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  Context


  Henry James was born in New York City into an intellectually gifted and financially secure family on April 15, 1843. His father, Henry James, Sr., was a well-known theologian and thinker, and his mother, Mary Robertson Walsh, was the daughter of a wealthy Albany cotton merchant and a devout Presbyterian. Henry was the second of five children born to the couple. His siblings include the distinguished philosopher and psychologist William James and the noted diarist Alice James. The family spent Henry’s early years traveling back and forth across the Atlantic, and he was subsequently educated in Geneva, Paris, London, and Bonn. At 19, he spent a year at Harvard Law School but did not find inspiration or contentment in the study of law. Two years later, he published his first short story, “A Tragedy of Errors” (1864), and decided to dedicate himself entirely to writing literature. Soon after, James became a frequent contributor to the Nation and Atlantic Monthly magazines, where he published short fiction, essays, and other types of writing for the next six years.


  In 1876, after a short sojourn to Paris as a contributor to the New York Tribune, James settled in England, where he would reside for the remainder of his life. As an American in England, James found not only the environment that best suited his personal comfort but also one that fascinated him enough to drive his greatest literary works. The publication of Daisy Miller (1878), the story of a naïve American girl attempting to navigate the complex corridors of European high society, established James as a writer of international success and set forth what would become one of James’s most reoccurring topical concerns: the American abroad. The post–Civil War economic upswing had made many wealthy Americans eager to visit the Old World. The refined cultural trappings of European culture, however, often left brusque Americans feeling alienated and unsure. This common occurrence gave James’s interest in the culture clash a potent currency and a contemporary relevance, and it helped foster his subsequent popularity—one that extends to The Ambassadors, a work that deals thematically with many different American reactions to European culture.


  Of the 20 novels, 112 stories and 12 plays he published in his lifetime, James considered The Ambassadors to be his most perfect work of art. The novel was first published serially in 1903 in the North American Review, and it was published two more times—in altered American and British editions—later that same year. The Ambassadors is in many ways a typical Jamesian novel in that it deals with the psychological interior of a character obsessed with self-refection and preoccupied with regret. American novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne and French novelist Honoré de Balzac were among the writers who most influenced James and helped inspire James’s unique approach to novel writing. In Hawthorne’s writing, James found a frank discussion of human psychological complexity; in Balzac’s, James found elegant details of realist description—both of which he would incorporate into his own work. James’s other “late novels” resemble The Ambassadors stylistically and structurally. Together, these three novels—The Wings of The Dove (1902), The Ambassadors (1903) and The Golden Bowl (1904)—are often read as a cohesive trilogy. Many critics see them as one masterpiece in three parts.


  Throughout his life, James kept up voluminous correspondence with many of the greatest thinkers and writers of the turn of the century, including Joseph Conrad and H. G. Wells. Nowhere in the letters is there evidence that James ever had a romantic relationship or a consummate sexual experience, and nowhere in this large body of written work is there any clear explanation as to why. Some biographers speculate that James was a closeted homosexual, others point to a traumatic childhood incident that left him with an “obscure hurt,” and still others hypothesize that the early death of his beloved cousin Mary “Minnie” Temple—who became the template for many of his early female characters—left him romantically cynical. Whatever the truth may have been, James often used his fiction to explore the terrain of the life unlived. This topic, along with his interest in insular psychological narrative and New World/Old World conflict, is the most common theme James explores.


  Besides short visits, and one extended stay from 1904 to 1905, James never lived in America after his youth, but he continued to be an American in spirit and on paper. Nevertheless, he was distressed by the outbreak of World War I and the United States’s initial refusal to enter the war. Consequently, in 1915, he became a British citizen as a sign of appreciation to his adopted country and as a protest against the country of his birth. While in London on December 2, 1915, James suffered a severe stroke and was put in the hospital. He died three months later on February 28, 1916, at age seventy-three, with two unfinished novels in his desk. These novels, The Sense of the Past (1917) and The Ivory Tower (1917), as well as an earlier memoir, The Middle Years (1917), were published posthumously. Henry James was the twentieth century’s first truly international writer and one of modern literature’s most astute stylists. Today, his impact can be felt in the work of such contemporary writers as Kazuo Ishiguro and Ian McEwan.


  Plot Overview


  Lambert Strether, an American from Woollett, Massachusetts, arrives in Chester, England. At the hotel desk, he learns that his old friend Waymarsh has not arrived. Instead, Strether meets a young American lady named Maria Gostrey who claims to know Waymarsh. Quickly becoming friends, Strether explains to Miss Gostrey that he has been sent to Europe by his fiancée, Mrs. Newsome, to fetch her son, Chad. In Woollett, everyone believes that Chad has become romantically involved with an inappropriate woman and refuses to come home so that they remain together. Strether’s mission, as Mrs. Newsome’s trusted ambassador, is to convince Chad to come back to Woollett, where he is needed by the family business. Strether confidently believes that his mission is noble and necessary. If he succeeds, he and Mrs. Newsome will be married. Miss Gostrey suggests that Strether wait to judge Chad until after Strether has seen this lover with his own eyes. Throughout the novel, Strether relies on Miss Gostrey for confidence-boosting advice.


  Strether, Waymarsh, and Miss Gostrey head to Paris, where Chad lives. When they arrive, they learn Chad is away. While they wait for Chad’s return, Miss Gostrey leads the two older men on sightseeing trips, and Strether begins to enjoy his time in Europe. Strether visits Chad’s apartment and notices an unfamiliar man lingering on the balcony. Strether makes this man’s acquaintance and learns that he goes by the name “little Bilham.” A friend of Chad’s, Bilham takes care of Chad’s house when Chad is traveling. Miss Gostrey suggests to Strether that Bilham is operating under Chad’s “instructions.” Regardless, Strether finds Bilham charming and invites the young man to the opera. Bilham, however, does not show. Instead, a stranger enters the box. Strether realizes that this new arrival is Chad Newsome. Chad has returned from his travels quite a changed man.


  After the opera, Strether tells Chad why he has come to Paris. However, as he speaks, Strether finds himself less certain of his stance. Chad, once callow and juvenile, now seems confident and restrained. His new personality impresses Strether, who wonders what—or who—has caused Chad’s transformation. Chad asks Strether to stay and meet his close friends, a mother and a daughter, who are arriving in a few days time. Strether, wondering if one of these women has been the impetus for Chad’s improvement, and assuming the daughter to be Chad’s lover, agrees to stay. Meanwhile, Bilham convinces Strether that Chad has a “virtuous attachment”—and that Chad’s relationship with the mysterious woman is innocent. Strether eventually meets the women, Madame de Vionnet and her daughter, Jeanne, at a high society party, but he does not see them long enough to cement an impression. After the brief introduction to Madame de Vionnet, Strether finds himself alone with little Bilham. Strether takes the opportunity to offer Bilham some sage advice: live all you can before it is too late. This advice exposes Strether’s own change since coming to Europe. In Paris, he feels renewed, young again, doubly alive.


  Over time, Strether comes to think that Madame de Vionnet has been the good influence on Chad. Strether eventually learns that Maria Gostrey and Marie de Vionnet went to school together as young women but have not seen each other for many years. When Chad arranges for the marriage of Jeanne to another man, Strether realizes that Madame de Vionnet is Chad’s reason for staying in Paris. Strether surprises himself by promising Madame de Vionnet that he will try and keep Chad near her. As if aware of this promise, Mrs. Newsome writes Strether and demands that he end his tenure as her ambassador. Her ultimatum: bring Chad home or return to Massachusetts by the next ship. Even though his refusal to return home puts his marriage to Mrs. Newsome in jeopardy, Strether longs to stay in Europe. In a complete reversal, Chad declares that he is ready to return to Woollett, but Strether begs him to stay in Paris. Almost immediately, Mrs. Newsome sends a new shipment of ambassadors: her daughter, Sarah Pocock, along with her husband, Jim, and Jim’s sister, Mamie, who Mrs. Newsome hopes will marry Chad. Strether worries that Sarah will contradict his reports on Chad’s progress and on Madame de Vionnet’s worthiness to Mrs. Newsome.


  Initially, Strether believes that Sarah is as charmed by Chad’s Parisian life as Strether was. But soon, Sarah meets Strether face to face and reiterates Mrs. Newsome’s negative views of the situation. She demands Strether’s complete compliance in convincing Chad to go home to Woollett as soon as she, Waymarsh, Jim, and Mamie return from a leisure trip to Switzerland. Waymarsh and Sarah are acutely disappointed in Strether. While the others are away, Strether takes a day-trip himself to the French countryside. There, he coincidentally spots Chad and Madame de Vionnet riding together on a small boat. All at once, he understands: their relationship is unmistakably intimate and obviously lacking in virtue. But, even though Chad and Madame de Vionnet were deceitful, Strether still feels that their involvement has improved Chad as a person.


  Afterward, when Strether visits Madame de Vionnet, she seems defeated and convinced that Chad will return to the United States. She insists that she has wanted Strether all along, to which Strether replies that she has had him. Nevertheless, Strether suggests that he can still help her keep Chad. However, after Chad stays away from them both for an entire week, Strether’s resolve begins to erode. When Strether finally confronts Chad, the young man speaks only of plans for improving the family business in Woollett. His desire to return home is unambiguous. Even though Strether thinks that Chad would be more fulfilled in Europe with Madame de Vionnet, he cannot convince Chad to stay. Instead, Strether goes to visit Miss Gostrey, at which point her long-gestating love for him is made obvious. She makes what amounts to a marriage proposal to Strether, but he feels he cannot accept it. Even as he realizes that, compared to Europe, his life in Woollett will be bland, Strether chooses to return to the United States.


  Character List


  
    Lewis Lambert Strether - The protagonist of the novel. A 55-year-old editor of an intellectual magazine in Woollett, Massachusetts, Strether has a mustache and a gray-speckled full head of hair and he wears glasses. Strether is engaged to Mrs. Newsome, a wealthy widow who funds the magazine he edits. A widower himself, Strether lost his wife and young son many years ago. He feels guilty about these loses and wonders what life experience he has missed by not having a wife or child. Mrs. Newsome has sent Strether to Paris to find her son, Chad Newsome, and bring him back to Massachusetts. Once he returns with Chad, she will marry Strether. She chose Strether as an ambassador not only because he is an old, trusted family friend but also to test his loyalty to the Newsome family. If he were to marry Mrs. Newsome, Strether would come into a great fortune and secure his status in the upper-class community in Woollett. To some degree, Mrs. Newsome wants to make sure that Strether is worthy of both the wealth and the social status.      Compulsively self-reflexive, Strether quickly realizes that his life in Woollett has entrenched him in boring routine. As he travels, Strether comes to appreciate the freedom and openness he finds in Europe, and he begins to feel as if his new, full European life makes up for many years of personal stagnation. Strether takes to warning everyone he meets that they may turn out like him—old and inexperienced—if they do not live life to the fullest while they are young. Strether is predisposed favorably toward most people: he finds a close friend in Maria Gostrey, a type of protégé in little Bilham, a replacement son in Chad, and a feminine ideal in Madame Marie de Vionnet. At the end of the novel, Strether chooses to return to Woollett, but his outlook on life is forever changed by his late-in-life experience in Europe.

  


  
    Chadwick Newsome - The focus of the novel and the reason for Strether’s visit to Paris. Chad is a handsome, debonair, and independently wealthy bachelor currently involved in a love affair with the older Madame Marie de Vionnet. At first, it seems that Paris affects Chad in only positive ways: Chad has grown from the callow, immature boy he was in Woollett into a polished, gentleman, comfortable in Parisian high society and often host to a wide, interesting group of friends. But Chad has no real attachment to Europe or to his lover. Instead, Chad subscribes to the American ideals of monetary success and to the social status that comes along with it. He wants to return to the United States to take over the family business, even after Strether encourages him to stay in Europe. Paris affects Chad only superficially, and he looks forward to returning home to Woollett after his enjoyable, but not profound, experience in Europe.

  


  
    Maria Gostrey - A 33-year-old, unmarried expatriate who lives in Paris and works as an informal “guide” to Europe for American visitors. Miss Gostrey takes an immediate liking to Strether when they first meet in England. Separate from the Woollett society, she offers Strether keen and objective analysis of situations and people, and Strether relies on her wise counsel. Although she is young and sprightly, she is more world-weary, more socially skeptical, and warier of people’s motives than Strether. She knows Madame de Vionnet from a school they attended as young women but steadfastly avoids reacquainting herself with the other woman. At the end of the novel, she all but declares her love for Strether, who rejects her in favor of returning to the United States.
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