of a state of "not crawling,' of a life more
rewarding than that of domestic servitude and spiritual
adulation by males. In the o0ld scheme women had been cast
as domesticated ladies and angels, "placed above men in the

ladder of love" and duty-bound to "teach the lesson of



self—denial.“2 The new freedom preached independence of
this genteel role and, reflecting the age as well as

real female deficiencies, stressed development of intellect
and acquisition of power, both of vhich had previously been
the sole province of the male.

Nevertheless, the fact that the struggle for female
emancipation continues to this day signifies that surface
living was not to be as readily escaped in actuality as was
hoped for in theory. Given the fact that women had been
denied a sense of viable female identity for such a long time,
it became a sad irony that the masculine power of an age
which woke them to the need for a female identity frequently
aided in precluding its real development. William Wasserstrom

phrased the problem well in his book, The Heiress of All the

Ages, remarking that "American society bred troubled women who
struck for freedom and gave the mere appearance of au‘tonomy."3
Henry James, as I have hinted, was as aware of these

problems of women as he was of the uniqueness of the times
in which he lived. His sympathy with women may have taken
the form of direct identification, critic Leon Edel suggesting
that as a child a "disguise of femininity was necessary . . .
when he was confined to 'Family' and had to contend with

his elder brother; in that relationship he always saw

William as strong and active and himself as inhibited and



passive."4 Later in life, James's admiration for such
successful women as George Eliot became strongly apparent,
and in his own craft also he was patiently awaiting the
time when women would really come to the forefront,
happily suspecting, for example, that it would eventually
be they who would shatter the old restrictions on writing
about sexual matters.5
Yet he, too, without the benefit of historical hind-
sight; was concerned that emancipation was too frequently
only a substanceless ideal, and that the development of a

full female personhood was not, even by ardent liberation-

ists, being accomplished. In The Bostonians, written three

years after The Portrait of a lady, James would be at
satiric pains to show a concern for the direction of the

new movement; specifically, he exhibits the problem of
liberated women becoming masculinized and solitary, and of
the movement itself existing as a haven only for cold-hearted
females and 1esbians.6 He would similarly worry in an essay
on George Sand that "their [women's] aim has been, as yet,
comparatively modest and their emulation low; the challenge
they have hiﬁherto picked up is but the challenge of the
average male."7 While James sympathized with the European
woman who continued to face subjugation, it was his view
that the newer, freer American woman "had been grown in an
air in which a hundred of the European complications did

not exist . . . she could develop her audacity on the basis



of her security, just as she could develop her ‘powers' in
a medium from which criticism was consistently‘absent. -
she was full blown . . .".8 James was aware, then, of the
danger of women adopting but the rhetoric of liberation.

By striving blindly for "freedom" in such a "foolish" age,
the author feared that women might well make of themselves
"convenlences," not unlike appliances.9 He also foresaw a
damaging effect for relations between the sexes, women's
pseudo-independence contributing further to what he termed
"a queer deep split or chasm between the two stages of
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personal polish at which the sexes have arrived.
hoping, then, for great accomplishments from women, Henry
James was worried that American women were frequently
fooling themselves in their too-easy quest for selfhood;
were sécrificing their female qualities in mere emulation of
males, whose accomplishments as evidenced in the new age
James found not particularly impressive. While James did
not reveal such sentiments in a direct way within The

Portrait or at the same time as its writing, a consciousness

of these views is of great help in illuminating the work.

For in The Portrait of a Lady James grapples with the

new age of power and commercialism that he disliked,
women's developing rolesin that age, and a concomitant loss
of human feeling as epitomized in deteriorating relations

between the sexes. The focus is on women--American women



placed in Europe with "European complications"--

women of innocence and women of experience, women of
intellect and of passion. Forced to deal with such
complications, virtually all, "liberated" or not, become
victims ("conveniences"). Their lack of a complete person-
hood adequate to deal with their surroundings leaves them
vulnerable to defeat. They try to sacrifice feeling for
intellect and the signposts of male success about them, or
intellect for feeling (a rarer situation), or abandon
selfhood altogether for the security of the tradition of
ladyhood. While centering attention on the latest European
arrival, Miss Isabel Archer, James paints a canvas of many
women reduced to playing surface roles dictated to them

by the "masculine" world in which they live--women dominated
by the force of individual men or of the age. In perusing
this canvas the reader finds that while women can no longer
take sustenance from the old traditions without becoming
martyrs to a dgad cause, they cannot either reach forward
to selfhood by merely donning the forms of male success:
they must, to avoid being but distorted fractions of their
true potential, be brave enough to take up an altogether new
form--one roomy enough for their sexuality, their hearts,

and their heads.

James's conviction that the old form of passive

womanhood was unsatisfactory is revealed initially through



the very minor background cha.acters. The manner in which
these characters are developed makes their presence important,
for it is a revelation of deprived selfhood. The very
classification people give the Archer sisters indicates

a problem: they are labelled "the practical one,"” "the
beauty," and "the intellectual"(p.25), as if these three
categéries were mutually exclusive, each capable of denoting
an entire female personality. Edith Archer Keyes gains

her identity solely as the "wife of" her husband; the
author reports rather wryly that she is the "ornament of
those various military stations . . . to which, to her deep
chagrin, her husband was successively relegated"(p.25).
Practical Lilian Archer Ludlow is spoken of as "thankful to
marry at all"(p.25), and looks after Isabel as "a mother
spaniel might watch a free greyhound"(p.25)--seeming to live
vicariously through her. Neither woman is presented to us
in terms of her own personhood or force, but rather in
relationship to her husband. ILord Warburton's married
sisters are similarly cast in the dependency mould, "one of
them having done very well, the other only so-so"(p.62).
They remain even without names, and again there is a
sarcastic twinge from the author in the suggestion that the
"doing" in their life had been "done" when they got themselves
married. Others of the minor female characters, such as
Mrs. Varian and the Misses Molyneux, come across with an

unattractive dim-wittedness; inane Mrs. Varian spreads



what she regards as damning rumors of Isabel writing

books, while her own daughters she determines fo bring

up "properly . . . they read nothing at all"(p.4%4). The
nice Misses Molyneux sit about as harmless, tea-serving
appendages to their brother. Significantly, they gaze at
free Henrietta "in a manner suggesting a conflict between
deep alienation and yearning wonder"(p.117). Because these
women seem so incomplete, so much deprived of personhood, and
also because of the cynically amused tone used in presenting
them, It becomes clearer through them that the novel
advocates a change of some sort from the old "dependent"
form which they represent, despite its later criticism

of certain forms of independence., Living within the secure
tradition of passivity, they form a quietly indistinct

group ﬁortrait of the common lot. As they focus their eyes

on women of change, so does the entire novel.

The opening tea scene of the novel is highly suggestive
of this process of change, the partakers of tea "being not
of the sex which is supposed to furnish the regular votaries
of the ceremony"(p.1). Women are not present here for a
typiral duty, one they are "supposed to" do. Ralph gives
us a clue as to their mysterious absence later when he reveals
that his father "was the more motherly; his mother on the
other hand, paternal, and even gubernatorial"(p.31). 1In

Mrs. Touchett, the missing mother, we find a woman who has



been trying to develop a system of her own, one apart from
her husband®’s. She is the first of the "free" women encoun-
tered.

As Ralph's suggestive "paternal" indicates, this woman
is much taken with the masculine world. She is cool, sharp,
and fery logical. Capable of handling business she is any-
thing but the quiet, passive lady. But while clearly being
independent--possessing her own "will"(p.32), "a system"(p.18),
and "no belief in anyone's power to help her"(p.10)--her
early avoidance of any show of feeling makes us suspicious
of this role. After a long absence she prefers to see her
room rafher than Mr. Touchett, and she seldom seems concerned
over the problems of others. MNMrs. Touchett is every bit as
isolated as she is free, and has "locked herself in" emotion-
ally as well as into her room(p.13). Influenced, willy nilly,
by the spirit of the new age, she coolly keeps "moral account-
books"(p.190), has a sense of "property" about Isabel (p.36),
and sees in her niece a "convenience"(p.96). A clipped time-
table manner, a preference for the definitive and the util-
itarian, and her "comprehensive waterproof mantle"(p.21)
serve literally and figuratively to enforce the impression
that she is, like the "commercial," "overcivilized" age,
not receptive to feeling. Loss of the "maternal" adjective,
along with the reality of non-compassionate motherhood to
dying Ralph, carry implications of a loss of warmth and

humanity even into the biological realm. Mrs. Touchett



easily makes us skeptical of female independence.

Yet the blame for her rigid humanity does not seem to
be placed on her; she is painted sympathetically, and James
makes it clear that this woman is not without admirable
qualities. Mrs. Touchett is a very honest and decent person
who will explain her motives if asked (Isabel will not), and
is natural to the extent that she can confess "I like to
be well thought of"(p.37) while refusing to sacrifice
her peculiar sense of integrity to be thought "well of" more
frequently than her sad little row of friendship cards would
indicate. She is not a wicked or deceitful person; does not,
in spite of her coldness, deliberately hurt others; and
even Ralph defends her right to her own way. Mrs. Touchett
seems a victim; if she will have her freedom, she seems
forced to sacrifice something else--she is the first of the
women in the novel with an apparent inability to fuse
intellect and feeling.

The cause of the tendency to sublimate all energies
into exaggerated rationality is perhaps best understood
through a statement made by Madame Merle regarding Mr.
Touchett: "+ . . he has his identity, and it's a rather
massive one. He reprasents a great financial house, and that,
in our day, is as good as anything else"(p.183). This
statement hints of Madame Merle's envy of such position, and

indeed hints of the envy many women must have felt of the
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growing male identity as seen in business and science of

the nineteenth century. Mr. Touchett, representing this
tremendous "masculine" success, can, according to James,
maintain a "fine ivory surface . . . opposed to possibilities
of penetration"(p.32) as well as a "maternal" capacity for
feeling and human relationships; but Mrs. Touchett, trying
with all her might to attain an equality with him, only
emulates the surface dimension. She is the pelar antithesis
of female dependency. Recently wakened into independence, she
attaches herself to the form most clearly independent--the
masculine success story of precision and coolness. She

does what James feared in The American Scene:* emulates

the masculine, loses her female self, and in her physical

split from Mr. Touchett contributes to the "chasm between

the sexes" James also referred to. All Mr. Touchett has

left to cling to of his wife are his shawl and the word others

supply to him of what she is doing; small comforts to counter

a disease which, with symbolic implication, involves a steady

loss of physical feeling extending into "vital regions"(p.14).
The Touchett situation thus comes to embody many of

James's fears--a world grown too business-like, masculinized

women, decline of sex, and a spreading emotional and

physical "numbness." With such fears realised, and the

intimation given that 1life might have been sweeter had Mrs.

Touchett stayed hoﬁe, it is small wonder that Touchett

questions what women are after when they seek independence,

*See p.4 and notes 8-10.
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that (through a query about a telegram) he doubts their
sense of purpose: "In what sense is the term ﬁndependencé
used?--that point's not yet settled"(p.9).

Within such a light his later advice to Isabel that
there's room everywhere, "if you'll pay for it"(p.104), also
strikes a rather ominous note for women who would be free.
And when he ties Mrs. Touchett to Isabel with his comment
regarding their similarity, and suggests that Isabel might
make a martyr of herself, there is a fear touched off that
any woman seeking to maintain her integrity or her 'own
system' in 1880 might be thwarted, doomed by the traditions
of the agz to a coldness and isolation in which her positive

"female" qualities would nat survive.

Isabel nevertheless comes on the scene full of 1life and
visions of the new freedom. She seems prepared for emanci-
pation, for she has always been different from those a»out her;
her father, after all, had given her his large views, as a
young girl she had read in secret and scared the boys, and
in school she had "protested against its laws"(p.19). She
appears willing now to protest the laws of female passivity--
"to suffice fo herself and be happy"(p.46). This invigorates
those about her. As Ralph puts ity |

Most women did with themselves nothing at all;
they waited, in attitudes more or less gracefully
passive, for a man to come their way and

furnish them with a destiny. Isabel's

originality was that she gave one an impression
of having intentions of her own(p.57).
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Yet Isabel's originality is clearly relative to the
passive creatures about her (such as her sisters), and
the "intentions of her own" never seem narrowed into a
concrete reality. "If Isabel's a genius,” comments
Mrs. Touchett rather sharply, "I've yet to see her special
line"(p. 37). Possessed of a great many theories, the girl
believes that "if one should wait with the right patience
one would find some happy work to one's haﬁd"(p.h?). She
expects 1life's values to come to her, relying on luck for
the execution of her theories. She lacks that good
definition of independence Touchett had requested, lacks
even Mrs. Touchett's inadequate pretense to a good definition.
Isabel lives up on cloudy ideals of female emancipation,
allowing the winds to blow her where fhey will, It is not
surprising that her keenest sense of "liberty" comes after
depositing her totally dependent sister ("poor Lily") on the
dock ready to go back to America: she engages in an aimless
walk through London to epitomize that "she could do whatever
she chose"(p.302). Even James cannot resist chuckling over
such a choice to prove one's freedom: "tolerably discreet”
he calls it.

Isabel seems more and more to be the kind of woman James
spoke of when he used the term "full-blown." Built up by
friends and relations, she has, the author tells us, "the habit
of at least seeming to féel and tathink"(p.49) [emphasis miné] .

Her father may have given her his large views, but he had also
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protected her from ugliness and hence from a means of dealing
adequately with a real world of complications. While
frequently amusing the reader, and apparently the author,
James's major character ultimately serves a serious purpose
in representing the hopeful spirit of all women who have ab-
stract visions of freedom but, “"protected" from developing
them, no real abilities or goals; she is the women's
liberationist whose abstract liberation is her sole
occupation. Free in appearance only, Isabel's innocence,
imagination, confusion and lack of force leave her highly
impressionable to the forces surrounding her.

Isabel's vulnerability is such that we find her entire
identity in a pliable state, she acquires it from whoever,
whatever is at hand and (being full blown) "flatters herself"
that this is not determinism but a matter of her own choosing:

"If a thirg strikes me with a certain intensity
I accept it. I don't want to swegger, but I
suppose I'm rather versatile. I like people to be
totally different from Henrietta--in the style
of Lord Warburton's sisters, for instance. So
long as I look at the Misses Molyneux, they
seem to answer a kind of ideal. ThenHenrietta
presents herself, and I'm straightway convinced
by her"(p.85).
The distance travelled in admiring the Misses Molyneux and
Henrietta seems obvious; this statement from Isabel gives us
the range of her fluid character, showsher tendency to adopt
models, and illustrates that faculty of "seeing without

judging"(p.27), the emphasis on appearances, with which

James characterizes her. Isabel here sees her main problem.



1l

and the problem of many young women, a lack of real identity,
but misjudges it, translating it by way of her ego into a
merit. Isabel's unsure state lends itself to frequent
inconsistencies; for a girl who "flattered herself that con-
tradictions would never be noted in her" (p.45), Isabel

contradicts herself right and lef%t:

"I'm not afraid, you know"{(p.42). "I'm afraid"(frequent).

"I always know wh;"(p.42). "I don't know why"(p.04).
", . . that's what I came to "T can't escape un-
Europe for, to be as happy happiness"{p.121).

as possible"(p.43).

"T don't need the aid of a "There's nothing higher
clever man to teach me how to for a girl than to
live"(p.146). marry a person she

likes"(p.324).

James makes it quite clear that Isabel simply does not know
what she is doing.

That this is a female identity crisis ruather than just
a problem of growing up (although it is a problem of women
"growing up") is emphasized through Tsabel's adoption of
traditional male forms. As Mrs. Touchett had culled her
identity from the male world, so Isabel gains much of hers.
Her romantic idealizations of warfare and heroics, reason
and intellect are in abundance throughout the novel. They
suggest for us, again, the ongoing deterministic influence of
a masculine age, women's envy of the male identity, and an
apparent incapacity to achieve a true sense of "female"

self that would be better than the old gentility.
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The Civil War was an especially strong influence on
Isabel--we are told that, from the safetv of innocent
girlhood, she indiscriminately "enjoyed" it, deriving from
it a feeling of "passionate excitement"(p.30). ZIater on,
all grown up, she relives this masculine occupation in a
kind of playtime war with men. Sex becomes a battleground
in which the only passionate excitement exists in "the
enjoyment she found in the exercise of her power"(p.152),
the power of rejection and spurious taunts. She sees Caspar
as "plated and steeled, armed essentially for aggression"(p.143).
Gaining a certain satisfaction from the romantic view of
"the strong man in pain"(p.144), she looks back on her
réjections of Caspar and Lord Warburton as "honourable
victories"(p.301). It is, of course, apparent that to
exercise her rather negative power in this war she must
first deny her own sexuality; she must quell her own
"agitation.” Thus this "male" influence of war--taken up in
revenge against those who have a place in a world which
dominates her--operates to Isabel's detriment and back again
to the detriment of men.

The related heroic vision, too, gains a foothold on
Isabel's life, probably due to her reading too many of those
novels with the inspiring frontispieces: ". . . she went
so far as to wish that she might find herself some day in
a difficult position, so that she should have the pleasure

of being as heroic as the occasion demanded"(p.45). The
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influence of this desire is at least partially responsible
for her marriage to Osmond; as none of her friends approve
of him it becomes a kind of heroic act to take him up:
"she would launch his boat for him; she would be his provi-
dence"(p.402). The heroic seems predominant in the background
as wé watch Isabel try to hide her unhappiness, to always
Justify herself, and it ultimately helps to shape her
decision of staying with Osmond--she will accept her
mistake" just immensely (oh, with the highest grandeur!)"(p.382).
Being such a hero brings Isabel no gain except within her own
masculinized ego. As warrior and hero Isabel unconsciously
emulateé the male to thé extent that she is a distorted person:
as Touchett had suggested she has to "pay" for her place, an
illusory one at that.

The overriding influence in Isabel's life, however,
woven in and over battles and heroics, is that of intellect.
When Mrs. Touchett comes across her she is, in military
fashion, training her mind "to advance, to halt, to retreat,
to perform ever more complicated maneuvers at the word of
command . . ."(p.20). Awakening to a world of intellectual
power she, like Mrs. Touchett, overreacts to it; her head
becomes an overvalued quantity. "Whatever I do I do with
reason," she proudly declares (p.317). Ironically, however,
in her too hearty adoption of but the imagined ideal of
intellect, she fearfully avoids any original thinking

(eg: she appropriates Henrietta's "see Europe first" as her



=17-

own excuse for not marrying; she glibly repeats Lord
Warburton®s definition of aristocracy as her own). For
a person who reminds us often of her ideas, she offers
few good ones,

This devotion to but the ideal of intellect is also
a frequent cause of misjudged character. For instance,
Isabei early perceives something wrong in Madame Merle's _
lack of a natural quality (p.78), but is unwilling to weigh
such a non-intellectual intuition heavily enough to do her
any good. Isabel's Jjudgement of this lady reflects the
scales she uses: "She [Madame Merle] knew how to think . . .
an accomplishment rare in women, and she had thought ‘o
very good purpose. Of course, too[éfterthoughﬁf] y, she knew
how to feel . . ."(p.174). Similarly, Osmond's "beautiful
mind" becomes an overrated complement to her own--"she had
lived in it almost"(p.403). It thus becomes less likely
than otherwise that Isabel might penetrate the devious
nature of these two characters. Combined with her own
inadequate thought processes (an inability to put "two and
two together," as Countess Gemini so aptly puts it), such
spellbound devotion to intellect contributes to Isabel'’s
vulnerability, leaving her open to trickery. Real thought,
it is worth noting, might have saved her.

Too much a creature of intellect and battle tactics,
Isabel loses out on feeling. While she may have a theory

of following through on good feelings, and is capable of
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them, her fear of the logical inconsistencies involved
causes her to repress herself: "she resented,-so strongly,
after discovering them, her mere errors of feeling"(p.45).
And while she can empathize with people who reflect a
condition similar to her own (pitying Pansy) or who are
caught up in her own problems (crying for Ralph), Isabel
is never really a spontaneously warm human'heing. It is
because of this overzealous adoption of a false form that
Isabel becomes cold and separates reason and feeling, not
because of her desire to be free. _

Again, James chooses to illustrate this point chiefly
in the sexual realm, further making clear that incomplete, -
unreal personhood on the part of females would have implica-
tions for males. For the men--who had managed by 1880 to
be creatures of intellect and passion, gaining a reputation
for force in both areas--are left confused and saddened by
idealist Isabel. The two sexes have clearly arrived at
what we remember James called "different stages of personal
polish}" To Isabel's repeated urgings that they be
"reasonable," both Caspar and Warburton do their best to
encase their sexual and romantic passion within a rational
framework, to sift themselves free of "the baser parts of
emotion"(p.96). In the final scene Caspar "wished to prove
he was sane, that he had reasoned it all out"(p.557) and we
find Isabel "listening more than ever; it was true that he

was not the same as that last time. That had been aimless,



