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  Context


  As a pioneer of modernist innovation, Ford Madox Ford challenged traditional social structures, moral codes, and literary forms with The Good Soldier, a novel he considered to be his "best book of a pre-war period." Broaching subjects such as adultery, betrayal, and moral confusion, Ford dealt directly with issues generally left unmentioned in polite society. Yet his innovative narrative style, which employed a narrator to deliver the story to the reader, shielded him from the necessity of condemning immoral acts, as was the tradition with former narratives of adultery. The Good Soldier, Ford's best known work, firmly established him in the literary world as an author on the cusp of modernity.


  Born in Merton, Surrey in 1873 under the name Ford Madox Hueffer, he was brought into the world with significant literary and artistic connections. Ford's mother was the daughter of the Pre-Raphaelite painter Ford Madox Brown; his father was a German music critic, Francis Hueffer, who moved to England in 1869. As a young man, Ford traveled on the Continent to France and Germany often with his parents. When his father died, the family moved to London and Ford was sent to be educated at University College School. Ford showed interest and talent in writing early in life. His first book, The Brown Owl, was a fairy tale illustrated by his grandfather and published in 1891, when Ford was only 18. Professionally, Ford was assisted by his friendship with novelist Joseph Conrad. Ford and Conrad collaborated on The Inheritors (1901) and Romance (1903). Ford proceeded to publish poems and essays and in 1908 founded The English Review which attracted contributors such as Thomas Hardy, H.G. Wells, John Galsworthy, Henry James, and Anatole France. However, Ford lost control of the Review in 1910.


  In 1915, at the age of forty-two, Ford published The Good Soldier, which is generally considered to be his best work. In the same year, he left to serve in World War I as an infantry officer. After being gassed in France, he returned home for a short time before moving to Paris, where he founded The Transatlantic Review and associated with such writers as Hemingway, Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, E. E. Cummings and Jean Rhys. In 1919, he changed his name from Ford Madox Hueffer to Ford Madox Ford. Then, between the years 1924 and 1928, Ford published his most ambitious work, the four-volume novel Parade's End. He died in France in 1939.


  Ford's personal life was marked by turbulence and upheaval. These stressful incidents may have influenced the married life portrayed in his work. In 1894, Ford married Elsie Martindale, but the marriage did not succeed after he had an affair with his wife's sister. In 1904, he suffered a nervous breakdown from the anxiety and ostracism caused by his failed marriage. His romance with the writer Violet Hunt, in 1910, brought further scandal when his wife sued him for the restitution of conjugal rights. Ford was horrified that newspapers which printed "divorce court journalism" would bring his scandal to the public eye. After the war, Ford ended his relationship with Violet Hunt and moved with an artist, Stella Bowen to France. Ford addresses his dedicatory letter to her in The Good Soldier. At the end of his life, Ford lived with a much younger artist, Janice Biala, an American. Ford's novels, about betrayal and deceit in marriage, reflect his own unorthodox and tumultous romantic life.


  Written in 1914, The Good Soldier addresses what was perceived at the time to be society's shifting morality and loss of steadfast social rules. 1910–1914 was a time of heightened uncertainty in England. As war with Germany grew increasingly imminent, Britain faced domestic crises: the Irish fighting for independence, industrial workers threatening strikes, and women violently demanding the right to vote. It was a period in which traditional authority was challenged from every side. Although World War I seemed to restore some order and stability to this upheaval, it left in its wake a generation horrified and morally confused.


  The Good Soldier introduces a modernist man in its narrator, John Dowell. Dowell is a character with a naive faith in appearances and in the traditional system. Because of their manners and dress, he takes for granted that the Ashburnhams are merely "good people." His entire world is overturned when he realizes that appearances are not as they seem. Ford's novel describes Dowell's struggle to make sense of a world that is disordered and morally chaotic.


  To achieve the reality of Dowell's confusion, Ford employs modernist innovations in his novel. The plot is disjointed, non-chronological, and infused with reflective commentary from the narrator. Dowell's unreliable narrative is the result of Ford's attempt to mirror real thoughts. Because it challenges traditional social customs and literary forms, The Good Soldier is considered by most of Ford's readers to be his best work, a novel which trailblazed a revolution of literary form.


  Plot Overview


  The Good Soldier opens with John Dowell, the narrator, informing the reader that "this is the saddest story [he] ever heard." His story, he explains will be about the nine-year acquaintance that he and his wife Florence had with another couple, Edward and Leonora Ashburnham. Because this novel is comprised of Dowell's thoughts as he writes them, the plot is not chronological; it shifts back and forth between past events and Dowell's current reflections on those events. Overall, the novel is divided into four parts.


  In Part I of The Good Soldier, Dowell explains the background of the four protagonists. He and Florence are Americans, from Philadelphia and Stamford, Connecticut, respectively. Edward and Leonora are British, the former a Catholic from Ireland, and the latter an Anglican from a respected family in Fordingbridge. Dowell sees similarities between the two couples. Both Dowell's wife, Florence, and Edward Ashburnham are "heart patients." The couples meet in Nauheim, a health spa, in August 1904 where both "invalids" come to improve their health. The four strike up a friendship. Dowell describes Edward as perfectly honest and upright, someone with whom you could trust your wife. Dowell goes on to narrate in detail an excursion that the two couples took to a town which houses Martin Luther's protest. In the bedroom, while Florence is discussing the Protest, Leonora realizes Florence and Edward will have an affair. Dowell is blind to this implication. In this part of the novel, Dowell compares their friendship to a minuet, and to "an extraordinarily safe castle," but then he bemoans the end of permanence and stability now that their friendship, nine years later, is over.


  Edward has been having numerous affairs: with a woman in the back of a railway car, with the mistress of a Grand Duke in Monte Carlo, with a woman married to an army officer in India, and with a young, submissive woman the Ashburnhams have brought with them from India to Nauheim. After the affair with La Dolciquita, Edward brought the Ashburnhams into deep debt, and Leonora took complete control of all his money and land. The Ashburnhams have been in India eight years to save money, and now that they are in Nauheim, Leonora feels she has regained control of their lives. On the day that they meet the Dowells, Leonora sees Maisie Maidan coming out of her husband's bedroom and she assumes they are having an affair. She boxes Mrs. Maidan's ears, and Florence sees this act of violence. Leonora, who cares deeply about propriety, attempts to befriend Florence to cover up what has been witnessed; that is how the two couples become friends.


  Part I ends with Mrs. Maidan's death. Now that Florence has started an affair with Edward, Mrs. Maidan overhears them talking about her, and finds out that Leonora has brought her along so that she may be a "safe" mistress for Edward. Mrs. Maidan is appalled and dies; unlike Florence and Edward, she suffers from a real heart condition. Leonora lives with the guilt over this death.


  In Part II, Dowell explains Florence's real desire to be the lady of Fordingbridge, in the town in England where her ancestors were forced to live centuries ago. Edward Ashburnham's estate, Branshaw Manor, is in Fordingbridge. The chapter flashes back to Dowell and Florence's first meeting in Connecticut. They were married against the wishes of Florence's aunts, the Misses Hurlbird, and immediately left for Europe. On the boat trip to Europe, Florence feigned a heart condition, and her pretend heart condition keeps them forever trapped on the European continent. While Dowell and Florence lived in Paris, Florence has an affair with a low-class artist named Jimmy, but Dowell knows nothing about it. Dowell's own marriage to Florence has remained unconsummated for thirteen years.


  After Florence's nine-year affair with Edward, she plans to divorce Dowell and marry Edward. But one night, August 4, 1913, Florence sees Edward in the park alone at night with his young ward, Nancy. She grows insanely jealous and runs back to the hotel, only to find an old acquaintance, Mr. Bagshawe, telling Dowell about Florence's indecent relationship with Jimmy many years ago. Part II ends with the discovery of Florence's dead body; she has poisoned herself.


  Part III opens with Dowell considering marriage to Nancy, the Ashburnhams" young ward. But Edward, too, is in love with her. Nancy, who has recently left convent school, admires her uncle immensely for his heroic deeds and she assumes he and Leonora have a healthy marriage; she is not in love with him in the same way. After Florence's death, Leonora, Edward, and Nancy all return to Branshaw Manor in England. There, Leonora has a nervous breakdown, since she surmises that Edward is in love with Nancy. In this section, Dowell narrates the entire history of Edward and Leonora's marriage. Through all his affairs, Leonora always hoped that Edward would return to her and love her again. But when Edward began his affair with Florence, Leonora's love died.


  In Part IV, Leonora realizes that Nancy is safe from Edward. She sees that the small amount of sexual morality that her husband possesses will keep him from starting an affair with Nancy. She has a breakdown and tells Nancy what a terrible husband Edward is. Nancy's ideals are crushed, and her eyes are opened to the realities of the world. Dowell says that together, Leonora and Nancy begin to slowly torture of Edward. He suffers greatly and plans for Nancy to travel to India to live with her father. She sends a telegram from India saying she is having a good time. Edward is crushed; all he desires is to have her worship him from afar. Edward commits suicide by stabbing himself with a penknife. Leonora remarries a "perfectly normal" man named Rodney Bayham and they have a child. Nancy goes mad; the only word she can say is "shuttlecock." Dowell buys Branshaw Manor and becomes Nancy's permanent caretaker.


  Character List


  
    John Dowell - The novel's narrator, John Dowell is the reader's only guide through the twisted story of the thirteen years the couple spent in France. He is a naïve man, quickly taken in by appearances, and easily cuckolded by his wife* He tells the disjointed story of his own gradual understanding of what has occurred. Ultimately, he is a man who has lost all moral certitude, all comprehension of right and wrong. He is described by several literary critics as the quintessential "modern man."
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