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Preface


THESE TALES represent Henry James’s middle years. They open with ‘The Author of Beltraffio’ (1884), a reflection on literary lions written when James was forty-one and himself the author of seven novels including The Portrait of a Lady (1881), and close with his elegy, ‘The Altar of the Dead’ (1895). At the heart of the volume is ‘The Middle Years’ (1893), about a disappointed and dying author called Dencombe, whose most recent, and final, novel is also called ‘The Middle Years’. The mood of James’s own middle years was what he called ‘misanthropic, melancholy, morbid, morose’, following the ‘inexplicable injury’ wrought on his ‘situation’ by the reception of The Bostonians (1885) and The Princess Casamassima (1886), ‘from which’, he told William Dean Howells in 1888, ‘I expected so much and derived so little’. He had ‘entered upon evil days’; the ‘desire and demand’ for his fiction was ‘zero’, and his forthcoming novel, The Tragic Muse (1891), would therefore, he (wrongly) believed, be his last.


‘The Middle Years’ is James’s public statement as an artist and a private reflection on his craft. ‘We work in the dark –’ says Dencombe, the author’s alter ego, ‘we do what we can – we give what we have. Our doubt is our passion and our passion is our task. The rest is the madness of art.’ Convalescing from a serious illness in Bournemouth, Dencombe is reading an advance copy of ‘The Middle Years’ when, by a quirk of fate, he meets a young acolyte called Dr Hugh who is absorbed in the same book (the words ‘chance’, ‘accident’ and ‘coincidence’ recur throughout the tale). ‘Dr Hugh was an apparition,’ Dencombe feels, and so apparitional is his admirer, and so like his former self, that he belongs in one of James’s ghost stories (three of which, ‘Sir Edmund Orme’, ‘Nona Vincent’ and ‘Owen Wingrave’, are also included in this volume), or explorations of duality such as ‘The Private Life’ or ‘The Jolly Corner’. As he reads, Dencombe instinctively starts to ‘alter’ his earlier writing, giving it the varnish of his second thoughts. Like James, he is ‘a passionate corrector, a fingerer of style; the last thing he ever arrived at was a form final for himself. His ideal would have been to publish secretly, and then, on the published text, treat himself to the terrified revise.’ The correction of his sentences, which involves making them longer, is aligned to Dencombe’s sense that his life has been ‘too short’, that he has ‘ripened too late’; the art came but in order ‘to fructify, to use the material, one must have a second age, an extension . . . “Ah for another go! – ah for a better chance!” ’ What Dencombe means by ‘a better chance’ is the kind of ‘terrified revise’ James later allowed himself in the twenty-four volume New York Edition of his novels and tales (1907–1909), whose extensive alterations to the original texts conform to the verbosity of his late style (the average length of one of James’s late sentences being 55½ words).


The following tales, concerned with artists, audiences and afterlives, have been selected less for subject than for size: none, apart from ‘The Author of Beltraffio’ (19,000 words) is over 15,000 words (‘The Aspern Papers’, also from James’s middle period but weighing in at 26,500 words, is therefore excluded). We know what he could do with expansion, but how did James manage the demands of brevity? He wrote his stories ‘for gold’, as he put it, selling them to the magazines whose required length – which he struggled to achieve – was between 7,000 and 10,000 words. The illustrated quarterly The Yellow Book (with Aubrey Beardsley as art editor) was the only magazine where no word-length was required, so when the editor accepted ‘The Death of the Lion’ – in which a novelist is lionized to death – the tale could become what Leon Edel describes as ‘a ‘length proper to itself’.


Brevity was one of James’s preoccupations during these years (few writers have been more aware of word-counts), and he returned to the subject repeatedly in the Notebooks, where he geared up for the work ahead. ‘I must hammer away at the effort to do, successfully and triumphantly, a large number of very short things,’ he confided in July 1891: ‘It takes time and practice to get into the trick of it. I have never attempted before to deal with such extreme brevity. However, the extreme brevity is a necessary condition only for some of them – the others may be of varying kinds and degrees of shortness.’


What did he mean by ‘kinds and degrees of shortness’? How long could shortness afford to be? Only the Anglo-Saxons, James said, took the ‘dull view’ that ‘a “short story” was a “short story”, and that was the end of it. Shades and differences, varieties and styles, the value above all of the idea happily developed, languished, to extinction, under the hard-and-fast rule of the “from six to eight thousand words”.’ James compared his ‘very short things’ to a family, ‘quite organized as such, with its proper representatives, its “heads”, its subdivisions and branches, its poor relations perhaps not least’. Included in the subdivisions were ‘the concise anecdote’, passed on to him, usually at a dinner party, and consisting of ‘something that has oddly happened to someone’; the ‘picture’, a composition with the minimum dramatic action (‘I rejoice in the anecdote but I revel in the picture’); the ‘little idea’ (‘It must be an idea. It can’t be a story in the vulgar sense of the word. It must illustrate something’); the ‘single incident’ (‘I know what I mean by the single incident. The Real Thing, The Middle Years, Brooksmith, even, The Private Life, Owen Wingrave, are what I call single incidents’); and ‘the beautiful and blest nouvelle’, a French term because it was a French form, practised by ‘the heirs of Balzac’. Nouvelles, such as ‘The Turn of the Screw’ (42,000 words), were anecdotes in which ‘the subject treated would perhaps seem one comparatively demanding “developments” ’. But everything he wrote, James felt, demanded developments, ‘my temptation and my joy’. The challenge he faced was to let his ‘things’ alone, to prevent the anecdote or picture or single incident or idea from becoming a nouvelle, and the nouvelle from becoming a novel.


‘I’ve lost sight too much of the necessary smallness, necessary singleness of the subject,’ James wrote of ‘The Real Thing’ (1892). ‘Suffice it that I’m simply face to face with the little question, “can I do the thing in 10,000 words or can I not?” ’ ‘The Real Thing’ (10,000 words exactly) is a lesson in art for the ignorant. Major and Mrs Monarch – a smart couple down on their luck – believe that, being the ‘real thing’, they would make good models for smart couples in book illustrations. The real thing, however, is of less interest to the illustrator/narrator, to whom they introduce themselves, than the ‘unreal’ thing, such as Miss Churm, ‘a freckled cockney’ who can ‘represent everything’, including a Russian princess. Miss Churm is ‘makeable’ while the Monarchs are ‘already made’. She may appear ‘shabby’, the illustrator concedes, ‘but you must allow for the alchemy of art’. The alchemy of art is what the Monarchs, for whom art is a copy of life, do not understand. Alchemy was James’s art too: transforming an anecdote made of metal into something he sold for gold required a similar trick, which he compared to the reduction of ingredients in a cauldron. The ‘boilings and reboilings’ he went through in order to fit ‘The Middle Years’ into the word-length required by Scribner’s Magazine were recalled in one of his New York Edition Prefaces:


 


To get it right was to squeeze my subject into the five or six thousand words I had been invited to make it consist of – it consists, in fact, should the curious care to know, of some 5550 – and I scarce perhaps recall another case . . . in which my struggle to keep compression rich, if not, better still, to keep accretions compressed, betrayed for me such community with the anxious effort of some warden of the insane engaged at a critical moment in making fast a victim’s straitjacket . . . I well remember finding the whole process and act (which, to the exclusion of everything else, dragged itself out for a month) one of the most expensive of its sort in which I had ever engaged.


 


The straitjacketed tale (8,170 words rather than 5,550) was mercifully not subjected to the expansions executed on other texts included the New York Edition. James’s ‘better chances’ were rarely improvements.


The tales that are squeezed into shortness begin their lives in littleness. Or rather, each tale ‘begin[s] and end[s] in its little self’, as James put it in his Notebooks in September 1895. Little things appear harmless, and James repeatedly used the word to ward off his fear of the work ahead, whose dimension threatened to overwhelm him. ‘My little story has grown upon my hands,’ he said of ‘The House Beautiful’, ‘and will make a thing of 30,000 words. But though I have been scared at the dimensions it was taking – scared in view of the meagreness of the little subject – yet I think I see the way to make it fill out its skin and be very fairly solid and fine.’ (‘The House Beautiful’ became the The Spoils of Poynton: 71,500 words.) He also describes in his Notebooks his ‘little donnée’, ‘little chapter’, ‘little drama’, ‘little sketch’, ‘little tale’, ‘little question’, and ‘little anecdote’. ‘I don’t see why this shouldn’t be a little masterpiece of concision,’ James wrote of ‘Louisa Pallant’, another tale he struggled to keep within length.


 


James published twenty little masterpieces between 1890 and 1895; six of those in the following pages appeared in 1892, the year that his much-loved sister Alice died of breast cancer. His production of tales increased in the early nineties so he could finance his ‘sustained attack on the theatre’: if the novels were unappreciated, he would offer the public his dramas. His first performed play, The American, opened in September 1891 and ‘died an honourable death’, as Alice put it, five months later. Guy Domville, his final play, was performed in January 1895 and greeted by what James described as ‘the hoots and jeers and catcalls of the roughs’. Writing again to Howells, he repeated the image of having ‘fallen upon evil days – every sign or symbol of one’s being in the least wanted, anywhere or by anyone, having so utterly failed’. One reason he failed as a dramatist was because his dialogue was too indirect, and in ‘The Visits’, the most daring of the 1892 tales, the brief encounter between Louisa Chantry and Jack Brandon is so unspeakable that it remains unspoken, unknown to the narrator herself (for whom Louisa is experiencing ‘a nameless pain’) and unmentioned even by James in his Notebooks.


‘She says it’s horrible,’ my poor friend murmured, with tears in her eyes and tragic speculation in her mild maternal face.


‘But in what way? Does she give you no facts, no clue?’


‘It was something she did.’


We looked at each other a moment. ‘Did?’ I echoed. ‘Did to whom?’


‘She won’t tell me – she says she can’t. She tries to bring it out, but it sticks in her throat.’


 


James’s Notebooks now filled with plans for tales about ‘living death’, which he compares to a ‘deep humiliation’ in which ‘the pride, the passion, the idea of greatness . . . has been smothered and defeated by circumstances’. He explores the idea of unappreciated authors ‘galvanized’ by the sympathy of a friend and admirer: a writer’s greatest achievement, James suggests in ‘The Author of Beltraffio’, ‘The Death of the Lion’ and ‘The Middle Years’, lies not in the quantity of his sales, but the ‘transference’ he achieves with one sympathetic reader.


The author similarly, however, galvanizes his acolyte by casting, as Dencombe calls it, ‘our little spell’. The relationship between the artist and his sympathetic reader is in this sense a collaboration, and collaboration – or what James called ‘the intense desire of being to get itself shared’ – was another preoccupation of his middle years. The theme recurs in various forms throughout the following tales: unlike the models who lend themselves to the artist’s imagination in ‘The Real Thing’, Major and Mrs Monarch have no idea how collaboration works, while the butler in ‘Brooksmith’ cannot survive without his master. Collaboration in ‘The Private Life’ takes the form of a split self, a necessity for all authors. Based on James’s impression of Robert Browning, Clare Vawdrey – ‘the greatest (in the opinion of many) of our literary glories’ – bores the dinner guests downstairs with his commonplace opinions while also sitting upstairs at the desk, writing works of genius. ‘The Private Life’ is seen as a parody of Browning, but it was James’s tribute to an artist who had, as he put it, ‘arrived somehow, for his own deep purposes, at the enjoyment of a double identity’. Browning had built a wall around his public self, which he could live either side of. ‘It contained an invisible door,’ James observed in William Wetmore Story and His Friends,


 


through which, working the lock at will, he could softly pass and of which he kept the golden key – carrying the same about with him even in the pocket of his dinner-waistcoat, yet even in his most splendid expansions showing it, happy man, to none. Such at least was the appearance he could repeatedly conjure up to a deep and mystified admirer.


 


In ‘Collaboration’ (1892), a German composer and a French poet form a creative partnership which so horrifies Parisian society that the pair make their art ‘on alien soil, at a little place on the Genoese Riviera where sunshine is cheap and tobacco bad, and they live (the two together) for five francs a day, which is all they can muster between them’. Their collaboration is considered by the xenophobes to be ‘monstrous’, and while James’s little point is that art exceeds boundaries, he too distrusted the idea of collaboration (‘we work in the dark’), having experienced a version of it first hand in his relations with his siblings, Alice and William. In the James family theatricals, every production was a joint effort and the real drama of his middle years was going on behind the scenes.


‘Within the last year’, Alice wrote in her diary at the end of 1890, ‘[Henry] has published The Tragic Muse, brought out The American, and written a play, Mrs Vibert . . . and his admirable comedy: combined with William’s [The Principles of] Psychology not a bad show for one family! especially if I can get myself dead, the hardest job of all.’ Alice had herself been galvanized by the The American, a play so identified with her that Henry called it ‘the other invalid’. ‘Our absorbing interest just now is of course Harry’s dramatic debut at the end of the month’, Alice wrote to William’s wife in September 1890. ‘The American’, she told her diary, was ‘the great family event, over which I have been palpitating for the last 18 months’; her anticipated death, however, might make ‘a sad complication, as I don’t want to immerse [Henry] in a deathbed scene on his “first night”.’


Meanwhile William James, like Dr Hugh in ‘The Middle Years’, was involved in ‘the new psychology’ of telepathy and hypnotism, in which he tried to interest his siblings. On the first night of Guy Domville, Henry asked William to send him a telepathic message – ‘this is really the time to show your stuff’. Five years earlier, in October 1890, William had asked Henry to act as his medium and read to the newly formed Society for Psychical Research his own paper on the clairvoyant Mrs Piper. ‘You were very easy and interesting to read and were altogether the “feature” of the entertainment,’ Henry reported. In James’s supernatural tale ‘Nona Vincent’, written immediately after the Mrs Piper episode, the dramatist Allan Wayworth bases the heroine of his play Nona Vincent on his friend, Mrs Alsager. The part of Nona Vincent is performed, however, by an actress called Violet Grey who cannot ‘possess’ the character any more than Mrs Monarch can possess the character of a lady of fashion for a book illustration. Miss Grey reads the part and no more: she simply ‘isn’t in it’, the critics say; ‘she doesn’t see Nona Vincent . . . She’s out of it – she gives you a different person.’ The collaboration between the actors and the playwright should, in a successful production, be a form of thought transference, and in the tale’s denouement this is what takes place when Wayworth has an occult vision of Nona Vincent at the same moment as Violet Grey, visiting Mrs Alsager, imbibes the energy of her inspiration, thus changing the fortunes of the play.


‘The Altar of the Dead’ (1895), in which decades of slow time are compressed into 14,700 words, was James’s homage to the friends and family who died in the early nineties. Mourning his fiancée, George Stransom lights candles to her memory in a Catholic church which he visits every day: the belief that absence can become presence is his art and his religion. Stransom meets in the church another mourner, the name of whom we – and for many years he – never learns; the communication between the two is largely unspoken, but she becomes a collaborator of sorts. James’s ‘little thing’ was rejected by the magazine editors who considered it distasteful; ‘The Altar of the Dead’ was therefore first published alongside ‘The Death of the Lion’ and ‘The Middle Years’ in Terminations (1895), James’s aptly named latest collection of stories.


Twenty-one years after ‘The Middle Years’ was published in Scribner’s Magazine, James gave the same title to a volume of (unfinished) autobiography – to accompany A Small Boy and Others and Notes of a Son and Brother – which he dictated in 1914 when he, like Dencombe, was dying. ‘The Middle Years’ is therefore the name of a tale by Henry James, of the ‘little book’ by Dencombe within that tale, and of a posthumously published fragment in which James recalls his arrival in London in 1879 and his first meetings with the literary lions of the day. Both the fictional and autobiographical versions of ‘The Middle Years’ are concerned with authors, acolytes, and endings rather than the middle of things. Or rather they are about, as are all the tales of James’s middle years, the recognition of one’s own extreme brevity.


 


Frances Wilson










The Middle Years and Other Tales










The Author of Beltraffio


I


MUCH AS I WISHED to see him, I had kept my letter of introduction for three weeks in my pocket-book. I was nervous and timid about meeting him – conscious of youth and ignorance, convinced that he was tormented by strangers, and especially by my country-people, and not exempt from the suspicion that he had the irritability as well as the brilliancy of genius. Moreover, the pleasure, if it should occur (for I could scarcely believe it was really at hand), would be so great that I wished to think of it in advance, to feel that it was in my pocket, not to mix it with satisfactions more superficial and usual. In the little game of new sensations that I was playing with my ingenuous mind, I wished to keep my visit to the author of Beltraffio as a trump-card. It was three years after the publication of that fascinating work, which I had read over five times, and which now, with my riper judgement, I admire on the whole as much as ever. This will give you about the date of my first visit (of any duration) to England; for you will not have forgotten the commotion – I may even say the scandal – produced by Mark Ambient’s masterpiece. It was the most complete presentation that had yet been made of the gospel of art; it was a kind of aesthetic war-cry. People had endeavoured to sail nearer to ‘truth’ in the cut of their sleeves and the shape of their sideboards; but there had not as yet been, among English novels, such an example of beauty of execution and value of subject. Nothing had been done in that line from the point of view of art for art. This was my own point of view, I may mention, when I was twenty-five; whether it is altered now I won’t take upon myself to say – especially as the discerning reader will be able to judge for himself. I had been in England a twelvemonth before the time to which I began by alluding, and had learned then that Mr Ambient was in distant lands – was making a considerable tour in the East. So there was nothing to do but to keep my letter till I should be in London again. It was of little use to me to hear that his wife had not left England and, with her little boy, their only child, was spending the period of her husband’s absence – a good many months – at a small place they had down in Surrey. They had a house in London which was let. All this I learned, and also that Mrs Ambient was charming (my friend, the American poet, from whom I had my introduction, had never seen her, his relations with the great man being only epistolary); but she was not, after all, though she had lived so near the rose, the author of Beltraffio, and I did not go down into Surrey to call on her. I went to the Continent, spent the following winter in Italy, and returned to London in May. My visit to Italy opened my eyes to a good many things, but to nothing more than the beauty of certain pages in the works of Mark Ambient. I had every one of his productions in my portmanteau – they are not, as you know, very numerous, but he had preluded to Beltraffio by some exquisite things – and I used to read them over in the evening at the inn. I used to say to myself that the man who drew those characters and wrote that style understood what he saw and knew what he was doing. This is my only reason for mentioning my winter in Italy. He had been there much in former years, and he was saturated with what painters call the ‘feeling’ of that classic land. He expressed the charm of the old hill-cities of Tuscany, the look of certain lonely grass-grown places which, in the past, had echoed with life; he understood the great artists, he understood the spirit of the Renaissance, he understood everything. The scene of one of his earlier novels was laid in Rome, the scene of another in Florence, and I moved through these cities in company with the figures whom Mark Ambient had set so firmily upon their feet. This is why I was now so much happier even than before in the prospect of making his acquaintance.


At last, when I had dallied with this privilege long enough, I despatched to him the missive of the American poet. He had already gone out of town; he shrank from the rigour of the London season, and it was his habit to migrate on the first of June. Moreover, I had heard that this year he was hard at work on a new book, into which some of his impressions of the East were to be wrought, so that he desired nothing so much as quiet days. This knowledge, however, did not prevent me – cet âge est sans pitié – from sending with my friend’s letter a note of my own, in which I asked Mr Ambient’s leave to come down and see him for an hour or two, on a day to be designated by himself. My proposal was accompanied with a very frank expression of my sentiments, and the effect of the whole projectile was to elicit from the great man the kindest possible invitation. He would be delighted to see me, especially if I should turn up on the following Saturday and could remain till the Monday morning. We would take a walk over the Surrey commons, and I should tell him all about the other great man, the one in America. He indicated to me the best train, and it may be imagined whether on the Saturday afternoon I was punctual at Waterloo. He carried his benevolence to the point of coming to meet me at the little station at which I was to alight, and my heart beat very fast as I saw his handsome face, surmounted with a soft wide-awake, and which I knew by a photograph long since enshrined upon my mantel-shelf, scanning the carriage-windows as the train rolled up. He recognized me as infallibly as I had recognized him; he appeared to know by instinct how a young American of an aesthetic turn would look when much divided between eagerness and modesty. He took me by the hand, and smiled at me, and said, ‘You must be – a – you, I think!’ and asked if I should mind going on foot to his house, which would take but a few minutes. I remember thinking it a piece of extraordinary affability that he should give directions about the conveyance of my bag, and feeling altogether very happy and rosy, in fact quite transported, when he laid his hand on my shoulder as we came out of the station. I surveyed him, askance, as we walked together; I had already – I had indeed instantly – seen that he was a delightful creature. His face is so well known that I needn’t describe it; he looked to me at once an English gentleman and a man of genius, and I thought that a happy combination. There was just a little of the Bohemian in his appearance; you would easily have guessed that he belonged to the guild of artists and men of letters. He was addicted to velvet jackets, to cigarettes, to loose shirt-collars, to looking a little dishevelled. His features, which were fine but not perfectly regular, are fairly enough represented in his portraits; but no portrait that I have seen gives any idea of his expression. There were so many things in it, and they chased each other in and out of his face. I have seen people who were grave and gay in quick alternation; but Mark Ambient was grave and gay at one and the same moment. There were other strange oppositions and contradictions in his slightly faded and fatigued countenance. He seemed both young and old, both anxious and indifferent. He had evidently had an active past, which inspired one with curiosity, and yet it was impossible not to be more curious still about his future. He was just enough above middle height to be spoken of as tall, and rather lean and long in the flank. He had the friendliest, frankest manner possible, and yet I could see that he was shy. He was thirty-eight years old at the time Beltraffio was published. He asked me about his friend in America, about the length of my stay in England, about the last news in London and the people I had seen there; and I remember looking for the signs of genius in the very form of his questions – and thinking I found it. I liked his voice. There was genius in his house, too, I thought, when we got there; there was imagination in the carpets and curtains, in the pictures and books, in the garden behind it, where certain old brown walls were muffled in creepers that appeared to me to have been copied from a masterpiece of one of the pre-Raphaelites. That was the way many things struck me at that time, in England; as if they were reproductions of something that existed primarily in art or literature. It was not the picture, the poem, the fictive page, that seemed to me a copy; these things were the originals, and the life of happy and distinguished people was fashioned in their image. Mark Ambient called his house a cottage, and I perceived afterwards that he was right; for if it had not been a cottage it must have been a villa, and a villa, in England at least, was not a place in which one could fancy him at home. But it was, to my vision, a cottage glorified and translated; it was a palace of art, on a slightly reduced scale – it was an old English demesne. It nestled under a cluster of magnificent beeches, it had little creaking lattices that opened out of, or into, pendent mats of ivy, and gables, and old red tiles, as well as a general aspect of being painted in water-colours and inhabited by people whose lives would go on in chapters and volumes. The lawn seemed to me of extraordinary extent, the garden-walls of incalculable height, the whole air of the place delightfully still, and private, and proper to itself. ‘My wife must be somewhere about,’ Mark Ambient said, as we went in. ‘We shall find her perhaps; we have got about an hour before dinner. She may be in the garden. I will show you my little place.’


We passed through the house, and into the grounds, as I should have called them, which extended into the rear. They covered but three or four acres, but, like the house, they were very old and crooked, and full of traces of long habitation, with inequalities of level and little steps – mossy and cracked were these – which connected the different parts with each other. The limits of the place, cleverly dissimulated, were muffled in the deepest verdure. They made, as I remember, a kind of curtain at the farther end, in one of the folds of which, as it were, we presently perceived, from afar, a little group. ‘Ah, there she is!’ said Mark Ambient; ‘and she has got the boy.’ He made this last remark in a tone slightly different from any in which he yet had spoken. I was not fully aware of it at the time, but it lingered in my ear and I afterwards understood it.


‘Is it your son?’ I inquired, feeling the question not to be brilliant.


‘Yes, my only child. He is always in his mother’s pocket. She coddles him too much.’ It came back to me afterwards, too – the manner in which he spoke these words. They were not petulant; they expressed rather a sudden coldness, a kind of mechanical submission. We went a few steps further, and then he stopped short, and called the boy, beckoning to him repeatedly.


‘Dolcino, come and see your daddy!’ There was something in the way he stood still and waited that made me think he did it for a purpose. Mrs Ambient had her arm round the child’s waist, and he was leaning against her knee; but though he looked up at the sound of his father’s voice, she gave no sign of releasing him. A lady, apparently a neighbour, was seated near her, and before them was a garden-table, on which a tea-service had been placed.


Mark Ambient called again, and Dolcino struggled in the maternal embrace, but he was too tightly held, and after two or three fruitless efforts he suddenly turned round and buried his head deep in his mother’s lap. There was a certain awkwardness in the scene; I thought it rather odd that Mrs Ambient should pay so little attention to her husband. But I would not for the world have betrayed my thought, and, to conceal it, I observed that it must be such a pleasant thing to have tea in the garden. ‘Ah, she won’t let him come!’ said Mark Ambient, with a sigh; and we went our way till we reached the two ladies. He mentioned my name to his wife, and I noticed that he addressed her as ‘My dear’, very genially, without any trace of resentment at her detention of the child. The quickness of the transition made me vaguely ask myself whether he were henpecked – a shocking conjecture, which I instantly dismissed. Mrs Ambient was quite such a wife as I should have expected him to have; slim and fair, with a long neck and pretty eyes and an air of great refinement. She was a little cold, and a little shy; but she was very sweet, and she had a certain look of race, justified by my afterwards learning that she was ‘connected’ with two or three great families. I have seen poets married to women of whom it was difficult to conceive that they should gratify the poetic fancy – women with dull faces and glutinous minds, who were none the less, however, excellent wives. But there was no obvious incongruity in Mark Ambient’s union. Mrs Ambient, delicate and quiet, in a white dress, with her beautiful child at her side, was worthy of the author of a work so distinguished as Beltraffio. Round her neck she wore a black velvet ribbon, of which the long ends, tied behind, hung down her back, and to which, in front, was attached a miniature portrait of her little boy. Her smooth, shining hair was confined in a net. She gave me a very pleasant greeting, and Dolcino – I thought this little name of endearment delightful – took advantage of her getting up to slip away from her and go to his father, who said nothing to him, but simply seized him and held him high in his arms for a moment, kissing him several times. I had lost no time in observing that the child, who was not more than seven years old, was extraordinarily beautiful. He had the face of an angel – the eyes, the hair, the more than mortal bloom, the smile of innocence. There was something touching, almost alarming, in his beauty, which seemed to be composed of elements too fine and pure for the breath of this world. When I spoke to him, and he came and held out his hand and smiled at me, I felt a sudden pity for him, as if he had been an orphan, or a changeling, or stamped with some social stigma. It was impossible to be, in fact, more exempt from these misfortunes, and yet, as one kissed him, it was hard to keep from murmuring ‘Poor little devil!’ though why one should have applied this epithet to a living cherub is more than I can say. Afterwards, indeed, I knew a little better; I simply discovered that he was too charming to live, wondering at the same time that his parents should not have perceived it, and should not be in proportionate grief and despair. For myself, I had no doubt of his evanescence, having already noticed that there is a kind of charm which is like a death-warrant. The lady who had been sitting with Mrs Ambient was a jolly, ruddy personage, dressed in velveteen and rather limp feathers, whom I guessed to be the vicar’s wife – our hostess did not introduce me – and who immediately began to talk to Ambient about chrysanthemums. This was a safe subject, and yet there was a certain surprise for me in seeing the author of Beltraffio even in such superficial communion with the Church of England. His writings implied so much detachment from that institution, expressed a view of life so profane, as it were, so independent, and so little likely, in general, to be thought edifying, that I should have expected to find him an object of horror to vicars and their ladies – of horror repaid on his own part by good-natured but brilliant mockery. This proves how little I knew as yet of the English people and their extraordinary talent for keeping up their forms, as well as of some of the mysteries of Mark Ambient’s hearth and home. I found afterwards that he had, in his study, between smiles and cigar-smoke, some wonderful comparisons for his clerical neighbours; but meanwhile the chrysanthemums were a source of harmony, for he and the vicaress were equally fond of them, and I was surprised at the knowledge they exhibited of this interesting plant. The lady’s visit, however, had presumably already been long, and she presently got up, saying she must go, and kissed Mrs Ambient. Mark started to walk with her to the gate of the grounds, holding Dolcino by the hand.


‘Stay with me, my darling,’ Mrs Ambient said to the boy, who was wandering away with his father.


Mark Ambient paid no attention to the summons, but Dolcino turned round and looked with eyes of shy entreaty at his mother. ‘Can’t I go with papa?’


‘Not when I ask you to stay with me.’


‘But please don’t ask me, mamma,’ said the child, in his little clear, new voice.


‘I must ask you when I want you. Come to me, my darling.’ And Mrs Ambient, who had seated herself again, held out her long, slender hands.


Her husband stopped, with his back turned to her, but without releasing the child. He was still talking to the vicaress, but this good lady, I think, had lost the thread of her attention. She looked at Mrs Ambient and at Dolcino, and then she looked at me, smiling very hard, in an extremely fixed, cheerful manner.


‘Papa,’ said the child, ‘mamma wants me not to go with you.’


‘He’s very tired – he has run about all day. He ought to be quiet till he goes to bed. Otherwise he won’t sleep.’ These declarations fell successively and gravely from Mrs Ambient’s lips.


Her husband, still without turning round, bent over the boy and looked at him in silence. The vicaress gave a genial, irrelevant laugh, and observed that he was a precious little pet. ‘Let him choose,’ said Mark Ambient. ‘My dear little boy, will you go with me or will you stay with your mother?’


‘Oh, it’s a shame!’ cried the vicar’s lady, with increased hilarity.


‘Papa, I don’t think I can choose,’ the child answered, making his voice very low and confidential. ‘But I have been a great deal with mamma today,’ he added in a moment.


‘And very little with papa! My dear fellow, I think you have chosen!’ And Mark Ambient walked off with his son, accompanied by re-echoing but inarticulate comments from my fellow-visitor.


His wife had seated herself again, and her fixed eyes, bent upon the ground, expressed for a few moments so much mute agitation that I felt as if almost any remark from my own lips would be a false note. But Mrs Ambient quickly recovered herself, and said to me civilly enough that she hoped I didn’t mind having had to walk from the station. I reassured her on this point, and she went on, ‘We have got a thing that might have gone for you, but my husband wouldn’t order it.’


‘That gave me the pleasure of a walk with him,’ I rejoined.


She was silent a minute, and then she said, ‘I believe the Americans walk very little.’


‘Yes, we always run,’ I answered, laughingly.


She looked at me seriously, and I began to perceive a certain coldness in her pretty eyes. ‘I suppose your distances are so great.’


‘Yes; but we break our marches! I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is for me to find myself here,’ I added. ‘I have the greatest admiration for Mr Ambient.’


‘He will like that. He likes being admired.’


‘He must have a very happy life, then. He has many worshippers.’


‘Oh yes, I have seen some of them,’ said Mrs Ambient, looking away, very far from me, rather as if such a vision were before her at the moment. Something in her tone seemed to indicate that the vision was scarcely edifying, and I guessed very quickly that she was not in sympathy with the author of Beltraffio. I thought the fact strange, but, somehow, in the glow of my own enthusiasm, I didn’t think it important; it only made me wish to be rather explicit about that enthusiasm.


‘For me, you know,’ I remarked, ‘he is quite the greatest of living writers.’


‘Of course I can’t judge. Of course he’s very clever,’ said Mrs Ambient, smiling a little.


‘He’s magnificent, Mrs Ambient! There are pages in each of his books that have a perfection that classes them with the greatest things. Therefore, for me to see him in this familiar way – in his habit as he lives – and to find, apparently, the man as delightful as the artist, I can’t tell you how much too good to be true it seems, and how great a privilege I think it.’ I knew that I was gushing, but I couldn’t help it, and what I said was a good deal less than what I felt. I was by no means sure that I should dare to say even so much as this to Ambient himself, and there was a kind of rapture in speaking it out to his wife, which was not affected by the fact that, as a wife, she appeared peculiar. She listened to me with her face grave again, and with her lips a little compressed, as if there were no doubt, of course, that her husband was remarkable, but at the same time she had heard all this before and couldn’t be expected to be particularly interested in it. There was even in her manner an intimation that I was rather young, and that people usually got over that sort of thing. ‘I assure you that for me this is a red-letter day,’ I added.


She made no response, until after a pause, looking round her, she said abruptly, though gently, ‘We are very much afraid about the fruit this year.’


My eyes wandered to the mossy, mottled garden-walls, where plum-trees and pear-trees, flattened and fastened upon the rusty bricks, looked like crucified figures with many arms. ‘Doesn’t it promise well?’ I inquired.


‘No, the trees look very dull. We had such late frosts.’


Then there was another pause. Mrs Ambient kept her eyes fixed on the opposite end of the grounds, as if she were watching for her husband’s return with the child. ‘Is Mr Ambient fond of gardening?’ it occurred to me to inquire, irresistibly impelled as I felt myself, moreover, to bring the conversation constantly back to him.


‘He is very fond of plums,’ said his wife.


‘Ah, well then, I hope your crop will be better than you fear. It’s a lovely old place,’ I continued. ‘The whole character of it is that of certain places that he describes. Your house is like one of his pictures.’


‘It’s a pleasant little place. There are hundreds like it.’


‘Oh, it has got his tone,’ I said laughing, and insisting on my point the more that Mrs Ambient appeared to see in my appreciation of her simple establishment a sign of limited experience.


It was evident that I insisted too much. ‘His tone?’ she repeated, with a quick look at me and a slightly heightened colour.


‘Surely he has a tone, Mrs Ambient.’


‘Oh yes, he has indeed! But I don’t in the least consider that I am living in one of his books; I shouldn’t care for that, at all,’ she went on, with a smile which had in some degree the effect of converting my slightly sharp protest into a joke deficient in point. ‘I am afraid I am not very literary,’ said Mrs Ambient. ‘And I am not artistic.’


‘I am very sure you are not stupid nor bornée,’ I ventured to reply, with the accompaniment of feeling immediately afterwards that I had been both familiar and patronizing. My only consolation was in the reflection that it was she, and not I, who had begun it. She had brought her idiosyncrasies into the discussion.


‘Well, whatever I am, I am very different from my husband. If you like him, you won’t like me. You needn’t say anything. Your liking me isn’t in the least necessary.’


‘Don’t defy me!’ I exclaimed.


She looked as if she had not heard me, which was the best thing she could do; and we sat some time without further speech. Mrs Ambient had evidently the enviable English quality of being able to be silent without being restless. But at last she spoke; she asked me if there seemed to be many people in town. I gave her what satisfaction I could on this point, and we talked a little about London and of some pictures it presented at that time of the year. At the end of this I came back, irrepressibly, to Mark Ambient.


‘Doesn’t he like to be there now? I suppose he doesn’t find the proper quiet for his work. I should think his things had been written, for the most part, in a very still place. They suggest a great stillness, following on a kind of tumult – don’t you think so? I suppose London is a tremendous place to collect impressions, but a refuge like this, in the country, must be much better for working them up. Does he get many of his impressions in London, do you think?’ I proceeded from point to point, in this malign inquiry, simply because my hostess, who probably thought me a very pushing and talkative young man, gave me time; for when I paused – I have not represented my pauses – she simply continued to let her eyes wander, and, with her long fair fingers, played with the medallion on her neck. When I stopped altogether, however, she was obliged to say something, and what she said was that she had not the least idea where her husband got his impressions. This made me think her, for a moment, positively disagreeable; delicate and proper and rather aristocratically dry as she sat there. But I must either have lost the impression a moment later, or been goaded by it to further aggression, for I remember asking her whether Mr Ambient was in a good vein of work, and when we might look for the appearance of the book on which he was engaged. I have every reason now to know that she thought me an odious person.


She gave a strange, small laugh as she said, ‘I’m afraid you think I know a great deal more about my husband’s work than I do. I haven’t the least idea what he is doing,’ she added presently, in a slightly different, that is, a more explanatory, tone; as if she recognized in some degree the enormity of her confession. ‘I don’t read what he writes!’


She did not succeed (and would not, even had she tried much harder) in making it seem to me anything less than monstrous. I stared at her, and I think I blushed. ‘Don’t you admire his genius? Don’t you admire Beltraffio?’


She hesitated a moment, and I wondered what she could possibly say. She did not speak – I could see – the first words that rose to her lips; she repeated what she had said a few minutes before. ‘Oh, of course he’s very clever!’ And with this she got up; her husband and little boy had reappeared. Mrs Ambient left me and went to meet them; she stopped and had a few words with her husband, which I did not hear, and which ended in her taking the child by the hand and returning to the house with him. Her husband joined me in a moment, looking, I thought, the least bit conscious and constrained, and said that if I would come in with him he would show me my room. In looking back upon these first moments of my visit to him, I find it important to avoid the error of appearing to have understood his situation from the first, and to have seen in him the signs of things which I learned only afterwards. This later knowledge throws a backward light, and makes me forget that at least on the occasion of which I am speaking now (I mean that first afternoon), Mark Ambient struck me as a fortunate man. Allowing for this, I think he was rather silent and irresponsive as we walked back to the house – though I remember well the answer he made to a remark of mine in relation to his child.


‘That’s an extraordinary little boy of yours,’ I said. ‘I have never seen such a child.’


‘Why do you call him extraordinary?’


‘He’s so beautiful – so fascinating. He’s like a little work of art.’


He turned quickly, grasping my arm an instant. ‘Oh, don’t call him that, or you’ll – you’ll—!’ And in his hesitation he broke off, suddenly, laughing at my surprise. But immediately afterwards he added, ‘You will make his little future very difficult.’


I declared that I wouldn’t for the world take any liberties with his little future – it seemed to me to hang by threads of such delicacy. I should only be highly interested in watching it. ‘You Americans are very sharp,’ said Ambient. ‘You notice more things than we do.’


‘Ah, if you want visitors who are not struck with you, you shouldn’t ask me down here!’


He showed me my room, a little bower of chintz, with open windows where the light was green, and before he left me he said irrelevantly, ‘As for my little boy, you know, we shall probably kill him between us, before we have done with him!’ And he made this assertion as if he really believed it, without any appearance of jest, with his fine, near-sighted, expressive eyes looking straight into mine.


‘Do you mean by spoiling him?’


‘No – by fighting for him!’


‘You had better give him to me to keep for you,’ I said. ‘Let me remove the apple of discord.’


I laughed, of course, but he had the air of being perfectly serious. ‘It would be quite the best thing we could do. I should be quite ready to do it.’


‘I am greatly obliged to you for your confidence.’


Mark Ambient lingered there, with his hands in his pockets. I felt, within a few moments, as if I had, morally speaking, taken several steps nearer to him. He looked weary, just as he faced me then, looked preoccupied, and as if there were something one might do for him. I was terribly conscious of the limits of my own ability, but I wondered what such a service might be – feeling at bottom, however, that the only thing I could do for him was to like him. I suppose he guessed this, and was grateful for what was in my mind; for he went on presently, ‘I haven’t the advantage of being an American. But I also notice a little, and I have an idea that – a –’ here he smiled and laid his hand on my shoulder – ‘that even apart from your nationality, you are not destitute of intelligence! I have only known you half an hour, but – a—’ And here he hesitated again. ‘You are very young, after all.’


‘But you may treat me as if I could understand you!’ I said; and before he left me to dress for dinner he had virtually given me a promise that he would.


When I went down into the drawing-room – I was very punctual – I found that neither my hostess nor my host had appeared. A lady rose from a sofa, however, and inclined her head as I rather surprisedly gazed at her. ‘I daresay you don’t know me,’ she said, with a modern laugh. ‘I am Mark Ambient’s sister.’ Whereupon I shook hands with her – saluting her very low. Her laugh was modern – by which I mean that it consisted of the vocal agitation which, between people who meet in drawing-rooms, serves as the solvent of social mysteries, the medium of transitions; but her appearance was – what shall I call it? – mediaeval. She was pale and angular, with a long, thin face, inhabited by sad, dark eyes, and black hair intertwined with golden fillets and curious chains. She wore a faded velvet robe, which clung to her when she moved, fashioned, as to the neck and sleeves, like the garments of old Venetians and Florentines. She looked pictorial and melancholy, and was so perfect an image of a type which I – in my ignorance – supposed to be extinct, that while she rose before me I was almost as much startled as if I had seen a ghost. I afterwards perceived that Miss Ambient was not incapable of deriving pleasure from the effect she produced, and I think this sentiment had something to do with her sinking again into her seat, with her long, lean, but not ungraceful arms locked together in an archaic manner on her knees, and her mournful eyes addressing themselves to me with an intentness which was an earnest of what they were destined subsequently to inflict upon me. She was a singular, self-conscious, artificial creature, and I never, subsequently, more than half penetrated her motives and mysteries. Of one thing I am sure, however: that they were considerably less extraordinary than her appearance announced. Miss Ambient was a restless, yearning spinster, consumed with the love of Michael-Angelesque attitudes and mystical robes; but I am pretty sure she had not in her nature those depths of unutterable thought which, when you first knew her, seemed to look out from her eyes and to prompt her complicated gestures. Those features, in especial, had a misleading eloquence; they rested upon you with a far-off dimness, an air of obstructed sympathy, which was certainly not always a key to the spirit of their owner; and I suspect that a young lady could not really have been so dejected and disillusioned as Miss Ambient looked, without having committed a crime for which she was consumed with remorse or parted with a hope which she could not sanely have entertained. She had, I believe, the usual allowance of vulgar impulses; she wished to be looked at, she wished to be married, she wished to be thought original. It costs me something to speak in this irreverent manner of Mark Ambient’s sister, but I shall have still more disagreeable things to say before I have finished my little anecdote, and moreover – I confess it – I owe the young lady a sort of grudge. Putting aside the curious cast of her face, she had no natural aptitude for an artistic development – she had little real intelligence. But her affectations rubbed off on her brother’s renown, and as there were plenty of people who disapproved of him totally, they could easily point to his sister as a person formed by his influence. It was quite possible to regard her as a warning, and she had done him but little good with the world at large. He was the original, and she was the inevitable imitation. I think he was scarcely aware of the impression she produced – beyond having a general idea that she made up very well as a Rossetti; he was used to her, and he was sorry for her – wishing she would marry and observing that she didn’t. Doubtless I take her too seriously, for she did me no harm – though I am bound to add that I feel I can only half account for her. She was not so mystical as she looked, but she was a strange, indirect, uncomfortable, embarrassing woman. My story will give the reader at best so very small a knot to untie that I need not hope to excite his curiosity by delaying to remark that Mrs Ambient hated her sister-in-law. This I only found out afterwards, when I found out some other things. But I mention it at once, for I shall perhaps not seem to count too much on having enlisted the imagination of the reader if I say that he will already have guessed it. Mrs Ambient was a person of conscience, and she endeavoured to behave properly to her kinswoman, who spent a month with her twice a year; but it required no great insight to discover that the two ladies were made of a very different paste, and that the usual feminine hypocrisies must have cost them, on either side, much more than the usual effort. Mrs Ambient, smooth-haired, thin-lipped, perpetually fresh, must have regarded her crumpled and dishevelled visitor as a very stale joke; she herself was not a Rossetti, but a Gainsborough or a Lawrence, and she had in her appearance no elements more romantic than a cold, ladylike candour, and a well-starched muslin dress. It was in a garment, and with an expression, of this kind, that she made her entrance, after I had exchanged a few words with Miss Ambient. Her husband presently followed her, and there being no other company we went to dinner. The impression I received from that repast is present to me still. There were elements of oddity in my companions, but they were vague and latent, and didn’t interfere with my delight. It came mainly, of course, from Ambient’s talk, which was the most brilliant and interesting I had ever heard. I know not whether he laid himself out to dazzle a rather juvenile pilgrim from over the sea; but it matters little, for it was very easy for him to shine. He was almost better as a talker than as a writer; that is, if the extraordinary finish of his written prose be really, as some people have maintained, a fault. There was such a kindness in him, however, that I have no doubt it gave him ideas to see me sit open-mouthed, as I suppose I did. Not so the two ladies, who not only were very nearly dumb from beginning to the end of the meal, but who had not the air of being struck with such an exhibition of wit and knowledge. Mrs Ambient, placid and detached, met neither my eye nor her husband’s; she attended to her dinner, watched the servants, arranged the puckers in her dress, exchanged at wide intervals a remark with her sister-in-law, and while she slowly rubbed her white hands, between the courses, looked out of the window at the first signs of twilight – the long June day allowing us to dine without candles. Miss Ambient appeared to give little direct heed to her brother’s discourse; but, on the other hand, she was much engaged in watching its effect upon me. Her lustreless pupils continued to attach themselves to my countenance, and it was only her air of belonging to another century that kept them from being importunate. She seemed to look at me across the ages, and the interval of time diminished the realism of the performance. It was as if she knew in a general way that her brother must be talking very well, but she herself was so rich in ideas that she had no need to pick them up, and was at liberty to see what would become of a young American when subjected to a high aesthetic temperature. The temperature was aesthetic, certainly, but it was less so than I could have desired, for I was unsuccessful in certain little attempts to make Mark Ambient talk about himself. I tried to put him on the ground of his own writings, but he slipped through my fingers every time and shifted the saddle to one of his contemporaries. He talked about Balzac and Browning, and what was being done in foreign countries, and about his recent tour in the East, and the extraordinary forms of life that one saw in that part of the world. I perceived that he had reasons for not wishing to descant upon literature, and suffered him without protest to deliver himself on certain social topics, which he treated with extraordinary humour and with constant revelations of that power of ironical portraiture of which his books are full. He had a great deal to say about London, as London appears to the observer who doesn’t fear the accusation of cynicism, during the high-pressure time – from April to July – of its peculiarities. He flashed his faculty of making the fanciful real and the real fanciful over the perfunctory pleasures and desperate exertions of so many of his compatriots, among whom there were evidently not a few types for which he had little love. London bored him, and he made capital sport of it; his only allusion, that I can remember, to his own work was his saying that he meant some day to write an immense grotesque epic of London society. Miss Ambient’s perpetual gaze seemed to say to me, ‘Do you perceive how artistic we are? Frankly now, is it possible to be more artistic than this? You surely won’t deny that we are remarkable.’ I was irritated by her use of the plural pronoun, for she had no right to pair herself with her brother; and moreover, of course, I could not see my way to include Mrs Ambient. But there was no doubt that (for that matter) they were all remarkable, and, with all allowances, I had never heard anything so artistic. Mark Ambient’s conversation seemed to play over the whole field of knowledge and taste; it made me feel that this at last was real talk, that this was distinction, culture, experience.


After the ladies had left us he took me into his study, to smoke, and here I led him on to gossip freely enough about himself. I was bent upon proving to him that I was worthy to listen to him, upon repaying him (for what he had said to me before dinner) by showing him how perfectly I understood. He liked to talk, he liked to defend his ideas (not that I attacked them), he liked a little perhaps – it was a pardonable weakness – to astonish the youthful mind and to feel its admiration and sympathy. I confess that my own youthful mind was considerably astonished at some of his speeches; he startled me and he made me wince. He could not help forgetting, or rather he couldn’t know, how little personal contact I had had with the school in which he was master; and he promoted me at a jump, as it were, to the study of its innermost mysteries. My trepidations, however, were delightful; they were just what I had hoped for, and their only fault was that they passed away too quickly, for I found that, as regards most things, I very soon seized Mark Ambient’s point of view. It was the point of view of the artist to whom every manifestation of human energy was a thrilling spectacle, and who felt for ever the desire to resolve his experience of life into a literary form. On this matter of the passion for form – the attempt at perfection, the quest for which was to his mind the real search for the holy grail, he said the most interesting, the most inspiring things. He mixed with them a thousand illustrations from his own life, from other lives that he had known, from history and fiction, and, above all, from the annals of the time that was dear to him beyond all periods – the Italian cinque-cento. I saw that in his books he had only said half of his thought, and what he had kept back – from motives that I deplored when I learned them later – was the richer part. It was his fortune to shock a great many people, but there was not a grain of bravado in his pages (I have always maintained it, though often contradicted), and at bottom the poor fellow, an artist to his finger-tips, and regarding a failure of completeness as a crime, had an extreme dread of scandal. There are people who regret that having gone so far he did not go further; but I regret nothing (putting aside two or three of the motives I just mentioned), for he arrived at perfection, and I don’t see how you can go beyond that. The hours I spent in his study – this first one and the few that followed it; they were not, after all, so numerous – seem to glow, as I look back on them, with a tone which is partly that of the brown old room, rich, under the shaded candlelight where we sat and smoked, with the dusky, delicate bindings of valuable books; partly that of his voice, of which I still catch the echo, charged with the images that came at his command. When we went back to the drawing-room we found Miss Ambient alone in possession of it; and she informed us that her sister-in-law had a quarter of an hour before been called by the nurse to see Dolcino, who appeared to be a little feverish.


‘Feverish! how in the world does he come to be feverish?’ Ambient asked. ‘He was perfectly well this afternoon.’


‘Beatrice says you walked him about too much – you almost killed him.’


‘Beatrice must be very happy – she has an opportunity to triumph!’ Mark Ambient said, with a laugh of which the bitterness was just perceptible.


‘Surely not if the child is ill,’ I ventured to remark, by way of pleading for Mrs Ambient.


‘My dear fellow, you are not married – you don’t know the nature of wives!’ my host exclaimed.


‘Possibly not; but I know the nature of mothers.’


‘Beatrice is perfect as a mother,’ said Miss Ambient, with a tremendous sigh and her fingers interlaced on her embroidered knees.


‘I shall go up and see the child,’ her brother went on. ‘Do you suppose he’s asleep?’


‘Beatrice won’t let you see him, Mark,’ said the young lady, looking at me, though she addressed our companion.


‘Do you call that being perfect as a mother?’ Ambient inquired.


‘Yes, from her point of view.’


‘Damn her point of view!’ cried the author of Beltraffio. And he left the room; after which we heard him ascend the stairs.


I sat there for some ten minutes with Miss Ambient, and we, naturally, had some conversation, which was begun, I think, by my asking her what the point of view of her sister-in-law could be.


‘Oh, it’s so very odd,’ she said. ‘But we are so very odd, altogether. Don’t you find us so? We have lived so much abroad. Have you people like us in America?’


‘You are not all alike, surely; so that I don’t think I understand your question. We have no one like your brother – I may go so far as that.’


‘You have probably more persons like his wife,’ said Miss Ambient, smiling.


‘I can tell you that better when you have told me about her point of view.’


‘Oh yes – oh yes. Well, she doesn’t like his ideas. She doesn’t like them for the little boy. She thinks them undesirable.’


Being quite fresh from the contemplation of some of Mark Ambient’s arcana, I was particularly in a position to appreciate this announcement. But the effect of it was to make me (after staring a moment) burst into laughter, which I instantly checked when I remembered that there was a sick child above.


‘What has that infant to do with ideas?’ I asked. ‘Surely, he can’t tell one from another. Has he read his father’s novels?’


‘He’s very precocious and very sensitive, and his mother thinks she can’t begin to guard him too early.’ Miss Ambient’s head drooped a little to one side, and her eyes fixed themselves on futurity. Then, suddenly, there was a strange alteration in her face; she gave a smile that was more joyless than her gravity – a conscious, insincere smile, and added, ‘When one has children, it’s a great responsibility – what one writes.’


‘Children are terrible critics,’ I answered. ‘I am rather glad I haven’t got any.’


‘Do you also write then? And in the same style as my brother? And do you like that style? And do people appreciate it in America? I don’t write, but I think I feel.’ To these and various other inquiries and remarks the young lady treated me, till we heard her brother’s step in the hall again and Mark Ambient reappeared. He looked flushed and serious, and I supposed that he had seen something to alarm him in the condition of his child. His sister apparently had another idea; she gazed at him a moment as if he were a burning ship on the horizon, and simply murmured – ‘Poor old Mark!’


‘I hope you are not anxious,’ I said.


‘No, but I am disappointed. She won’t let me in. She has locked the door, and I’m afraid to make a noise.’ I suppose there might have been something ridiculous in a confession of this kind, but I liked my new friend so much that for me it didn’t detract from his dignity. ‘She tells me – from behind the door – that she will let me know if he is worse.’


‘It’s very good of her,’ said Miss Ambient.


I had exchanged a glance with Mark in which it is possible that he read that my pity for him was untinged with contempt – though I know not why he should have cared; and as, presently, his sister got up and took her bedroom candlestick, he proposed that we should go back to his study. We sat there till after midnight; he put himself into his slippers, into an old velvet jacket, lighted an ancient pipe and talked considerably less than he had done before. There were longish pauses in our communion, but they only made me feel that we had advanced in intimacy. They helped me, too, to understand my friend’s personal situation, and to perceive that it was by no means the happiest possible. When his face was quiet, it was vaguely troubled; it seemed to me to show that for him, too, life was a struggle, as it has been for many other men of genius. At last I prepared to leave him, and then, to my ineffable joy, he gave me some of the sheets of his forthcoming book – it was not finished, but he had indulged in the luxury, so dear to writers of deliberation, of having it ‘set up’, from chapter to chapter, as he advanced – he gave me, I say, the early pages, the prémices, as the French have it, of this new fruit of his imagination, to take to my room and look over at my leisure. I was just quitting him when the door of his study was noiselessly pushed open, and Mrs Ambient stood before us. She looked at us a moment with her candle in her hand, and then she said to her husband that as she supposed he had not gone to bed she had come down to tell him that Dolcino was more quiet and would probably be better in the morning. Mark Ambient made no reply; he simply slipped past her, in the doorway, as if he were afraid she would seize him in his passage, and bounded upstairs, to judge for himself of his child’s condition. Mrs Ambient looked slightly discomfited, and for a moment I thought she was going to give chase to her husband. But she resigned herself, with a sigh, while her eyes wandered over the lamp-lit room, where various books, at which I had been looking, were pulled out of their places on the shelves, and the fumes of tobacco seemed to hang in mid-air. I bade her good-night, and then, without intention, by a kind of fatality, the perversity which had already made me insist unduly on talking with her about her husband’s achievements, I alluded to the precious proof-sheets with which Ambient had entrusted me, and which I was nursing there under my arm. ‘It is the opening chapters of his new book,’ I said. ‘Fancy my satisfaction at being allowed to carry them to my room!’


She turned away, leaving me to take my candlestick from the table in the hall; but before we separated, thinking it apparently a good occasion to let me know once for all – since I was beginning, it would seem, to be quite ‘thick’ with my host – that there was no fitness in my appealing to her for sympathy in such a case; before we separated, I say, she remarked to me, with her quick, round, well-bred utterance, ‘I daresay you attribute to me ideas that I haven’t got. I don’t take that sort of interest in my husband’s proof-sheets. I consider his writings most objectionable!’


II


I HAD SOME curious conversation the next morning with Miss Ambient, whom I found strolling in the garden before breakfast. The whole place looked as fresh and trim, amid the twitter of the birds, as if, an hour before, the housemaids had been turned into it with their dust-pans and feather-brushes. I almost hesitated to light a cigarette, and was doubly startled when, in the act of doing so, I suddenly perceived the sister of my host, who had, in any case, something of the oddity of an apparition, standing before me. She might have been posing for her photograph. Her sad-coloured robe arranged itself in serpentine folds at her feet; her hands locked themselves listlessly together in front; and her chin rested upon a cinque-cento ruff. The first thing I did, after bidding her good-morning, was to ask her for news of her little nephew – to express the hope that she had heard he was better. She was able to gratify this hope, and spoke as if we might expect to see him during the day. We walked through the shrubberies together, and she gave me a great deal of information about her brother’s ménage, which offered me an opportunity to mention to her that his wife had told me, the night before, that she thought his productions objectionable.


‘She doesn’t usually come out with that so soon!’ Miss Ambient exclaimed, in answer to this piece of gossip.


‘Poor lady, she saw that I am a fanatic.’


‘Yes, she won’t like you for that. But you mustn’t mind, if the rest of us like you! Beatrice thinks a work of art ought to have a “purpose”. But she’s a charming woman – don’t you think her charming? – she’s such a type of the lady.’


‘She’s very beautiful,’ I answered; while I reflected that though it was true, apparently, that Mark Ambient was mismated, it was also perceptible that his sister was perfidious. She told me that her brother and his wife had no other difference but this one, that she thought his writings immoral and his influence pernicious. It was a fixed idea; she was afraid of these things for the child. I answered that it was not a trifle – a woman’s regarding her husband’s mind as a well of corruption; and she looked quite struck with the novelty of my remark. ‘But there hasn’t been any of the sort of trouble that there so often is among married people,’ she said. ‘I suppose you can judge for yourself that Beatrice isn’t at all – well, whatever they call it when a woman misbehaves herself. And Mark doesn’t make love to other people, either. I assure you he doesn’t! All the same, of course, from her point of view, you know, she has a dread of my brother’s influence on the child – on the formation of his character, of his principles. It is as if it were a subtle poison, or a contagion, or something that would rub off on Dolcino when his father kisses him or holds him on his knee. If she could, she would prevent Mark from ever touching him. Everyone knows it; visitors see it for themselves; so there is no harm in my telling you. Isn’t it excessively odd? It comes from Beatrice’s being so religious, and so tremendously moral, and all that. And then, of course, we mustn’t forget,’ my companion added, unexpectedly, ‘that some of Mark’s ideas are – well, really – rather queer!’


I reflected, as we went into the house, where we found Ambient unfolding the Observer at the breakfast-table, that none of them were probably quite so queer as his sister. Mrs Ambient did not appear at breakfast, being rather tired with her ministrations, during the night, to Dolcino. Her husband mentioned, however, that she was hoping to go to church. I afterwards learned that she did go, but I may as well announce without delay that he and I did not accompany her. It was while the church-bell was murmuring in the distance that the author of Beltraffio led me forth for the ramble he had spoken of in his note. I will not attempt to say where we went, or to describe what we saw. We kept to the fields and copses and commons, and breathed the same sweet air as the nibbling donkeys and the browsing sheep, whose woolliness seemed to me, in those early days of my acquaintance with English objects, but a part of the general texture of the small, dense landscape, which looked as if the harvest were gathered by the shears. Everything was full of expression for Mark Ambient’s visitor – from the big, bandy-legged geese, whose whiteness was a ‘note’, amid all the tones of green, as they wandered beside a neat little oval pool, the foreground of a thatched and white-washed inn, with a grassy approach and a pictorial sign – from these humble wayside animals to the crests of high woods which let a gable or a pinnacle peep here and there, and looked, even at a distance, like trees of good company, conscious of an individual profile. I admired the hedgerows, I plucked the faint-hued heather, and I was forever stopping to say how charming I thought the thread-like footpaths across the fields, which wandered, in a diagonal of finer grain, from one smooth stile to another. Mark Ambient was abundantly good-natured, and was as much entertained with my observations as I was with the literary allusions of the landscape. We sat and smoked upon stiles, broaching paradoxes in the decent English air; we took short cuts across a park or two, where the bracken was deep, and my companion nodded to the old woman at the gate; we skirted rank covers, which rustled here and there as we passed, and we stretched ourselves at last on a heathery hillside where, if the sun was not too hot, neither was the earth too cold, and where the country lay beneath us in a rich blue mist. Of course I had already told Ambient what I thought of his new novel, having the previous night read every word of the opening chapters before I went to bed.


‘I am not without hope of being able to make it my best,’ he said, as I went back to the subject, while we turned up our heels to the sky. ‘At least the people who dislike my prose – and there are a great many of them, I believe – will dislike this work most.’ This was the first time I had heard him allude to the people who couldn’t read him – a class which is supposed always to sit heavy upon the consciousness of the man of letters. A man organized for literature, as Mark Ambient was, must certainly have had the normal proportion of sensitiveness, of irritability; the artistic ego, capable in some cases of such monstrous development, must have been, in his composition, sufficiently erect and definite. I will not therefore go so far as to say that he never thought of his detractors, or that he had any illusions with regard to the number of his admirers (he could never so far have deceived himself as to believe he was popular); but I may at least affirm that adverse criticism, as I had occasion to perceive later, ruffled him visibly but little, that he had an air of thinking it quite natural he should be offensive to many minds, and that he very seldom talked about the newspapers – which, by the way, were always very stupid in regard to the author of Beltraffio. Of course he may have thought about them – the newspapers – night and day; the only point I wish to make is that he didn’t show it; while, at the same time, he didn’t strike one as a man who was on his guard. I may add that, as regards his hope of making the work on which he was then engaged the best of his books, it was only partly carried out. That place belongs, incontestably, to Beltraffio, in spite of the beauty of certain parts of its successor. I am pretty sure, however, that he had, at the moment of which I speak, no sense of failure; he was in love with his idea, which was indeed magnificent, and though for him, as (I suppose) for every artist, the act of execution had in it as much torment as joy, he saw his work growing a little every day and filling out the largest plan he had yet conceived. ‘I want to be truer than I have ever been,’ he said, settling himself on his back, with his hands clasped behind his head; ‘I want to give an impression of life itself. No, you may say what you will. I have always arranged things too much, always smoothed them down and rounded them off and tucked them in – done everything to them that life doesn’t do. I have been a slave to the old superstitions.’


‘You a slave, my dear Mark Ambient? You have the freest imagination of our day!’


‘All the more shame to me to have done some of the things I have! The reconciliation of the two women in Ginistrella, for instance – which could never really have taken place. That sort of thing is ignoble; I blush when I think of it! This new affair must be a golden vessel, filled with the purest distillation of the actual; and oh, how it bothers me, the shaping of the vase – the hammering of the metal! I have to hammer it so fine, so smooth; I don’t do more than an inch or two a day. And all the while I have to be so careful not to let a drop of the liquor escape! When I see the kind of things that Life does, I despair of ever catching her peculiar trick. She has an impudence, Life! If one risked a fiftieth part of the effects she risks! It takes ever so long to believe it. You don’t know yet, my dear fellow. It isn’t till one has been watching Life for forty years that one finds out half of what she’s up to! Therefore one’s earlier things must inevitably contain a mass of rot. And with what one sees, on one side, with its tongue in its cheek, defying one to be real enough, and on the other the bonnes gens rolling up their eyes at one’s cynicism, the situation has elements of the ludicrous which the artist himself is doubtless in a position to appreciate better than any one else. Of course one mustn’t bother about the bonnes gens,’ Mark Ambient went on, while my thoughts reverted to his ladylike wife, as interpreted by his remarkable sister.
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