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Introduction

Henry James, having long been labeled as an aesthete, is also a
novelist with strong moral sense. His writings, greatly influenced by the
then prevailing British aestheticism, are laden with moral evaluations.
Dedicated to art, he is greatly concerned with the moral consequences of
art. Therefore, this book will explore the relation between art and morality
in James’s writings.

James’s conception about art and morality has already been dealt
with from different angles. In his biography of Henry James, Leon Edel
traces James’s moral evolution to his embrace of European civilization.'
He examines the process by which James was “converted ... from an old
Calvinistic inheritance of codes and rules and rigidities into a more relaxed
(though still laborious) American-European”(The Life of Henry James 1,

819), revealing James’s growing enchantment with European civilization

1 Leon Edel’s biography of Henry James was first published in five volumes: Henry
James: The Untried Years, 1843-1870, Henry James: The Conquest of London, 1870-1881,
Henry James: The Middle Years, 1882-1895, Henry James: The Treacherous Years, 1895-1901,
and Henry James: The Master, 1901-1916, in the year 1953, 1962, 1962, 1969, and 1972
respectively. They were reedited in two volumes under the title The Life of Henry James in
1977.
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and his gradual liberation from the American Puritan morality. Edel says,

James had finally abandoned his American innocence. He could still portray it as
subtly as of old; but he himself now understood it as never before. He was aware
that what he had pictured as “corrupt old Europe” represented a splendid fagade
of civilization, formed over the centuries, behind which existed all manner of
things Americans might judge harshly and regard as evil — but that this fagade
also concealed a life of liberty. (The Life of Henry James 1, 820)

Edel suggests that James’s increasing privileging of European civilization
loosens his native moral seriousness and releases him from the moral
rigidities of the American Puritanism.

Yet what Edel discusses is how James’s worship of European
civilization influences his moral attitude. He does not separate the element
of art from the relatively general concept of civilization and fails to show
specifically how for James the aspiration for art affects morality.!

Alwyn Berland, in his Culture and Conduct in the Novels of Henry James,
a study of James’s notion of culture, analyzes James’s attitude to the
relation between art and morality. Berland explains James’s idea of culture
in terms of Matthew Arnold’s conception of Hebraism and Hellenism,
which designate respectively the call to duty and the call to beauty. He
maintains that for James, both art and morality are indispensable elements
that comprise man’s wholeness and an ideal form of culture. He writes,
“the great dream of the Jamesian pilgrim is the Arnoldian ideal: the
marriage of Hebraism and Hellenism”(35). Berland purports to prove
that for James, art overpowered by morality leads to the Puritan moral
fallacy, whereas morality overwhelmed by art results in art for art’s sake,
and James is opposed to both. He observes, “The opposition of Hebraism
and Hellenism may be seen, in varying dramatic forms, over and over in

James ... Like Arnold, James rejected each of these two terms alone, each

1 See Leon Edel, The Life of Henry James, 1 and 2.



without some interfusion of the other, as fragmentary”(31).

Carrying out his study in the moral-humanist tradition of John
Ruskin and especially that of Matthew Arnold, Berland aims to show the
necessity for James to combine the aesthetic and the moral, rather than
exploring in the direction of how people’s aesthetic impulse influences
their moral integrity in James’s writings. For example, in his analysis of

Roderick Hudson, Berland comments,

Roderick, weak in the moral fibre ... meets Europe head on and is destroyed.
Mary Garland ... has the moral strength to resist the evil, and the imagination
and intelligence to absorb the beauty ... she maintains her moral integrity at the
same time that she gains an aesthetic one. The two together constitute what James
believes to be true culture. And this is the general goal ... to which all of James’s

sympathetically seen Americans will aspire. (89)

Berland demonstrates that the ideal relation between art and morality for
James is the perfect marriage of moral integrity and aesthetic sensibility.
But he does not view the art/morality relation in James’s works from the
perspective of what moral problem the aesthetic sensibility will cause.'
Difterent from Berland, Dorothea Krook explores the conflictive
relation between the aesthetic and the moral values in James’s novels and
tales. In her The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James, a study of the moral
and philosophical themes in James’s fiction, Krook tracks the aesthetic/
moral clash that runs through James’s major works.? She argues that for

James, the aesthetic must be subjected to the moral:

This conflict of the aesthetic and the moral in a highly civilized society is to

emerge in James’s later novels as one of his great themes, perhaps his very

1 See Alwyn Berland, Culture and Conduct in the Novels of Henry James.

2 Dorothea Krook’s The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James explores the nature and
development of the principal themes of James, especially the relation between moral and
aesthetic values, the elusive nature of truth, and the redemptive power of love, through
the interpretation of the term “consciousness” in James’s works.
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greatest ... The theme is further developed in several of the works that follow
The Portrait of a Lady — in The Princess Casamassima, The Awkward Age and, most
particularly, in The Ambassadors. But for its definitive rendering we have to wait
until The Golden Bowl, where we will find the whole fable directed to the single

end of exhibiting the triumphant supersession of the aesthetic by the moral. (60)

In Krook’s view, James suggests that the aesthetic can be antithetical
to the moral. She explains, “aestheticism seeks always to substitute the
appearance for the reality, the surface for the substance, the touchstone of
taste for the touchstone of truth,” but for James, the truth “in the life of
man ... is in the first instance moral and only secondarily and derivatively
aesthetic.”(60) Krook claims that in The Portrait of a Lady, Isabel Archer’s

aesthetic view of life undermines her moral integrity:

Isabel Archer is too susceptible ... to fine appearances, to a brilliant surface, to the

appeal, in short, of the merely aesthetic, to be morally altogether sound. (60)

When Krook analyzes the relation between the aesthetic and the
moral in James’s fiction, as can be seen, she associates “aestheticism”
or “the aesthetic” with the appreciation of outside qualities and the
valorization of surfaces. Hence Krook holds that when people are tainted
with the aesthetic view, they tend to admire the appearance rather than the
substance, to prefer the superficial value to the true nature. Starting from
this understanding of aestheticism, Krook argues that in James’s fiction,
the aesthetic exerts a negative influence on one’s moral integrity and
should be submitted to the moral.!

Yet, the aesthetic sensibility does not necessarily express itself as the
admiration for the outside qualities and the ignorance of the inner nature,
as Krook presumes when she discusses the relation between art and
morality. Jonathan Freedman traces James’s sustained interrogation of the

tradition of British aestheticism and inevitably looks into James’s moral

1 See Dorothea Krook, The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James.



reaction to the then prevalent aesthetic values.! According to Freedman,
what James first discerns is “aestheticism’s affectation, its hypocrisy, its
fraudulence, its moral and aesthetic failures.” But he gradually uncovers
the ideal of the aestheticism, “the aestheticist valorizing of aesthesis, of
the heightening or perfection of sense experience,” and sees it as “the
redemptive” principle in “the social sphere it inhabits.” (136) Freedman
argues that in Roderick Hudson, Roderick’s practice of a life of the Paterian
“impassioned contemplation” results in “moral deficiency and ... creative
failure,” whereas Rowland’s aestheticism shows a tentative exploration of
“the Paterian notion of experience ... privileged for its own sake.” (141) He
claims that in The Portrait of a Lady, Gilbert Osmond and Isabel Archer also
designate two forms of aestheticism. In the case of Osmond, aestheticism
is represented as “a species of malevolence ... as central to a hyperbolically
understood form of evil.” However, Isabel Archer’s exploration of the
Paterian notion of “intense vision experienced in, of, and for itself” might
be understood as “a positive, even redemptive model” of aestheticism.
(145, 146, 163)

When Freedman examines the presence of the Paterian aestheticism
in James’s fiction, he seems to interpret the Paterian aestheticism mainly
as the quest for intense experience, in the form of physical sensation or
psychological consciousness. And his analysis of James’s moral response
to the Paterian aestheticism is chiefly based on this understanding.
For example, in Freedman’s analysis, Roderick represents the form of

aestheticism in which “the aesthetes pursue intense experience directly

1 Freedman’s Professions of Taste: Henry James, British Aestheticism, and Commodity Culture
is described as a work that “explores more comprehensively than any one else James’s
relation with Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde and British aestheticism™ (Hocks 24). It places
James within the historical context of the British aestheticism and both James and
the British aestheticism in the larger framework of “commodity culture.” Freedman
investigates the role James played in the process of the commodification of the
artistic vocation, the rise of aesthetic professionalism, and the formation of American

modernism, which evolved from the tradition of British aestheticism.
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through the senses, and particularly through the heightened sense
experience of intoxication and sexuality”(141). The fact that Isabel achieves
a perfect moment of intense vision that borders on “Paterian aesthesis,” for

Freedman, shows that

both Pater and James privilege a special moment at which, under conditions of
high intensity, “a quickened, multiplied consciousness” comes into powerful
visionary being ... for both James and Pater the moment at which consciousness
exercises itself in heightened vision is valuable in and of itself — is the ultimate

end, the perfect end. (163)

When Freedman discusses Lambert Strether’s aestheticism in The
Ambassador, he describes Strether as a “Paterian man” who pursues for
“a quickened, multiplied consciousness”(196), and holds that the novel
locates itself in “a demonstrably Paterian universe, a world tending toward
exhaustion and entropy in which intense experience alone can serve as
respite and redemption.”(195)" As can be seen, Freedman’s study of the
interaction between James and Pater’s aestheticism primarily concentrates
on James’s appraisal of the possibility of ensuring a worthy life through the
pursuit of intense experience.

The affinity between Pater and James is not confined to a search for
the maximum intensity of experience. As will be discussed at length in
the following chapter, Pater’s aesthetic theory involves a more complex
connotation than a mere quest for intense impressions and consciousness
as an end in and of itself. Pater recommends a life devoted to aesthetic
contemplation on the ground that it provides people with a sense of
wholeness and freedom in the modern society, which is tyrannized by
social and natural determinism. Pater’s aesthetic theory advocates the

education of the senses, acute observation, and mental openness to new

1 See Jonathan Freedman, Professions of Taste: Flenry James, British Aestheticism, and Commodity
Culture, especially Chap. 3 and 4.



