Dr. Sabah 
First Semester


Prose (4)
Fourth Year

The Portrait of a Lady
· A general review of the part covered last lecture:
· Henry James wants to see what type of protagonist Isabel is, what she represents, how she develops; her journey into discovery, into gaining experience and maturity. The important themes of the novel as mentioned before are the clash of cultures, individuality, the sense of freedom...etc. The new technique in writing (the interior monologue) as used by Henry James show his innovation in the modern novel; this makes us understand The Portrait of a Lady as an example of modern novel. So, the novel examines the innocent mind of Isabel Archer; her journey from inexperience to knowledge represents the entire American country. 
· Characters:

· So, while we follow with Isabel on her journey to discovery, her actual journey in a British culture, and going from one stage to another, one incident to another in her life, we see how she looks at British culture and how she starts to adapt to the British culture, and the differences that prevent her from adapting to the British culture. So, how does Isabel react to the British culture (which is European in nature)? 
· Isabel does not take a first impression of the British culture and feels happy about it; rather, she is open to the British culture and wants to know more about it. So, her openness to this new culture allows her to know more about it. But, are there any clashes between her American culture (her native culture) and European culture? Isabel is starting to adopt and adapt to the new culture and is beginning to lose her native culture, although she wants to keep her American identity. On the other hand, some of Isabel’s acquaintances and friends notice that her openness is starting to change to adapting to the new culture and they’re not happy about that; they tell her that she should keep her American identity. So, part of the development of the protagonist here is how she reacts to the new culture. 
· The typical examples of British women Isabel sees are not really very likeable to her; for example, the two sisters of Lord Warburton, Misses Molyneux. She sees the type of life they are living which does not go parallel to her idea of how a woman should live her life. This is one of the reasons she did not accept the proposal of Lord Warburton. 
· So, where does Isabel clash with the British culture? And what aspects of the British culture does she clash with? Isabel could not really adapt to the social conventions and customs of British society, which is very traditional and conventional. This brings us to the theme of individuality and social conventions. Some of these conventions that Isabel could not adapt to were for example: a lady could not sit with men; a lady must be accompanied by a chaperone whenever she goes, or whenever she’s first introduced into a society. These things Isabel finds contradicting with her own way of upbringing and her own personality, which as we said before derives a lot from the American culture in which she was brought up. 
· A summary of chapters (11- 20): 
· Isabel rejects two marriage proposals; she rejects Warburton’s proposal in a nice way, unlike the violent way she rejects the proposal of Caspar Goodwood. So, her rejection depends on the character of each suitor.
· We get the example of the interior monologue when Isabel starts to think of the proposals with herself and starts to reach a decision about whether to agree or not, and why she did not agree. She sees marriage at this point as a hindrance to her search for freedom. During Victorian times, a woman’s main aim in life would be to get a good suitor and get married. But here we have a different type of woman of the new world, representing the type of woman we are going to see in modern literature.  
· As for the characters introduced, we have Casper Goodwood who represents American culture; he is the suitor he feels in love with Isabel. We see Henrietta Stackpole, an exaggerated version of the new woman who is vibrant and confident. She continues to be close to Isabel, commenting on the changes that Isabel goes through by giving her advice whenever she sees Isabel shaking up her American identity, or when Isabel is making decisions that are not very wise. She is also the person Isabel confides in and tells her about her feelings and the situations she is in. 
· We also see Madame Merle, an important and one of the major characters in the novel. So, what does Madame Merle represents? And how does she influence Isabel Archer the protagonist? Each character whether major or minor in The Portrait of a Lady is supposed to reflect on the protagonist and make us see her development in the novel. When Isabel inherits a large fortune (the turning point in the plot), we have the theme of money, marriage and freedom. From this point onward Isabel feels she is economically independent; she is free to travel, see the world, and make decisions depending on what she wants to do with her life, since money is not going to be a hindrance. 
· The action now moves from England and France to Italy, starting with Florence, passing by San Ramón and back to Rome. So, here we see James’s view of Italian culture as another face of European culture. So, whether we’re in France, Britain or Italy, they are all different faces of European culture which is set against American culture. Now that Isabel has the money to decide what she wants to do with her life and travel freely, she is not really confined by Mrs. Touchett who is now like her chaperone or her aunt who brought Isabel to America and was supporting her. But now that Isabel has her own money which Ralph had given her but she doesn’t know that, she feels that she has the money to make her own decision and practice her freedom. 
· So, Isabel goes to Paris, she mixes in with the social circles of Touchett, and she doesn’t seem to get a very impressive idea about European society, so she starts to learn more about European society. In Britain she had only met Lord Warburton and his sisters, in France, Isabel had more opportunity to mix with the social circle, and see their habits, their way of behavior and their ideas. So, after seeing all that she still doesn’t have a good idea of European society. From this point onward, the action is going to be in Florence; there is a change in the setting. The setting in James’s novels is not just a place of the action; it is not just used for decoration and brining more action into the novel or as the background in which we see the characters; rather, it plays a major role in the novel itself. So, by moving from one city to another and from one country to another in Europe, he seems to be giving us different faces or different aspects of British culture; as if he is emphasizing his view of British culture. 
· In Florence, we have a number of new characters, some of them are supposed to be major characters while others are minor: 
· Gilbert Osmond: he is a wealthy man who meets Isabel and forms some sort of relationship with her, which might not be clear to the readers and Isabel at the beginning. Osmond pretends to be in love with Isabel and will propose to her but he will not treat her in a nice way. Osmond is an American expatriate who has moved to Europe and is now living in Europe; however, he is going to represent European culture. Critics have found this issue in the novel a little bit disturbing; If Henry James wants to give his opinion of British and European culture, why not portray originally and native European characters when expatriates are not original European characters, like Osmond and Madame Merle. This was a point of criticism against the novel, and against James’s method of dealing with cultures. Osmond lives a life of pleasure; he is an artist and a “dilettante”, which means art collector or art lover. Osmond loves art and takes it as his main purpose in life, so doesn’t have a stable source of income; however, he seems rich because he has two very big houses, he has a big collection of arts.
· But we understand that he has no fortune and he is looking for money by marrying Isabel, by making sure his daughter gets married to a very wealthy man. So, he is looking for money through marriage, but he is not working. This is another criticism directed towards British culture and European people. People, like Gilbert Osmond, love art and are art collectors, yet at the same time they don’t try to support themselves. It seems that Henry James is not really happy about such people; he doesn’t seem to agree to what they do with their lives. He finds them lazy and not having an aim to achieve in life. 
· So, Osmond is one of the most important characters in the novel because he is going to propose and actually marry Isabel after working out some sort of plot with Madame Merle to deceive Isabel into believing that he loves her. At the same time, it seems that, or this is what James is trying to convey to us, that because Isabel is naïve and inexperienced, she doesn’t have the knowledge of the types of people and falls into Osmond’s trap, even though Mrs. Touchette and Henrietta try to warn her she feels she wants to take that decision on her own. Osmond deceives Isabel by pretending to be knowledgeable. He is a lover of art, but even that aspect of him that is very admirable is again criticized by James because when you read through the lines about his views of art and of life you see that is not really very admirable; he has a very limited view of art. But because Isabel is naïve and inexperienced she admires him, she admires the way he thinks, she admires the type of life he is living, his love of arts, his intellectuality and the way he argues things. But we can see that Osmond is like a bubble; he seems to have many things but he is actually impoverished in terms of ideas, intellectuality, and morality.
· Pansy Osmond: she is Gilbert Osmond’s daughter and through her we know more about Osmond. Before Osmond marries Isabel there is some sort of closeness between Pansy and Isabel. Isabel finds that Pansy’s naivety and inexperience and the type of sheltered life she is living is a chance for her to that for the young girl Pansy. Pansy loves Isabel, and Isabel feels that Pansy is like a blank page. Because of the life and the type of education Pansy has had, she has been educated at a nunnery or a convent, Pansy is like Isabel and has a very little experience of life. Again, it seems that the type of relationship between Osmond and his daughter shows that he is an overprotective and domineering father who doesn’t allow his daughter to live her life; he wants to direct her into whatever he wants her to do. So, he has chosen the life of the convent for her and later on after getting married to Isabel and seeing the influence Isabel had on her he is not really happy about that. Definitely, that type of brining up reflects on the character of Pansy; we see that she cannot take a decisions in her life and she is so obedient to her father to the extent that she doesn’t even have a say when she is older and she has a suitor and should have a say in convincing her father to allow her to marry the man she loves. So, when Isabel first sees Pansy she seems to her like a blank page. 
· Countess Gemini: she is Osmond’s sister and does not agree to Osmond’s conspiracy against Isabel; she wants to tell Isabel that Gilbert Osmond and Madame Merle are really trying to deceive her. But when we first meet her she seems talkative, trivial, she involves herself into society, gossips and gatherings and so on. Later on, we know through Osmond that she was unhappily married and because of that there seems some sort of diversion in her outlet so she goes into social gatherings. She doesn’t do much with her life except going to parties and having social gatherings. So, in the beginning we don’t get a very good impression of Countess Gemini, but we start to like her when we feel that she has strong moral sense when she tries to tell Isabel about the plan but she cannot; later on she tells Isabel about the true relationship between Madame Merle and Osmond. 
· There re some minor characters who play specific roles in the novel and they are introduced in this section:
· Mr. Bob Bantling: he is British and by the end of the novel we see that he marries Henrietta who claims through the novel that she doesn’t need men. Henrietta marries Bantling when she is ready to change her views about men and marriage. Mr. Bantling appears every now and then; he accompanies Isabel and Henrietta to London and then to Paris, and he gives us a view of American culture on the spot. He is the only one tells us his reaction to American culture and that’s his role in the novel. 
· Edward Rosier: he is Pansy’s fiancé and suitor. He is a lover of art like Osmond, but still Osmond doesn’t find him a suitable husband for his daughter; he doesn’t want him to propose to her because he is not wealthy enough, although he sells his art collection and comes with a sum of money that makes Osmond feel that Rosier has more fortune and more family position than he really does. We see Isabel’s role whether she is trying to help Pansy marry the man she loves or not; this will be seen in the next part. 
· As we said regarding the setting, the action moves to Italy; first we are in Florence then we move to Rome. In this section, where Isabel moves to Italy, Henry James is trying to stress her search for adventure and knowledge. At the same time, he tries to give us more about this theme of the clash of cultures; as we said that when we move to Italy we see another face of the European culture. Now, the European culture is set in contrast or in conflict with American culture. 

· Regarding the development of the protagonist, in each stage of her life Isabel seems to lose some of her individuality; she seems to be now free to choose and travel and do all that, but in reality, once she is really confined by the inheritance and she agrees to marry Osmond regardless of what other people tell her about him, she starts to gradually lose her independence and it seems that her intention of finding more independence and more freedom is not really successful. 
· When Mrs. Touchette starts to suspect that Osmond is interested in Isabel, she asks Madame Merle whether Osmond is really interested in Isabel. Madame Merle denies it and says that he is not and that she is not aware of any closeness between Isabel and Osmond. Every time we see one of Madame Merle’s moral reactions we decide that she is not a very good person ethically or morally. About Ralph’s view, when Mrs. Touchette tells him that Osmond keeps visiting the palacio (mansion) of Mrs. Touchette and Isabel in Italy, she says that he sees them often and the only young lady he is interested in is Isabel. So, Ralph tells her that judging by Isabel’s previous action of rejecting two proposals, she is unlikely to fall in love or to think of marriage at this stage. He tries to tell his mother not to worry because he sees Isabel is not likely to fall in love or think of marriage at this stage of her life; we will find out that he is mistaken. 

· One of the important images in the novel is when Isabel sees Pansy as a sheet of blank paper as a result of her father’s upbringing (her father’s domineering way of brining her up) and the fact that she has no experience. This is something that Isabel likes about Pansy; she feels that she has a role towards trying to put some text on that blank paper by trying to look after Pansy, educate her and try to make her gain experience. 
· Now talking about Isabel to Madame Merle, Osmond says that he likes very much and that she is capable of great devotion but she has only one fault which is having too many ideas and she must sacrifice of them. So, Madame Merle had set a plan trying to convince Osmond to see and meet Isabel. He is reluctant to do that at the beginning and is saying why he should meet her. 
· In Chapter 26 and other previous chapters, we see Madame Merle’s point of view of Isabel; she describes her as pretty, educated, flourished, and interested in seeing the world. So, she gives her own point of view of Isabel, and at the same time the reader gets to know more about Isabel and some of her qualities. So, Osmond is not convinced at first of meeting Isabel, but when he meets her, this is what he says to Madame Merle. The only thing Osmond doesn’t like about Isabel is that she has too many ideas; this is something negative for Osmond. This is a warning for the reader to understand that Osmond is not really interested in Isabel’s character; he doesn’t appreciate the type of character she is. Other characters fell in love with Isabel’s ideas; they liked her character, her freshness and the way she behaves. But, for Osmond, he felt that she is good but she has so many ideas. And if Osmond is to get closer to her she has to sacrifice her ideas. 
· As Isabel goes through Rome she falls in love with the history of the city which she finds in each atom of air in Rome. She is really fascinated by Rome and the Italian culture which is another face of European culture. She feels that it is a place of total knowledge and appreciation of love. This shows that she is still naïve and romantic about certain things; she still lacks experience. One of the statements which express her view of Rome is:
“She had always been fond of history, and here was history in the stones of the street and the atoms of the sunshine.”
· This shows that Isabel finds Rome an ancient city, a city of cultures, so she really enjoyed it. So, her personal adventures would be put by James in the light of history. What explains that is when Isabel knows about the whole plot that Madame Merle and Osmond had put she finds solace in the ruins (the monuments) of Rome; she finds something similar between her feeling at the moment and those ruins. It’s as if here James is trying to put the personal experience of Isabel in the light of the history of Rome. Isabel visits Saint Peter’s cathedral and Osmond does not really appreciate the place like she does. A clever reader immediately realizes that Osmond is completely different from her; they don’t share the same intellectuality and the same views. But because Isabel is still inexperienced she doesn’t realize that. 
· Another quotation in which the narrator is trying to give us hints that Osmond is not really a suitable suitor for Isabel: 
“We know that he was fond of originals, or rarities, of the superior and the exquisite; and now that he had seen Lord Warburton, whom he thought a very fine example of his race and order…”
· Osmond’s view of art is that he likes what is rare and special; this explains why he pretended to fall in love with Isabel, and that’s why he sees in Lord Warburton a possible suitor for his daughter because he is original and rare, according to Osmond. 
“He perceived a new attraction in the idea of taking to himself a young lady who had qualified herself to figure in his collection of choice objects by declining so noble a hand.”

· This means that Isabel became more precious to Osmond when he knew that she had rejected the proposal of Lord Warburton; she is more valuable now because she had the courage to refuse such a rarity, such a special person like Lord Warburton. This much shows us about the character of Osmond, so the reader knows that but unfortunately Isabel cannot see that. So, because he feels now that she is more precious he tries to tell her about his love to her, and at a later stage he proposes. One of Osmond’s views that might make us think about how original his appreciation of art is this one:
“You know my opinions I've treated you to enough of them. Don't you remember my telling you that one ought to make one's life a work of art?”

· So, what is so good about making one’s life a work of art? And what are the negative consequences of that? It’s used here by Henry James in a negative sense. However, we should know that this is Osmond’s view of art; this is how he works his life. He looks at art as objects that he loves to collect, but he doesn’t care about the valuable and artistic things that he has in his house. 
· When Osmond tells Isabel that she has to sacrifice her ideas and she tells him that she is going on a trip, he tells her:

“I should like to see you when you're tired and satiated”

· He tells her you go travel and see the world, but when you’re tired of all that and you have no more desire to travel and seek independence and look for your freedom I would like to see you. Again, he wants her to sacrifice her pursuit for her freedom and independence. 
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