Dr. Sabah
First Semester


Prose (5) 
Fourth Year
Questions answered by the students

Henry James's view is that each major character in the novel reflect something on the protagonist of the novel, all the major characters should be there to help to see the protagonist in a better look.

Q: What is the role of Gilbert Osmond in the novel?
Osmond did not appreciate that Isabel is educated, knowledgeable and free. If Isabel gets married to him, she has to sacrifices her ideas. The major key to understand Osmond character is ‘egotism’. Osmond is an egotistic person. He is very selfish or very self-centered and he only thinks about his own good. He wants Isabel as a piece of art to be collected to his gallery at his home that is why he brings Pansy in order to remain under his control. He thinks on himself not on other people, his egotism is very obvious in the novel, there are several examples reflect how egotistic person Osmond is.

He is immoral and he deceives Isabel. He is interested in art which to Isabel was something attractive even this is criticized by James because people who interest in art are high moral standard, but Osmond lacks high moral standard and he interests in art just for collecting pieces of art.

Beginning of the lecture

· There is an important aspect in the novel which is the technique of ellipses which is used very well in The Portrait of a Lady.                 

For example, from the opening of chapter 21 we hear "a year has passed", there is a technique of skipping some important details in the narrative, and later on, just referring actually back to them.

This technique is like gaps in the narration of the events, there is some details are not narrated, later we just hear about them briefly or about their results, he skipped major details not small details.   

Q: What is the purpose of this technique?

The writer makes the reader imagines the details and he tries to focus on the results of the actions more than the actions itself, so when he skipped certain actions, he is thinking of making the reader focuses on the result of the actions rather than the actions itself. James skipped Isabel's marriage to Osmond and it is major event in the plot of The Portrait of a Lady, but he is concentrating on the result. It may also to make a kind of suspense to the reader while reading the novel.
Q: What is the result of Isabel's marriage to Osmond?

She changes her character, losses her sense of freedom, individuality and independence and becomes a completely different person. So, Henry James wants to concentrate on the change in Isabel’s character and the transformation from fresh young lady who is ambitious to see the world and happy adventure into Mrs. Gilbert Osmond or into a married woman who is really a piece of art in the collection of her husband.

*It is just an example of ellipses, there are several examples in the novel, one of these examples is her travels with Madam Merle, and we don't have details about her travels.

We have a visit from Lily, her sister who is coming from America. Think of this visit not as a visit from sister to her sister but in term of the critical analysis of the novel - Isabel has left America and has spent sometimes in Europe, now we get a visit from one of her sisters, technically speaking actually this comes before the marriage, so she hasn't really given in her identity or her freedom yet - so the visit in one way or another gives her sister a point of view of change that Isabel has gone through during the past few years that she is living in Europe, it is like a fresh view of Isabel, not step by step in her development but coming after a couple of year to see how she has transformed. The other thing is that, Lily asked Isabel to come back to America, so it's another chance for Isabel to give in her dream of seeking adventure or of seeking her independence and going back to her before life, or may be just having enough of that search for her identity and individuality and going back to America. But she does not accept her sister’s request because she still wants to go around the world and find more of her individuality.

She goes on a trip to visit Turkey and Egypt with Madam Merle and this incident is not important because it is not narrated, it is skipped, it's important that it allows Isabel some more freedom, some more adventure, and at the same times it comes just before she starts to be at a relationship with Osmond and starts to be closer to Osmond. It is just like a break to think what does she want, does she want to go on the relationship or not. She went with Madam Merle, so she had a chance to see the reality of Madam Merle after spending three months of closeness with her. She discovers that Madam Merle is not really very honorable person as she has faults too. First she admired her very much but she does not continue admiring Madam Merle after spending three months with her. This proves that the experience of the first impression is not really true about other people, she misjudge her because she doesn't have enough experience in life to see the reality of the other people, it is really skill to be able to judge other people.

Before the marriage, Isabel always is on feeling that she is really enjoying this sense of freedom to travel alone, to take her decisions she wants, "in this section" she travels to Paris and to London and she is practicing her freedom. 

After coming back and after receiving her sister and her sister is going back to America, Isabel decides to marry Osmond. She sent to GoodWood to tell him not to wait her any longer because she is going to marry, and now she is engaged and it is not important to know she is engaged to whom. But it is not satisfactory to GoodWood, he not only wants to know who is, she is going to marry but also he wants to convince her of his love to her and make her change her mind. He spends a trip from America to Italy that takes seventeen days, and as James says most of them are on funeral trains, it is something very gloomy to do just for seeing Isabel to make her changes her mind. 

She announces to everyone ‘her engagement to Osmond’. Now we are going to see the reaction of people around her on that. First to start with the reaction of Mrs. Touchett, Isabel's aunt, she is surprised, she feels it is not good marriage but Isabel does not realized that, she suspects that Isabel pities Osmond because he is not rich, he doesn't have money, so she thinks if Isabel pities Osmond why does not she just give him some of her money but not marry him and marry someone else more suitable to her. Mrs. Touchett suspects that Osmond is not interested in Isabel.

Q: How does Ralph react when he heard about the engagement of Isabel to Osmond? 

Ralph thought that this is really very far-fetched. Isabel is not going to marry Osmond now because she has just rejected to marry very important young men, and this does not mean she interests in love but it means that she does go with her search for freedom. He was shocked and started to discuss with her that it is unexpected that she will get married in this stage of her life. Remember that he gave her half of his inheritance just to allow her to see the world, now he is surprised because she has give in her aim and actually changed her plans of seeing the world and seeking her individuality by getting marriage at this stage. When he is discussing this decision with Isabel, he tries to give her his (Osmond) point of view. “The point of view is an important element in The Portrait of a Lady and James seems to manage that in such a way that allows the reader to have a very good view of what is going on by having different point of views of different characters". Certain important things are not told by the narrator of the novel, but they are given through different perspectives or points of view. 

Ralph gives his point of view when he knows that Isabel is really firm in her decision, he tells her "you will marry a sterile (unproductive) and dilettante person who is interested in art but he does not do something in his life", and Ralph describes Osmond as being small, narrow and selfish, this is the first time that Ralph is open and frank in his opinion of someone else and this is expressing his disagreement and his dislike of that person. And he tells Isabel by getting married to Osmond she will be caught, he means that the marriage is like prison or golden cage as she said before when she refused to marry Lord Warburton, but this cage is not even gold, she is going to lose her freedom. He is very perceptive in this because he will see that this is exactly what is going to happen to Isabel after marrying Osmond, she will lose her freedom, she is going to suffer because Osmond is selfish, narrow minded and very egotistic. 

We see Ralph as very perceptive person as reflecting a lot of wisdom. James chooses Ralph to be his mouthpiece; almost Ralph reflects James's views.

Q: How does Isabel see Osmond? 

Isabel gives us her point of view of Osmond; he is as very lonely, very cultivated and very honest. It is very ironic that she thinks he is very honest, she is very deceived by Osmond and she has misjudged him. She is very honest and naïve in her judgment to Osmond. So, the independence and individuality which she gained are not applied so well to Osmond, she feels that her freedom has come as a result of richness and having money and it seems that she feels that poor people who gain money or gain richness have a power to have free choice and have freedom to decide what they want to do.

We are going to see more about Osmond in this section, in one of the quotations that is revealing and showing what type of life Isabel is going to live if she marries Osmond. (It is taken from chapter 35). 

Chapter 35

His egotism had never taken the crude form of desiring a dull wife; this lady's intelligence was to be a silver plate, not an earthen one--a plate that he might heap up with ripe fruits, to which it would give a decorative value, so that talk might become for him a sort of served dessert. He found the silver quality in this perfection in Isabel; he could tap her imagination with his knuckle and make it ring. He knew perfectly, though he had not been told, that their union enjoyed little favour with the girl's relations; but he had always treated her so completely as an independent person that it hardly seemed necessary to express regret for the attitude of her family.

Osmond sees Isabel as a silver plate, as a piece of art that is added to his collection at home. The image of silver plate is repeated, so it is significant and indicates that she is pretty and precious like a silver plate but at the same time she is compared to a thing which does not make the reader feels that Osmond has sincere emotions towards Isabel - that is on one hand. On the other hand, silver plate is not an earthen one, earthen one could be a piece of art but there is one basic different between something in silver and something in mud or earth. 
So, if something is silver, it has a smooth surface that can reflect your image, so he wants silver plate to reflect his own image. So, he doesn't appreciate Isabel as person and the good qualities which she has, but he wants Isabel as a reflection of himself, he wants to be proud of her when other people come to see her as she is beautiful, intelligent, cultivated and cultured, knows about so many thing in art, in life and so on. So, when people see hear say "oh, Osmond has an attractive one". So, it reflects his egotism.

Another example of ellipses, “three years have passed after she announced her engagement to Osmond”, so many important events had taken places during these three years, the wedding, the transformation of Isabel, her realization what type of a person Osmond is and her realization what type of life she is going to have for the rest of her life. After these three years, we see that Isabel has already married Osmond despite the fact that her family did not agree to that, but she has chosen to cut off her family and go on with her decision to marry Osmond, now we see her stripped of her independence, individuality and imagination. So, Ralph's prophecy about what type of life she is going to live if she marries Osmond has come true. Isabel's changing is very major in the novel. 

The subplot about the relationship between Edward Rosier and Pansy Osmond; after four years she has grown up, now she is nineteen and she has suitor. 

The important thing in this relationship is to see the reaction of Osmond, again this relationship proves his egotism and his interest in just gaining money, he doesn't consider in the happiness of the daughter. Again in this subplot or in this relationship of the love between Edward Rosier and Pansy Osmond, we are going to see how that reflects on the protagonist of The Portrait of a Lady. Because at certain point, Rosier advices Pansy to seek the help of Mrs. Osmond "Isabel" to make Osmond agree to that engagement, but you will see that she is completely helplessness and this is another very good proof of the change of her personality.

In another incidents, we see Lord Warburton and Ralph again. Ralph is very sick and this proves that he is almost dying. And Lord Warburton still loves Isabel, and Isabel has chosen to marry Osmond. James wants to show the mistake which Isabel has made by marrying Osmond, he sets both characters of Lord Warburton and Osmond in contrast to each other. 

Now the transformation of Isabel is given not through the narrator but through Ralph a person who has appreciated her character who sincerely tries to help her and she has become another person. 

Chapter 39
There was a kind of violence in some of her impulses, of crudity in some of her
experiments, which took him by surprise: it seemed to him that she even spoke faster, moved faster, breathed faster, than before her marriage. Certainly she had fallen into exaggerations—she who used to care so much for the pure truth; and whereas of old
she had a great delight in good-humoured argument, in intellectual play (she never looked so charming as when in the genial heat of discussion she received a crushing blow full in the face and brushed it away as a feather), she appeared now to
think there was nothing worth people's either differing about or agreeing upon. Of old she had been curious, and now she was indifferent, and yet in spite of her indifference her activity was greater than ever. Slender still, but lovelier than before,
she had gained no great maturity of aspect; yet there was an amplitude and a brilliancy in her personal arrangements that gave a touch of insolence to her beauty. Poor human-hearted Isabel, what perversity had bitten her? Her light step drew a mass of drapery behind it; her intelligent head sustained a majesty of ornament. The free, keen girl had become quite another person; what he saw was the fine lady who was supposed to represent something. What did Isabel represent? Ralph asked himself; and he could only answer by saying that she represented Gilbert Osmond.
"Good heavens, what a function!" he then woefully exclaimed. He was lost in wonder at the mystery of things.
This is a very expressive quotation describes how Ralph sees the change of Isabel and the fact that James chooses Ralph in particular to indicate that change is significant. Ralph is a perceptive person, he is in love with Isabel and he has appreciated her character before marriage. He gives an objective view. She has become another person, she still beautiful but even the way she dresses changed, and she has lost her freshness, simplicity and become someone complicated. She has become completely different and she has become a lady of society. She was refresh, open, full of energy, full of herself in a very nice positive sense, but now she does not seem herself, she seems like a representation of someone else. When you fall under control of someone, you lose your identity and become a follower. So, she represents Gilbert Osmond and he is not a good someone to fellow.

Another important aspect to concentrate on is the interior monologue, it is major element in the novel, the use of interior monologue is important technique, after the realization that Isabel has made a wrong choice, you will see a lot of interior monologue, a lot of moments in the narrative where the narrator is giving us the thoughts and the feelings of Isabel. The interior monologue is an important narrative technique in The Portrait of a Lady, it is giving rise to other innovation in technique through this interior monologue in which we see the thoughts, feelings, reactions and the inner part of Isabel.

Madame Merle reappears after disappearing for sometime during the time of marriage, we see that another plot of making Warburton marries Pansy, (you realize the difference in age between the two, you realize that everybody knows that Warburton was interested in Isabel and wanted to marry her), for Osmond and Madame Merle, that is not important, the most important thing is the money and the social prestige. So, he is very good suitor to her daughter. Now it seems that Isabel gradually is losing her sense of identity, her sense of freedom and her sense of independence. And Ralph's health is deteriorating, so James makes parallel between the two, she is deteriorating, she is losing her freedom and independence and Ralph's health is also deteriorating. James wants to make a link between the two because they are so close to each other, so their destinies are also related.

· Point of view:                                                                                    

Interior monologue, as a modern technique, it is a new innovation which James introduced in his novel that focuses on the thoughts of the characters.

Through the interior monologue, we see the inner feelings of Isabel, the narrator concentrates on how Isabel copes with her plot, she realizes that she has made her decision herself and she has chosen to marry Osmond. So, she starts to cope with her decision. In the next part, we are going to see how she does that.

Some sort of comfort from living in a prison with a person who does not appreciate her character, she finds that she sits with Ralph and talks to him, it is some sort of escape for her. But it does not satisfy Osmond, he wants to keep her under his control, he wants to go on losing her individuality and wants to change her view about freedom and independence. So, he objects her seeing to Ralph. She does not reach the stage of disobeying her husband but she feels that she really needs to see Ralph. 
Osmond wished her to have no freedom of mind and Ralph was apostle (messenger- prophet) of freedom, so he rejects her seeing to Ralph because he might make her regret what she has become and go back to her former character. She has not yet undertaken to act in opposite position to her husband wish of not seeing Ralph. He was her master not her husband, her lover or her companion, this is hierarchy relationship he is on the top and she is below, this indicates to something about the type of relationship that they have. So, we do understand that in Isabel's marriage, she believes her duty was her loyalty to her husband and we will see that again and the results of these feelings of the importance of the social conventions by obeying her husband, by respecting the constitution of marriage and gets more attention to social conventions.

The technique of ellipses is seeing in the novel, when Isabel chooses to cope social customs over her independence or her personal freedom he tries to skip those events but it is not really seen in all cases because when she decides to marry Osmond and she married him, she is coping to her own personal choice over the advice of her family.

· Assignment 

Q: How did James show the transformation that Isabel Archer undergoes?
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