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Introduction 

                           James Ivory                            

During the decade when Ismail Merchant, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, and I were making our three E. M. Forster films, A Room with a View (1986), Maurice (1987), and Howards End (1992), and then assisting in their promotion, it began to be clear to me how little affection the English seem to have for one of their greatest modern writers. In England and at European film festivals, I was asked over and over by British journalists why we had chosen to adapt these particular English novels—books written over eighty years before. Whatever was it about Forster that had attracted us? The tone of some of their questions was often outright sneering, and the impatience of English journalists seemed to climax at Cannes with Howards End. It must have seemed to them that we had done one too many Forster books. I got the idea, too, that the English think of Forster mostly as some kind of tiresome, hectoring old auntie figure who had lived a long time ago in a fussy and remote age. I also got the idea that these English people, anyway, hadn’t actually read him very much, and when they had it was because Howards End, for instance, was required reading in order to pass an A-level examination. It was as if Forster bore no personal relevance either to them or to British life today. They would not see that the characters he created, and the tangles of passionate but muddled relationships these characters so entertainingly got themselves into, might inspire modern filmmakers. 

There were others, of an older generation, who had read Forster or read about him but who were dubious of his status as any sort of great man of letters, and especially as a great Englishman. What was the infamous thing the fellow had once said or written: that if it were a question of a choice between betraying his friend versus betraying his country, he hoped he would show the guts to betray his country? 

When I did press in the United States for our Forster films, I found, in contrast, a definitely fond feeling for the writer. For Americans, his name didn’t carry a load of unresolved and unsettling class distinctions any more than Jane Austen’s would. He made no one bridle or feel uncomfortable: The grotesque social snobberies of a caste- and class-ridden society that often propel his stories (like Jane Austen’s) were seen by Americans, unrealistically, as forms of injustice that have long since fallen into disfavor here. Forster’s search for “connection” is more acceptable to Americans. Howards End is viewed by most here as a bona fide great modern novel, as well as an enjoyable read. One did not have to explain oneself to the American press. 

Forster published Howards End, his fourth novel, in 1910. It had been immediately preceded by A Room with a View, and there would be nothing substantial from him again until A Passage to India in 1924. Maurice, which he wrote, or tried to write, immediately following Howards End but did not complete until much later, was published after his death in 1970. Howards End was a notable critical success (though he thought it was overpraised) and established Forster as a leading British novelist and celebrated person, a condition he had mixed feelings about. Part of the celebrity came from his unabashed portrayal of an illicit sexual relationship and the consequent pregnancy, still shocking subject matter in 1910. He was forty-one and had to think of the effect such a book would have on his elderly female relatives, especially his mother. He faced the same problem with Maurice, a novel openly homosexual in content, with an unabashedly romantic ending, and he chose not to have it published during his lifetime. 

Forster had doubts about his plots, which he feared were insubstantial and overdependent on coincidence and fate. He is supposed to have likened them to precarious constructions of toothpicks or matches, optimistically stuck together. Yet they are stronger than he knew or today’s reader might at first realize, and somehow they also bear the weight of the solid, realistic mass of episode and detail that the film adaptations of his novels require. We—as readers and filmgoers—believe in the inevitability of Forster’s plots when we think of them at all or become aware of them as we make our way through book or film. Forster’s plots are not very important to our enjoyment, perhaps—less important than the characters’ lives that he develops, the atmosphere he creates that surrounds those lives, and the deductions that we afterward draw about them. In June of 1908 he sketched out his first idea for Howards End: 

Idea for another novel shaping, and may do well to write it down. In a prelude Helen goes to stop with the Wilcoxes, gets engaged to the son & breaks it off immediately, for her instinct sees the spiritual cleavage between the families. Mrs. Wilcox dies, and some 2 years later Margaret gets engaged to the widower, a man impeccable publicly. They are accosted by a prostitute. M., because she understands & is great, marries him. The wrong thing to do. He, because he is little, cannot bear to be understood, & goes to the bad. He is frank, kind, & attractive. But he dreads ideas.* 

Forster continued to develop ideas for his new novel, and soon there was a subplot weaving itself around the main plot, until the two became one: The Schlegel sisters, Margaret and Helen, through a misadventure with an umbrella, take up a poor young clerk named Leonard Bast. They see in him worthy material to test their theory that the classes, under exceptional circumstances, may mingle to the benefit of each. The ensuing “muddle”—to use a favorite Forsterian word—results in the central tragedy, but muddle also provides suspense in the form of a lot of time bombs that keep going off in unexpected and sometimes very funny ways. And for all Forster’s strictures against himself, Howards End has the elements of a very strong plot: a death, a destroyed will, a sexual scandal, a mysterious disappearance, manslaughter and a prison term, and also, as so often happens in a Forster novel, almost as many coincidences as in a full-blooded melodrama. The story seems more than enough for one novel and enough for several films. Is it any wonder that film directors are attracted to such dramatic material? 

There is another element that makes Howards End a supreme and supremely English novel, and that is the house—Howards End itself. This was the property—a family farm—of Mrs. Wilcox, whom Margaret Schlegel briefly met before the older woman’s death. At that time Margaret felt no attraction to Mr. Wilcox and the rest of the family, whom she found crassly smug and prosaic, an opinion that does not change after she marries him. But in Ruth Wilcox Margaret sees a kind of throwback from an earlier, greater England, a kind of fair English goddess of good sense and compassion, linked harmoniously to the land itself—an enchanted land of once mythic beauty, now in danger of being corrupted and defaced by modern commercialization by people like Henry Wilcox. The sudden friendship between the older and the younger woman develops into an intense spiritual kinship. Ruth Wilcox sees in Margaret her spiritual heir and in her will bequeaths her beloved house, Howards End, to her. The crumpled piece of paper from her hospital deathbed, with its instructions about her home, is given to her husband. He decides, seconded by his indignant and self-serving children, to ignore the bequest. 

Years later, when he is married to Margaret and comes to divide up his estate, Howards End is left to Margaret after all. From her it will pass to the son, glimpsed as a willful toddler in the last chapter, of Helen and Leonard Bast. This house, it has often been said, represents England itself; the larger question posed by Forster’s novel, and perhaps answered by it, was “Who is to inherit England?” Not the hard, practical Wilcoxes, nor the Schlegels with their superior discrimination, nor the pluckier types among the downtrodden, like the Basts, but an amalgamation of those Forster felt were the best in each of these castes—forging his famous connection. He was looking to an enlightened English future, where the kinds of tragic misunderstandings created by divisions of class, so succinctly presented in his novels, can no longer take place because of new connections between the practical and the spiritual or, as he wrote, between poetry and prose. 

Forster did not need big issues in order to protest against the lack of justice he saw everywhere in late Victorian and Edwardian England and after; he did not need the Irish problem or women’s rights to set him boiling. He spoke out against the ugliness in small events and found these as laden with significance as the large issues he read about in the papers. He attacked the poisonous class consciousness of the English by showing them how they sinned against life itself. Howards End has many episodes illustrating this English vice—ludicrous to American readers, perhaps, as well as hilarious. And they do not endear Forster to his present-day English audience, many of whom like to imagine that their traditional, irksome code of manners, based on a social hierarchy with a monarch sitting at the top, has long since been discredited, if not actually swept away. 

In Howards End, we see the effects of this code in the comical story of Miss Avery’s wedding gift to Evie Wilcox. Miss Avery was a farm woman who had been a devoted friend of Ruth Wilcox, and when the hard and unpleasant Evie marries, Miss Avery sends her a handsome present of a pendant from a Bond Street shop. Evie is not pleased to get it; Miss Avery has surely presumed on her friendship with the Wilcox family and may have ulterior motives. Evie’s stupid sister-in-law Dolly thinks that it is only Miss Avery’s way of “trying to climb into society.” The gift is returned, and the outraged Miss Avery throws it into the duck pond. 

It is like the scene in A Room with a View when, in the Florence pensione, old Mr. Emerson and his attractive son, George, offer their rooms with a view of the Arno to Charlotte Bartlett and her young ward, Lucy Honeychurch, who have no view. But Charlotte declines the offer, explaining to the disappointed Lucy that they must under no circumstances be put under obligation to people they do not know (and though she does not say it, to people who would never “do” socially). In A Passage to India such episodes—and there are many—take on additional offensiveness because of their racial overtones. Forster draws comedy out of this as he scourges his countrymen. A woman neighbor in class-conscious Surrey, where Forster lived, told him—as a good joke—how her brother, when the doctor shook hands with him, had wiped his hands on his trousers afterward, “and the doctor saw him!” the woman added with relish. Forster felt it was “monstrous” to like such people; that if he did not feel continued disgust for them, he would become just like them. 

*         *         * 

From the time of A Passage to India, in the mid-1920s, Forster resisted the offers of film producers who wanted to turn his novels into films. The last of these was no less a director than Satyajit Ray, who tried to convince the author—by then in his eighties—to let him have the rights to A Passage to India. Ray traveled all the way from Calcutta to Cambridge to see Forster, taking along prints of the Apu Trilogy to help him plead his case, but Forster, who said he liked these films very much, remained unconvinced. He told Ray that after he died people could do whatever they liked with his books, but not while he lived. By looking at Ray’s The Chess Players, one can imagine somewhat the kind of film he might have had in mind if he had been allowed to make A Passage to India. Ray’s film was set within the Muslim community in Lucknow during the British takeover in the mid-nineteenth century, when Wajid-Ali Shah, the pleasure-loving last king of Oudh, was deposed. There are echoes of that story, or hints of its atmosphere, in Forster’s own The Hill of Devi, his memoir of life in the feudal Indian state where he was the private secretary to the maharaja. 

In 1983, thirteen years after Forster’s death, Merchant Ivory was contacted by the Fellows of Kings College in Cambridge, and Ismail Merchant and I were invited to come to lunch at the college. We went—it was just after the successful London run of our film Heat and Dust. We had an idea that Forster’s executors might be summoning us to offer us the rights to A Passage to India. We were correct, but we found ourselves in an awkward position. I did not want to make that book into a film if Ray could not, and this feeling was hard to explain to our hosts. Easier to explain was the fact that we had just finished making Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s Heat and Dust, a book also set in India in the 1920s. Like Passage, the story takes place in a remote Indian administrative station populated by British officials and their women. There is a sex scandal at the center of both, dividing the British and the Indians into opposing camps. We decided to pop an unexpected question: Would they, instead, sell us the rights to A Room with a View? Their faces showed polite puzzlement. Why would we want to take up this minor novel? We gave our various reasons (one of mine was a selfish one: I wanted to go back to Italy, which I had not visited in twenty years). 

After A Room with a View, we turned to another Forster novel, Maurice—and all this time Howards End loomed forbiddingly, like a mountain peak that one had to try to climb, an urge I put out of my mind while I made two American movies. Like many unclimbed peaks, Howards End was wrapped in clouds of mystery: What was up there at the top? It was not a book about which I had any clear idea. Though I had read it twice, I could recall none of its characters. Forster himself wrote of his novel that there was not a single character in it for whom he cared. One scene only had stayed in my mind, and that was the one where Margaret Schlegel dramatically jumps out of a moving car during an argument with Charles Wilcox over a cat he has hit on the road. I reread the book again and found myself caring very much indeed for Margaret. She seemed the kind of intelligent, imaginative, ironic heroine that had all but disappeared from English-language movies; if Forster had sold the rights to Howards End to Hollywood a long time ago, Katharine Hepburn would no doubt have been chosen to play Margaret. Could Forster really write that he could not care for her? Was she not a female version of himself in many ways? From the first day’s shooting, I felt the actress we cast as Margaret, Emma Thompson, would be superb. As that character carries the book, so she—Emma—carries the film. And I had, from the beginning, the feeling that Vanessa Redgrave was the one English actress who could flesh out and make real the ethereal, sometimes too-good-to-be-true, Ruth Wilcox: a great soul played by another authentic great soul. 

But there were problems with some of our other central characters—not of finding the right actors, but of finding their parts. Can one say that this occurred because Forster himself had lacked empathy for them? Could one go further and say that Forster himself had not escaped the very faults that he castigated? In A Room with a View, we found that the socially humbler characters of the Emersons were not as fully developed as those of Forster’s equals. In Howards End, this is even more striking. There is something patronizing, even intolerant, in his portrayal of the poor bank clerk, Leonard Bast, and his poor and poor-spirited wife, Jackie. It is almost as if somehow they were lesser beings, for whom Forster could not feel the same empathy or sympathy he felt for those nearer to his own social background. 

In adapting the novel into a film, we felt we had to build up the relationship between Leonard and Jackie to show more of her clinging love and gratitude to him and his pity, leading to tenderness, for her. Also, the character and qualities of Leonard himself—his youth, his yearnings, his disappointment, his bitterness—are somehow not sufficiently revealed in the book, nor is there enough attention given to the relationship between him and Helen. We don’t even know where and when their baby was conceived. Here is an amusing sidelight on what can happen when you add scenes in a film: In order to show onscreen what led to the baby, we had to make up a scene between Helen and Leonard. We showed them rowing in a boat together, and we later heard a serious discussion among film buffs in their fifties about whether this scene may have led Theodore Dreiser to include the pivotal scene between two lovers in a boat in An American Tragedy. Yes, possibly it would have, if Dreiser had had a chance to see our film in 1925, but he didn’t find any such scene in Forster’s novel, because it wasn’t there. 

It might be that Forster just could not, or would not, conceive of a semiliterate bank clerk having a physical relationship with an educated upper-middle-class young lady, though he could—and did—portray such a relationship when the middle-class protagonist was not a young lady but a man. This actually might be an interesting point: that the heterosexual relationships he imagined did not go further than an echo in the Marabar Caves or a stolen kiss amid the flowering hills of Florence. Suppose it had been not with Helen but with her brother, Tibby, that Leonard had a relationship. Might not Forster have then put more heart into it, as well as more life into Leonard? 

Film adaptations of classics not only need to add, sometimes, but are forced to subtract or contract, both at the script stage and later on in the editing room. Scenes that are inherently thrilling to read and give a director reasons for wanting to make a book into a film in the first place—like the one where Margaret jumps out of the car—may turn out badly during shooting and have to be scrapped. Or, because of the film’s budget, immense scenes such as the Beethoven concert in London’s Queen’s Hall have to be radically rethought: Did we really want to spend a couple of hundred thousand pounds on a symphony orchestra and crowd just to see Leonard’s umbrella stolen? And then, too, how, even if money was no consideration, were we to introduce the fantastic thoughts of the author and his characters about the last movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, with its malign goblins and dancing elephants and gods and demigods contending with vast swords? We compromised by showing not a full-fledged concert, but a music lecture, where the high-minded lecturer has the opportunity to talk about the goblins and demigods while Helen Schlegel makes off with Leonard Bast’s umbrella. 

In time, a film’s images get mixed up with those of the book; people rereading the novel after seeing the film no longer distinguish what they saw on the screen from what was actually on the page. And, as in the debate over Dreiser’s rowboat, I have argued with people who were very, very sure that they were describing an episode from the book but in reality were remembering some bit of our film, such as the scene where Charles Wilcox leaves for prison under police escort—an event predicted by his father, but never part of the novel’s narrative. 

*         *         * 

My immersion in three Forster films has by now had an effect, I think, on how I personally behave at certain moments. Forster often sets me a good example—sometimes through his more generous and imaginative characters like Margaret Schlegel, and sometimes via his own voice. For instance, there are sticky social situations that occur in my life, like anyone’s, that require decisions, times when it is possible to make a mistake and thus act badly because I have lost myself in one of the muddles that Forster’s books are full of. Any of us may feel, rightly or wrongly, that we have suffered an “outrage,” something “unforgivable,” at the hands of people who like us, we believe, and whom we know well. What to do? How do we now deal with these people? What would Forster have done with the options given in such and such a situation? Well, of course, I break my rule of opting for his generosity time and time again, but I do keep trying. 

I feel that what he kept saying—and what I am now trying to say here—is that it always comes back to his “Only connect,” by which I think he means for us to enlarge our vision to include that of others, however opposite or even opposed theirs might be to our own. In Howards End, it is the epigraph and central motto, but it is there in various guises in all his other books. In A Room with a View, as in Howards End, it refers primarily to social and personal differences; in The Longest Journey and Maurice to sexual differences; in Where Angels Fear to Tread and A Passage to India to national and racial ones. Today everybody is confronted by all these problems on a scale Forster could not have envisaged in the days before our migratory and sexual and every other kind of revolution. So we seem to need, I need, his “Only connect” more than ever, reminding us to fear what he called “the undeveloped heart”: the heart that is too small, too smug, too snobbish, to open to others and include them. 

          

          

          

James Ivory’s career has taken him all over the world. Ivory, an American film director, is best known for the film adaptations he made of E. M. Forster’s novels for Merchant Ivory Productions. His adaptations of Howards End and A Room with a View were nominated for Best Picture by the Academy Awards. His films have enjoyed immense critical and popular success worldwide. 

Ivory has also specialized in adapting the novels of Henry James for the screen and is currently in production with The Golden Bowl. He lives in New York City. 
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JOSEPH EPSTEIN 

                           Virginia Woolf                           

[None] of the books before Howards End and A Passage to India altogether drew upon the full range of Mr. Forster’s powers. With his queer and in some ways contradictory assortment of gifts, he needed, it seemed, some subject which would stimulate his highly sensitive and active intelligence, but would not demand the extremes of romance or passion; a subject which gave him material for criticism, and invited investigation. . . . In Howards End the lower middle, the middle, the upper middle classes of English society are . . . built up into a complete fabric. It is an attempt on a larger scale than hitherto, and, if it fails, the size of the attempt is largely responsible. . . . The reason is suggested perhaps by the manner of one’s praise. Elaboration, skill, wisdom, penetration, beauty—they are all there, but they lack fusion; they lack cohesion; the book as a whole lacks force. 

Yet in Howards End there are, one feels, in solution all the qualities that are needed to make a masterpiece. The characters are extremely real to us. The ordering of the story is masterly. That indefinable but highly important thing, the atmosphere of the book, is alight with intelligence; not a speck of humbug, not an atom of falsity is allowed to settle. And again, but on a larger battlefield, the struggle goes forward which takes place in all Mr. Forster’s novels—the struggle between the things that matter and the things that do not matter, between reality and sham, between the truth and the lie. Again the comedy is exquisite and the observation faultless. But again, just as we are yielding ourselves to the pleasures of the imagination, a little jerk rouses us. We are tapped on the shoulder. We are to notice this, to take heed of that. Margaret or Helen, we are made to understand, is not speaking simply as herself; her words have another and a larger intention. So, exerting ourselves to find out the meaning, we step from the enchanted world of imagination, where our faculties work freely, to the twilight world of theory, where only our intellect functions dutifully. 

From “The Novels of E. M. Forster,” in The Death of the Moth and Other Essays, 1942 

                           Lionel Trilling                           

. . . Howards End is undoubtedly Forster’s masterpiece; it develops to their full the themes and attitudes of [his] early books and throws back upon them a new and enhancing light. It justifies these attitudes by connecting them with a more mature sense of responsi- bility. 

For when we have emerged from the immediate seduction of Where Angels Fear to Tread, The Longest Journey and A Room with a View we can sometimes feel that their assumptions have been right but rather too easy. In one disguise or another, the mythology and fantasy of [his] early stories have found their way into the novels, and the mythology formulates well but abstractly, the fantasy solves dashingly but sometimes facilely. The formulations and the solutions have been just, but they have not been worked out against sufficient resistance. We have learned that naturalness is to be trusted, that authority and society are stupid and insincere. But we have learned this in a mythological way, as if by parable, and with a great deal of attractive brio and bravura; we have not seen it put to the test. In the early novels what is bad in life has indeed the look of reality, but what is good has the appearance of myth. 

*         *         * 

. . . Forster, in the three early novels, has not fully done his job as a novelist: he represents the truth but he does not show the difficulties the truth must meet. And the criterion by which this judgment is made is a work of Forster’s own: Howards End is a work of full responsibility. Its theme is “Only connect the prose and the passion,” and it shows how almost hopelessly difficult it is to make this connection. That the insights of Forster’s earlier novels could have come to face this difficulty is their justification. 

Howards End is a novel about England’s fate. It is a story of the class war. The war is latent but actual—so actual indeed that a sword is literally drawn and a man is really killed. England herself appears in the novel in palpable form, for the story moves by symbols and not only all its characters but also an elm, a marriage, a symphony, and a scholar’s library stand for things beyond themselves. The symbol for England is the house whose name gives the title to the book. Like the plots of so many English novels, the plot of Howards End is about the rights of property, about a destroyed will-and-testament and rightful and wrongful heirs. It asks the question, “Who shall inherit England?” 

The class struggle is not between the classes but within a single class, the middle class. Neither the aristocracy nor the proletariat is represented and the very poor are specifically barred—“We are not concerned with the very poor,” the novelist says. “They are unthinkable, and only to be approached by the statistician or the poet. This story deals with gentlefolk, or with those who are obliged to pretend that they are gentlefolk.” At the far end of the vast middle-class scale is Leonard Bast, the little clerk. He stands “at the extreme verge of gentility,” at the very edge of the “abyss” of poverty. At the upper end of the scale is Mr. Wilcox, the business-man, rich and rapidly growing richer. Between are the Schlegels, Margaret and Helen, living comfortably on solid, adequate incomes. The Schlegels are intellectuals and constitute the point of consciousness of the novel; upon them the story balances, touching and connecting the wealthy middle class and the depressed middle class. 

But the character who dominates the novel belongs to none of these groups. She is Mrs. Wilcox, who, despite her position in the story, soon leaves it. It is perhaps significant that her name is Ruth, for her heart is sad, the home for which she is sick is her chief passion and she stands amid alien corn. She herself is descended from the yeoman class to which Forster gives his strongest sympathies. 

It is said of Ruth Wilcox by a “wise” character in the book, that she should have married a soldier, and Margaret Schlegel, who hated armies but liked soldiers, understands what is meant. For although Plato’s Republic is not mentioned, it is nevertheless pervasive throughout the novel and Margaret, whose father had been a soldier before he became a philosopher, might well have remembered Plato’s Watchdogs, the military Guardians from whom the philosophical Guardians were chosen; she might have remembered too that when the Just State is translated into the Just Man, the soldiers represent what Plato called the Spirited Element—the will, the love of honor and all generous things—which supports the reason. 

Certainly the man Ruth Wilcox married had nothing of the Spirited Element in him. Henry Wilcox could give what his second wife in a moment of anger called an “unweeded kindness,” but he lived the life of the Platonic Artisans, gainful, mediocre and unaware. The result for Ruth Wilcox was not frustration or unhappiness but tragedy, and her death was marked by cynicism, “not the superficial cynicism that snarls and sneers, but the cynicism that can go with courtesy and tenderness.” Her husband had loved her, but his best praise had been for her “steadiness.” Nor could her children draw on her for anything good. Her daughter Evie, handsome and tight-lipped, is a breeder of puppies, a dull and cruel girl; her younger son Paul, a vague figure in the novel, is a competent colonial administrator but a weak and foolish man; her elder son Charles is a bully and a righteous blunderer: her family, whom she loves and who adore her, are her alien corn. She is not sorry to die in her early fifties. 

Mrs. Wilcox is not a clever woman—a whole scene is devoted to showing how clever people can even find her dull—and she is not, in the usual meaning of the word, a “sensitive” woman. But she has wisdom which is traditional and ancestral. 

She seemed to belong not to the young people and their motor, but to the house and the trees that overshadowed it. One knew that she worshipped the past and that the instinctive wisdom the past alone can bestow had descended upon her—that wisdom to which we give the clumsy name of aristocracy. High born she might not be. But assuredly she cared about her ancestors and let them help her. 

The house to which she “belongs” is a small though beautiful farmhouse and her ancestors were simple people, yeomen, for Forster in this novel, as in The Longest Journey, puts his faith in the men of the English countryside. 

Here men had been up since dawn. Their hours were ruled, not by a London office, but by the movements of the crops and sun. That they were men of the finest type only the sentimentalist can declare. But they kept to the life of daylight. They are England’s hope. Clumsily they carry forward the torch of the sun, until such time as the nation sees fit to take it up. Half clodhopper, half boardschool prig, they can still throw back to a nobler stock, and breed yeomen. 

As a character Ruth Wilcox is remarkably—and perhaps surprisingly—successful. Her “reality” is of a strange kind and consists in her having no reality in the ordinary sense—she does not have, that is, the reality of personality, of idiosyncrasy or even of power. Her strength comes exactly from her lack of force, her distinction from her lack of distinguishing traits. She suggests Shakespeare’s “gentle” women, the Countess of All’s Well or an older Imogen; or she has a touch of Chaucer’s Griselda. It is appropriate that we find her kind in the past, for she represents England’s past. But for all her lack of contemporary “reality,” she is more successful as a real person than as a symbol; she must be seen to be believed and when she dies and becomes the brooding ghost of the story, she becomes a little trying, as perhaps all such symbolic spirits in novels do. 

Before Mrs. Wilcox dies she has found the heir for her Howards End. She could not leave it to her family—“to them Howards End was a house: they could not know that to her it had been a spirit for which she sought a spiritual heir.” As she lay on her death-bed she had penciled a note expressing the wish that the house go to Margaret Schlegel. To the Wilcox family nothing could have seemed a greater betrayal. For the Wilcoxes and the Schlegels had had dealings. They had met, joined for a moment when Paul and Helen had thought they were in love, and then had separated in a storm of “telegrams and anger.” The Wilcoxes had been aware of how nearly they had been tricked in that affair. Now, with Ruth Wilcox’s note before them, they must defend themselves again; they manage to convince themselves that the note should never have been written and is not binding; they destroy it and send Margaret Mrs. Wilcox’s vinaigrette. 

In the end Howards End comes to Margaret; but it is to pass beyond her to a little classless child, the son of Helen Schlegel and the pitiful Leonard Bast. For each of these intellectual sisters has reached out to the mysterious extremes of the middle class, Margaret upward to the Wilcoxes, Helen downward to the Basts. Such, in this novel, is their function as intellectuals. 

Perhaps the intellectual first came into historical notice when Burke, attacking the French Revolution, spoke with contempt of the many small lawyers and small priests in the Assembly. They were, he said, merely men of mind, therefore ill-suited to the management of a state. Burke, we know, had a quarrel of long standing with the rational intellect and with those who used it. With his usual insight, he knew that a great change was coming about in the conduct of human affairs. The French Revolution was the first great occasion when Mind—conscious, verbalized mind—became an important element in national politics. Interest, of course, was also in play, and force too, but mind had the new function of generalizing interest and justifying force. And since Burke’s day mind has played an increasing part in politics. Matthew Arnold spoke of the “idea-moved” masses of France and indeed ideas, far more than actual interests, have moved masses, so that even the most repressive and obscurantist systems are systems of ideas. 

But the intellectual class does not descend only from the political priests and lawyers Burke attacked. Its origins are also to be found in the religious groups of the 18th century—further back than that, no doubt, in the beginnings of Protestantism: perhaps Erasmus and Milton are its true ancestors, but the 18th century witnessed such a notable breaking up of religious orthodoxies and such a transference of the religious feelings to secular life that it is surely the true seedtime of the intellectual as we now know him. One observes in the social circles of the first generation of English romantic poets the sense of morality, the large feelings and the intellectual energy that had once been given to religion. 

This moral and pious aspect of the intellectual’s tradition is important. Intellectuals as a class do not live by ideas alone but also by ideals. That is, they must desire the good not only for themselves but for all, and we might say that one of the truly new things in human life in the last two centuries is the politics of conscious altruism. To be sure, the sword and the stiletto have always had to be supplemented by this language, but the 18th century produced and the 19th century multiplied a class of people who sincerely thought or sincerely spoke of politics in terms of the freedom and privilege of groups less advantageously placed than their own; the word “underprivileged” is a key to the nature of the intellectual’s political attitude. 

Consequently, liberal intellectuals have always moved in an aura of self-congratulation. They sustain themselves by flattering themselves with intentions and they dismiss as “reactionary” whoever questions them. When the liberal intellectual thinks of himself, he thinks chiefly of his own good will and prefers not to know that the good will generates its own problems, that the love of humanity has its own vices and the love of truth its own insensibilities. The choice of the moral course does not settle the quality of morality; there is, as it were, a morality of morality. 

And one of the complications of the intellectual’s life is his relation to people who are not intellectuals. The very fact of being articulate, of making articulateness a preoccupation, sets up a barrier between the intellectual and the nonintellectual. The intellectual, the “freest” of men, consciously the most liberated from class, is actually the most class-marked and class-bound of all men. With the business-man his relation is likely to be unreal; the man who makes money can easily be worried by the intellectual’s judgment of him, so pervasive and so coercive (up to a point) is the modern respect for the ideal of disinterestedness. And if we plumb the true feeling of the intellectual (it is not done often enough) we must see his own obscure admiration for the powers of the business-man. Then too, because the intellectual, whatever his social origin, always becomes a member of the middle class, he is obscurely aware how dependent is his existence upon the business civilization he is likely to fear and despise. 

The relation of the intellectual to the lower classes is no less confused. There is a whole mass of mankind, the enormous majority, indeed, whom he considers it his duty to “protect.” To these people he vaguely supposes himself to be in a benevolent superior relation, paternal, pedagogic, even priestlike. He believes it necessary to suppose that they are entirely good; the essential goodness of the masses is for him as much a certainty as the essential badness of the business classes. He is supposed to have nothing but the most benevolent feelings toward them; in The Longest Journey, for example, everyone is shocked when Stephen, who is a democrat but not an intellectual, feels the normal angry, aggressive emotions toward humble people. And so the intellectual, in addition to the barrier of his articulateness which cuts him off from the masses as well as from the middle classes, stands behind another barrier, the necessity of regarding the mass of men as objects of his benevolence. 

The situation is sad but comic. It is the situation of the Schlegel sisters in Howards End. The comedy begins when Helen Schlegel is momentarily seduced by the Wilcox way of life. Visiting at Howards End, she finds her new friends strong; she likes them because they are all “keen on games” and because they put everything to use. Her own life of ideas seems suddenly inadequate. 

She had liked giving in to Mr. Wilcox, or Evie or Charles; she had liked being told that her notions of life were sheltered or academic; that Equality was nonsense, Art and Literature nonsense. One by one the Schlegel fetiches had been overthrown, and, though professing to defend them, she rejoiced. When Mr. Wilcox said that one sound man of business did more good to the world than a dozen of your social reformers, she had swallowed the curious assertion without a gasp, and had leant back luxuriously among the cushions of his motor-car. When Charles said, “Why be polite to servants? they don’t understand it,” she had not given the Schlegel retort of, “If they don’t understand it, I do.” No; she vowed to be less polite to servants in the future. “I am swathed in cant,” she thought, “and it is good for me to be stripped of it.” 

Actually, however, it was not a set of ideas that Helen was admiring—it was sex. It was with masculinity that she had fallen in love. It was the idea of men “taking hold,” being efficient, having families and supporting them. Perhaps, too, of men owning motor-cars, for in 1910 the automobile is already the totem of the Wilcox males; it pervades the novel, but never attractively, and the Wilcox’s chauffeur, Crane, in contrast to Shaw’s genial Ennery Striker, is represented as a vaguely malevolent figure. Mr. Wilcox’s smoking room, decorated to the masculine taste, is furnished with chairs of maroon leather, “as if a motor-car had spawned.” 

Howards End is not only a novel of the class war but of the war between men and women. Margaret, like Helen, is to respond to the Wilcox masculinity. Indeed, she marries Henry Wilcox. More perceptive than Helen, she knows this masculinity for what it is—far from adequate—but she accepts it more simply, demanding less of it. Perhaps neither of these young women would have been so urgent toward masculinity had their father lived or had their younger brother Tibby been brought up by a man to be manly. But they feared their own feminine lives and the clever men of their acquaintance offered them no escape. And so Helen, when she is kissed by Paul Wilcox in the garden of Howards End, is quite carried away. The normal life seems suddenly open to her, the life, one guesses, of the body. 

It is so easy for an Englishman to sneer at these chance collisions of human beings. To the insular cynic and the insular moralist they offer an equal opportunity. It is so easy to talk about “passing emotion” and to forget how vivid the emotion was as it passed. Our impulse to sneer, to forget, is at root a good one. We recognize that emotion is not enough, and that men and women are personalities capable of sustained relations, not mere opportunities for an electrical discharge. Yet we rate the impulse too highly. We do not admit that by collisions of this trivial sort the doors of heaven may be shaken open. To Helen, at all events, her life was to bring nothing more intense than the embrace of this boy who played no part in it. . . . In time his slender personality faded, the scene that he evoked endured. In all the variable years that followed she never saw the like of it again. 

Helen responded to the masculine principle, but it turned out not to be masculine at all. At breakfast next morning, Paul, who had a career to make in Africa, was frightened and abashed. To Helen the sight is never to be forgotten. “When that kind of man looks frightened, it is too awful. It is all right for us to be frightened, or for men of another sort—father, for instance; but for men like that!” She never does forget, though she thinks she does; the sexual betrayal by the Wilcoxes generates in her a hatred for Wilcoxism that is to make her act desperately, even insanely. 

The sexual theme plays through the book, lightly, without much pressure save at one point, but with great seriousness. The great fact about the Wilcoxes is that which D. H. Lawrence saw, the fact of sexual deficiency. Paul with his fear, Charles with his silly wife, Dolly—“She was a rubbishy little creature, and she knew it”—Evie with her heavy love-banter, Mr. Wilcox with his lofty morality and his single, sordid, clandestine love-affair, all exhibit the deficiency. 

The sexual lack has its concomitance and perhaps its result in the lack of a developed sense of personality. Helen says, 

Perhaps the little thing that says “I” is missing out of the middle of their heads, and then it’s a waste of time to blame them. There’s a nightmare of a theory that says a special race is being born which will rule the rest of us in the future just because it lacks the little thing that says “I.” There are two kinds of people—our kind, who live straight from the middle of their heads, and the other kind who can’t because their heads have no middle. They can’t say “I.” They aren’t in fact. . . . Pierpont Morgan has never said “I” in his life. No superman can say “I want” because “I want” must lead to the question “Who am I?” and so to Pity and to Justice. He only says “want”—“Want Europe,” if he’s Napoleon; “want wives” if he’s Bluebeard; “want Botticelli” if he’s Pierpont Morgan. Never “I” and if you could pierce through him, you’d find panic and emptiness in the middle. 

She has no doubt been reading H. G. Wells with aversion and perhaps she has been having a bout with the romantic philosophers in her German father’s library: certainly she makes an admirably accurate defense of the best of romantic egoism. 

The recipient of her little speech is Leonard Bast on the night of the lowest ebb in his sad fortunes. Leonard is an insurance clerk whom the Schlegels had picked up in a concert-hall in a little farce of mistaken umbrellas and forgotten purses. The Schlegels had met the Wilcoxes touring a cathedral; they meet Leonard Bast at a concert: culture comically brings the middle class together and separates it. For Leonard is under the terrible necessity of being cultured. 

This is the new obligation that democracy has brought. It will always be one of the mysteries of our civilization. Culture does not help us make our way in a business civilization, yet it has its value and yields its return. In our attitude toward the poet and the professor we are perfectly ambivalent: we know they are useless, yet they make us humble-defiant, and the business-man who declares himself a lowbrow is aggrieved if anyone agrees with him. 

Leonard is “one of the thousands who have lost the life of the body and failed to reach the life of the spirit, who had given up the glory of the animal for a tail coat and a couple of ideas.” His grandparents had been agricultural laborers, a fact of which he is ashamed; reading Ruskin is for him what a revival meeting was for his grandparents—he hopes for a sudden conversion, for the secret of life. When he touches the Schlegel world where art is breathed with the air and where ideas are not the secret of life but its very stuff, he is wholly confused. Margaret, as she observes him, questions all the 19th century’s faith in education: 

Culture had worked in her own case, but during the last few weeks she doubted whether it humanized the majority, so wide and widening is the gulf that stretches between the natural and the philosophic man, so many the good chaps who are wrecked trying to cross it. She knew the type very well—the aspirations, the mental dishonesty, the familiarity with the outsides of books. 

What the Schlegel sisters cherished in Leonard was the solid grain of honesty under the pitiful overlay of culture. He has walked all one night to see the dawn in the country, moved by an impulse which was half native sensibility, half literary sentimentality. “‘But was the dawn wonderful?’” Helen asks him. “With unforgettable sincerity he replied, ‘No.’ The word . . . flew like a pebble from the sling. Down toppled all that seemed ignoble or literary in his talk, down toppled tiresome R.L.S. and the ‘love of the earth’ and his silk top-hat.” But Leonard cannot understand this of himself; indeed, he is not interested in himself, only in his soul. Just so he cannot be interested in the Schlegel girls except as sounding boards for his culture; in this he is like the Wilcoxes, for, like them, he is not aware of people but only of their status and function: he is obsessed by class. And even the Schlegel girls cannot see Leonard for his class; their very passion for democracy makes them less aware of him than of the abyss that is at his feet, the abyss of wasted lives, of “panic and emptiness” of which Helen especially is so conscious. Listening to the Allegro of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, she hears its terror truthfully stated: 

. . . The music started with a goblin walking quietly over the universe from end to end. Others followed him. They were not aggressive creatures; it was that that made them so horrible to Helen. They merely observed in passing that there was no such thing as splendour or heroism in the world. After the interlude of elephants dancing, they returned and made the observation for the second time. Helen could not contradict them, for, once at all events, she had felt the same, and had seen the reliable walls of youth collapse. Panic and emptiness! Panic and emptiness! The goblins were right. 

Panic and emptiness make the dreadful fate that awaits people in this novel; they are the modern doom. And they threaten the unformed Leonard Bast as well as the cultivated Helen Schlegel. 

Leonard is destroyed. The immediate cause of his destruction is Mr. Wilcox, who casually remarks to the sisters that Leonard’s firm is unsound and advises that Leonard leave before the crash. The company turns out to be perfectly sound but Leonard has taken and lost another job and he and his wife Jacky fall quite destitute. Thus Helen finds them. Paul’s betrayal has done its work on her; she hates all Wilcoxes, the idea of Margaret marrying Henry is inconceivable and when she fantastically drags the Basts to Henry’s country place in Wales on the night of his daughter’s wedding, her action is not so much humane as vengeful. Here the story takes its operatic turn, for poor Jacky is discovered to be Henry’s former mistress and Margaret supports Henry in his refusal to help the Basts. That night Helen gives herself to Leonard, joylessly, out of an hysterical sense of justice. 

Margaret’s impulse toward Henry Wilcox is precisely the same as Helen’s had been toward Paul, except that hers is more explicit and less sexually romantic. Henry is one of the race that runs the world, and he is masculine. She cannot continue to despise the people who control the ships and trains that carry “us literary people around.” “More and more,” she says, “do I refuse to draw my income and sneer at those who guarantee it.” To be sure, it disturbs her that the man she is to marry thinks that both money and sex are unclean. He cannot talk directly about the one or feel at ease with the other. Yet she loves Henry and she looks for fulfillment in her marriage with him; she looks for reality. Writing to Helen at the time of the affair with Paul, she had said: 

The truth is that there is a great outer life that you and I have never touched—a life in which telegrams and anger count. Personal relations, that we think are supreme, are not supreme there. There love means marriage settlements, death, death duties. So far I’m clear. But here my difficulty. This outer life, though obviously horrid, often seems the real one—there’s grit in it. It does breed character. Do personal relationships lead to sloppiness in the end? 

The outer life betrays Margaret; it is the inner life which “pays” and which, in the end, takes over the outer life. Howards End has for some time stood empty, a mere storage place for the Schlegels’ furniture and their father’s library. Miss Avery, the sibylline character who cares for the house, cherishing the memory of Ruth Wilcox and identifying Margaret with her, has arranged the furniture in the rooms and put the books on the shelves: thus, by the agency of women, the best of traditional England is furnished with the stuff of the intellect. And over the bookcase Miss Avery has hung the father’s sword: it was she who had said that Ruth Wilcox should have married a soldier. And in Howards End, thus furnished, Margaret and Helen meet after their long separation. For Helen has kept herself hidden from her family and has declared that she is going to live in Germany; Margaret, unable to understand the estrangement, has tempted her to Howards End to choose some souvenir of their old life before her departure. At the meeting she discovers that Helen is pregnant with Leonard’s child. The reconciliation of the sisters precipitates what seems the end of Margaret’s relation with Henry, for Helen wishes to spend the night among their old possessions and, although Henry has no feeling except ownership for Howards End, he refuses to have it desecrated by Helen’s presence. 

The outer life that fails Margaret now fails itself; but the inner life comes to its rescue. Leonard, torn by remorse over his relation with Helen, comes down to Howards End to confess to Margaret. The dull moral blunderer, Charles Wilcox, is in the library when Bast arrives. Knowing Leonard to be Helen’s “lover,” he snatches down the old Schlegel sabre to beat him with the flat. Leonard dies, not of the blow but of a weak heart, and as he drops he clutches the bookcase which falls and sends the books tumbling down on him in a shower—the books that in life had promised him so much and given him so little. Charles is jailed for manslaughter and his father, quite broken, relies wholly on Margaret, who establishes him in Howards End together with Helen and Helen’s baby. 

Not for nothing do Margaret and Helen bear the names of the heroines of the two parts of Faust, one the heroine of the practical life, the other of the ideal life; Henry Wilcox bears Faust’s Christian name and he and Leonard together, the practical man and the seeker after experience, make up the composite hero. Helen’s child is the Euphorion—he is the heir not only of Leonard Bast but of Henry Wilcox, for Howards End is to go to Margaret and from her to Helen’s child. And the Eternal Feminine has taken complete control of the England which the masculine outer life has so sadly muddled. It is not entirely a happy picture on which Forster concludes, this rather contrived scene of busyness and contentment in the hayfield; the male is too thoroughly gelded and, of the two women, Helen confesses that she cannot love a man, Margaret that she cannot love a child. And the rust of London, with its grim promise of modern life “melted down, all over the world,” creeps toward Howards End. Meanwhile the Euphorion, the classless heir of all the classes in this novel, plays in the hayfield and suggests a hope. He is not only the symbol of the classless society but, as he takes his pleasure among the busy workers in the hay, he is also the symbol of the “Only connect!” which was Margaret’s clue to the good life. “Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height.” 

From “Howards End,” E. M. Forster, 1943 

                           Malcolm Bradbury                           

Recent criticism of Forster has tended to take a different approach [from earlier commentaries]; in a variety of ways it has demonstrated that Forster’s intellectual and technical character is a good deal more complex and more modern than the earlier view allows. What has been shown to us clearly over recent years is—among other things—the complexity and resource of Forster’s fictional method, particularly in Howards End and A Passage to India, his last two novels. . . . On the other hand, the balance of criticism has now turned so far in favour of regarding Forster as a modern symbolist that we are sometimes in danger of forgetting the important fact about him that many earlier critics never got beyond—that he is a comic social novelist, a writer of comedy of manners, a man who manifests and is attentive to the social and historical context out of which he derives. This is not the whole Forster, but it is a Forster who never ceases to be present in all the novels, short stories, travel books, and essays. 

There is another view of Forster—associated with the opinion that his fictional manner is Victorian—which has also tended to fade. This is the view that he is intellectually a Victorian, that he is visibly the child of English middle-class liberalism, a liberalism that has an evident historical location in the heyday of the advanced, but wealthy, intellectual bourgeoisie. To locate a writer like this is often an effective means of limiting him, a means of suggesting that his work has not transcended its determining situation, that it is not universal. . . . Certainly Forster does derive much from the Victorian intellectual tradition. . . . And this means that he derives substantially from the Romantic debate which continued through the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Forster himself has made such debts quite plain; and he clearly does espouse many of the attitudes of nineteenth century romantic and political liberalism. But he also confronts an essentially modern disquiet; the generous and positive optimism about the future that one finds in the nineteenth century is already uneasy in Forster before the First World War, which challenged that optimism so very radically. Forster, in Howards End, is one of the first novelists who portrayed in depth the struggle of the modern intelligentsia to define its alliances, who depicted both its disquiet about its independence and the principles that determine that independence. . . . When we call him a liberal humanist, then, we must be aware of his impulse to mysticism, on the one hand, and his sense of the difficulties of liberalism and openness of view on the other. He is prepared to assert a reconciling, enlarging, invisible quality in the “unseen,” and thus to challenge his classical rationalism; at the same time, his visions, though they may suggest an order or unity in the universe, are defined in terms of the anarchy that they must comprehend, and therefore they are never fully redemptive; there is always something they may not account for. In A Passage to India, for instance, the novel moves toward but never achieves a visionary resolution. 

Forster, I am suggesting, is much closer to Bloomsbury than to nineteenth century liberal optimism; but we cannot quite take him as fully representative of that group either. . . . That Forster is, in a positive way, a “representative” of a culture, or of several cultures, that he is a novelist much fed by his place and circumstances, is evident enough; what recent criticism has shown is the complexity of his position. 

The early books, though social comedies, lack the social dimension of the two last novels; they are also much more overtly comic, in the sense that the author’s whimsy and his interest in the conduct of particular persons in particular situations of manners are more directly engaged. In all his novels, but particularly in the two last, one is aware of an urgent attempt to achieve some kind of reconciling and poetic vision, to approach through emotion, through the developed heart, those sensations of body and spirit that not only create a full life in the living but give a meaning to life, afford a visionary understanding of it. Forster’s distinctive mixture of social comedy and “poetic” writing—his concern on the one hand with domestic comedy and quirks of character, and on the other with the unseen and the overarching—make him a difficult writer to read and to define. The modern emphasis on Forster as a symbolist has, as noted earlier, caused critics to overlook some of his distinctive features. The emphasis upon technical experimentalism and symbolist procedure has tended to obscure both the presence and the value of an interesting balancing of traditional and modern elements within his work. By asking aesthetic and technical questions, critics have been able to define him as a deeply modern writer; but this means that some of his particular and distinctive excellencies are not always recognised in their quality and centrality—I mean, for instance, the way he has developed the English tradition of the socio-moral novel into a world of experience not usually found within its capacities; his positive sense of culture, and his awareness of its significance for the individual, and for individualism; his concern with the social dimension on a national or a world scale; and his sense of scrupulous integrity which drives him beyond any simple or conventional account of an event or experience toward scepticism and irony. Because these qualities do involve him in paradoxes and ambiguities, it is not surprising that much of the early criticism of Forster was concerned with trying to reconcile two apparently disparate elements—the novelist of society and manners, and the mystic. It is around this issue that much of the uncertainty about Forster’s reputation and literary character has turned. 

[Though] Forster must be recognised as a major novelist, we must accept that his difficulties are often due to ambiguities within himself. . . . Nobody has yet resolved even the divergent accounts available of the meaning of A Passage to India. Is it—the case may be simply put—a novel which, after attempting to reconcile the differences between races, religions, social creeds, nature and man, asserts failure?—or is it a novel which, reaching beyond accepted faiths and accepted interpretations of the mysterious, the unseen, asserts a positive vision of unity? Is Forster in his last two—best two—books a spiritual and social optimist; or are his conclusions those of pessimism and defeat? It is, perhaps, because of the difficulty of estimating these last two books that Forster’s reputation is less fully achieved, even now, than those of some of the early twentieth century novelists. . . . Howards End . . . is a remarkable and complex work; and A Passage to India is surely a major novel by any measure. 

From Forster: A Collection of Critical Essays, 1966 

*         *         * 

Forster is an historical ironist; he knows the problems of his lineage very well. His last two novels, and his finest works, Howards End and A Passage to India, are both about that—which is why they are, differently, complex modern works. Howards End (1910) is a romantic novel about emotional and social wholeness, the reconciling of the prose and the passion, the commercial bourgeoisie and the intellectual, the material activity of society and the ideal of felt, living personal relationships. A classic kind of comedy which is also a deep inquiry into the state of the nation and the state of the culture, it is a very central and exemplary kind of English novel. . . . In both books the will to vision, the liberal drive to right reason, the urgent claims of the holiness of the heart’s affections, are confronted with unyielding forces in history; it is the irony resulting from that confrontation that makes Forster’s works so very modern, a modernity that intensifies as we read his novels in sequence. . . . 

Forster’s first three novels were social comedies with romantic moral implications, works set in a relatively stabilized world in which the bearers of the Forsterian virtues—the virtues of the developed heart, spontaneous passion, trust in the imagination—battled with the armies of the benighted and won their illuminating moral victories. So is Maurice, mostly written in 1913–14. But Howards End, though still very much concerned with a mode of social comedy open towards the world of the unseen and the visionary, turns on a new historical acceleration, an instability in the world order; the relationship between the formal world of art and the historical world of time is central. Hence the book has been seen as divided inside itself; the social metaphor Forster distils in connecting two of his central characters, Margaret Schlegel and Henry Wilcox, and the spiritual metaphor Margaret inherits from Wilcox’s previous wife, seem imposed on the worked and felt life of the novel. . . . Howards End I take to be a novel, treated in the comic mode, about the circumstances in which the moral life, which is also the full life of the imagination, can be led in society, about the compromises it must effect with itself in order to do so, about the moral and imaginative value of making certain compromises, and about the historical pressures underlying them. The concerns here are deeply associated with Forster’s ‘liberalism’—his devotion to what is decent, human, and enlarging in daily conduct, to personal relationships and responsiveness to life, to finding that truth and goodness coincide—but the book also considers questions of whether this moral life can become transcendent, and by what means reality may be known. There is in the novel a push, on these lines, towards wholeness, and contact with the infinite; and Forster’s liberalism apparently proposes to justify itself when it mirrors infinity—intimations of which can reside in personal relationships, harmonious living, and contact with the earth. . . . It is thus possible to read the novel as a dialectical work moving towards synthesis, which is spiritual completeness. But to see Howards End like that is to underplay what is also in it: a real devotion to society, an ironic spirit, an ambiguous ending. For the book is also concerned with the necessary conditions of life in a particular community, and indeed with those ‘great impersonal forces’ that Mr. Wilcox complacently appeals to when he wants to purge the personal from conversation. This makes Forster very quizzical, and one of the main functions of the comic tone here is surely to enforce this, indeed to let Forster be sceptical about his spiritualizing thrust. This makes Howards End more ironic than the very positive interpretations the novel has earned suggest; and that irony is of the essence, for it is a mediating presence between the parts of the book that are preeminently social comedy and those concerned with the poetic, which is also the infinite. . . . 

In the end, Forster seems to say both, to indicate both total unity, the oneness of the world and what lies behind it, and total multiplicity. He does so because comedy and poetry share [A Passage to India] between them in perpetual interplay, proliferating muddle, yet manifesting formal order. The human world may be unredeemable, but Forster venerates those who try to redeem it; it may be plurally incomprehensible, existence without value, but [he] values those who seek to comprehend it. Yet the world of wholeness and vision is, in a sense, too easy, and not enough; the material and human world must subsist first before it may have credit. The task of the full novel must therefore be undertaken not alone by the social novelist, and not alone by the symbolist one, as Virginia Woolf undertakes it. The result is, finally, a dualistic world, a world founded on contradictions at once potentially mystery and muddle. As Virginia Woolf—who shared Bloomsbury with him, but maintained her novel as a rather purer species—complained, Forster is a materialist novelist, very much aware of the powers of time, refusing to live life at the level of perpetual vision: for to him vision is rare and not always redemptive. So the human plot tells of life in time, and Forster awards enough meaning and tone and style to that to make it matter fully; the verbal plot tells of transcendence, of epiphany, through art, through suggestion, pattern, and leitmotif, the opening out of meanings, and Forster gives wholeness to that too, the wholeness which is the unity of art. 

From “E. M. Forster as Victorian and Modern: ‘Howards End’ and ‘A Passage to India,’” in Possibilities: Essays on the State of the Novel, 1973 

                           Joseph Epstein                           

[One] of the effects of reading E. M. Forster is to feel a bit ashamed . . . at one’s own obtuseness at not being able to see things—important things about relationships, about society, about the condition of being human—as he saw them: with lucidity, sympathy and absolutely in the round. . . . 

Technically, . . . Forster’s novels form a connection between the ethical-culture and traditional forms of the nineteenth-century novelists and the main preoccupations of the novelists of the twentieth—Forster takes up, that is, where George Eliot leaves off and leaves off where D. H. Lawrence takes up. But to place Forster in the immense stretch of literary landscape between George Eliot and D. H. Lawrence is really not to place him at all. 

To find a writer of comparable position in the hearts and minds of his readers one has to go outside English literature—one has to go all the way to Russia and to the figure of Chekhov. How alike the two writers seem in their virtues: in possessing temperaments of exquisite balance, in being firmly anchored in their respective national cultures, in holding at all times to an essential decency. “People must never be humiliated—that is the main thing.” Chekhov wrote that, but it could as easily have been Forster. . . . 

While A Passage to India is certainly Forster’s most ambitious novel—it is also, incidentally, his most “teachable,” which may account for its being far and away the best known of his books—Lionel Trilling among others has judged (rightly, I think) Howards End to be his masterpiece. . . . 

Thick with life, consummate in pace and plot, written in a tone of offhand elegance that is perfect to its subject, [”Howards End”] also displays a knowledge of human nature, with its quirks, range and complexities, that attains to nothing less than wisdom. . . . 

From The New York Times Book Review, 1971



How did E. M. Forster manage to elude the Nobel Prize in Literature? He published his last novel, A Passage to India, at the age of forty-five in 1924 and died at the age of ninety-two in 1970. He must have been passed over, then, no fewer than thirty or forty times. Not winning the Nobel Prize put him in a select little club, Tolstoy, Henry James, Chekhov, and Proust being among its most distinguished members—rather a more select club, when one thinks about it, than that comprised by the winners. Still, one wonders, did Forster think much about it? . . . 

True, Forster’s work is relatively unmarked by the rather strenuous thinking on the cosmic level that Nobel Prize committees seem traditionally to favor. Yet E. M. Forster has long held a special place in the hearts of English-speaking readers. He is the novelist par excellence of modern liberalism, and during a period when the liberal point of view has been ascendant. If he had won the Nobel Prize, it would scarcely have been a surprise. On the contrary, it is rather surprising in retrospect that he did not. 

The complicated truth is that E. M. Forster was probably better off without the Nobel Prize. It would have been unseemly, even slightly unbecoming to him, a man who made something of a specialty of claiming so little for himself in the way of literary aspirations. But aspirations are one thing, reputation another. Forster’s reputation has never been other than high. Even today it sails in the literary stratosphere. . . . 

E. M. Forster’s intellectual ability was not of the ordinary kind. He never felt he had any commanding power of abstract thought. . . . His were the powers of serene observation, often oblique but usually telling. He had quiet wit and a lyrical streak and imaginative sympathy. He had a lucid mind and had early acquired a prose style of unobtrusive elegance that permitted him to state profound things with simplicity. In Forster, intellect united with sensibility, and their tethering in tandem produced the artist that, at Cambridge, he knew he would become. 

Evelyn Waugh once remarked that most writers, even quite good ones, have only one or two stories to tell. The exceptions are the truly major figures; Balzac, Dickens, George Eliot, Tolstoy, James, Conrad. But E. M. Forster, I don’t think many would wish to dispute, is not among their number. He was a one-story man. His is the story of the undeveloped heart. He told it four different times, then set it in India and told it again. In this story a character—an English man or woman of the middle class—is placed in a crucial situation, crucible of the spirit as it turns out, where his or her heart either develops or permanently stultifies. This crucible invariably entails a confrontation with the primitive, or the pre-literate, or the déclassé. In all Forster’s novels culture is pitted against spirit, mind against feeling. It takes no deep reader to recognize that the author, though himself a habitué of the concert hall and of suburban teas upon English lawns, is on the side of spirit and feeling. . . . 

For an otherwise remarkably subtle novelist, E. M. Forster could be remarkably crude in his division of characters into those who either were or were not in touch with life. In the middle were those characters whose personal drama—supplying the drama of his novels—revolved around the question of on which side they would fall. Like many another artist and intellectual of his day, Forster suffered the condition known as horror victorianus; in his novels villains and villainesses are, not very far under the skin, uneminent Victorians: people who believe in progress, empire, the virtues of their social class. As he presents them they are not so much cardboard as metallic; they continually give off sharp pings of their author’s disapproval. 

Nor did Forster have great powers of invention. All his novels are marred by unbelievable touches. Rickie Elliot in The Longest Journey falls in love with his wife-to-be when he sees her being passionately kissed by her fiancé; a bookcase topples onto the pathetic culture-hungry Leonard Bast in the crucial scene in Howards End; Lucy Honeychurch is kissed by George Emerson in a field of spring flowers in Italy, which is noted by a female novelist who later publishes a novel reproducing the scene, which causes a scandal that in turn forces the action in A Room With a View; a carriage crashes, killing a kidnapped infant in Where Angels Fear to Tread; characters regularly die on the instant (“Gerald died that afternoon,” is an inspissated but not anomalous sentence in a Forster novel). I do not mean that such things don’t happen in life, which provides the trickiest plots of all, but in Forster’s novels there is a herky-jerky quality to his plots. If one of the things masterful novelists do is to make the unpredictable seem inevitable, in Forster the unpredictable tends to be expected, which is not at all the same thing. 

[If] E. M. Forster had few cards in his hand, he could nonetheless shuffle them brilliantly. He was an astute judge of character and a potent moralist, in the French sense of the word. Of Mr. Wilcox in Howards End, for example, he writes: “But true insight began just where his intelligence ended, and one gathered that this was the case with most millionaires.” Adela Quested in A Passage to India fails to realize “that it is only hypocrites who cannot forgive hypocrisy.” Forster’s novels are studded with such small gems. Quite as much as for their action—perhaps rather more than for their action—one anticipates Forster’s aphoristic commentary upon his characters. 

In his book on Forster Lionel Trilling remarks that “in Forster there is a deep and important irresolution of whether the world is one of good and evil, sheep and goats, or one of good-and-evil, of sheep who are somehow goats and goats who are somehow sheep.” Trilling refers here to Forster’s propensity in his novels to allow good actions occasionally to derive from characters of whom he otherwise disapproves, and, going the other way ’round, to impute qualities of which he clearly disapproves to characters he clearly wishes us to admire. 

Such curious turnings in character can lend Forster’s novels verisimilitude, though sometimes, as in Charlotte Bartlett’s radical turning to the side of good in A Room With a View, it can be quite unconvincing. But Trilling is at least partially correct in averring that E. M. Forster did not resolve the question of good and evil in his novels. I say partially because, with the exception of A Passage to India, I do not believe it loomed as a large problem for him. Forster seemed not to be greatly perplexed by questions of good and evil and of the meaning of life. He thought, within his own set limits, he knew life’s meaning. As Mr. Emerson, one of Forster’s guru characters in A Room With a View says, “Passion is sanity”; and it is he who shows Lucy Honeychurch, the heroine of the novel, “the holiness of direct desire.” . . . 

E. M. Forster probably never thought himself a very political writer. He tended, in fact, to think himself rather above politics. . . . To be above politics, to be seeking only truth, is ever the plaint of the emancipatory liberal. E. M. Forster, it is well to remember, was the author of a novel (Maurice) he could not publish and for the better part of his life was enmeshed in homosexual relationships he could not openly declare. The truth he sought was of a particular kind; it presupposed freedom. For him, indeed, without freedom, again of a particular kind, there could be no truth. And the particular kinds, both of truth and of freedom, were at their base political. 

[The] novels upon which E. M. Forster’s reputation rests now seem chiefly screens for their author’s yearning for freedom for his own trapped instinctual life. He wrote about men and women, often commenting upon them brilliantly, yet other things must all the while have been at the forefront of his mind. 

What these other things were are revealed less in the sadly sentimental novel Maurice than in a collection of posthumously published stories entitled The Life to Come. These are stories about the suppression of homosexuality and about giving way to it, about its costs so long as society disapproves of it and its pleasures nonetheless. One of them, “Dr. Woolacott,” T. E. Lawrence, to whom Forster showed it, thought the best thing he had ever written. Another, “The Obelisk,” has a touch of nastiness one would not have expected from the great proponent of personal relations. In it a husband and wife on holiday meet up with two sailors also on holiday. To make a short story even shorter, one sailor goes off into the bushes with the wife while, though we do not know this until the end, the other sailor has gone off into other bushes with the husband. It is arch and cruel, a stereotypical homosexual mocking of marriage, which is no prettier than heterosexual mocking of homosexuality. “Only connect,” Forster famously wrote in an epigraph to Howards End. Indeed. 

What The Life to Come along with the Selected Letters and P. N. Furbank’s biography all conduce to make plain is that in E. M. Forster the emancipatory liberal appears to have hidden a homosexual utopian. Ironically, the victories of emancipatory liberalism, issuing in the breakdown of censorship and with it the freedom to know and publish hitherto private facts of writers’ lives, have resulted in our having to reassess E. M. Forster’s novels radically. It is no longer possible to think of Forster as a writer who happened to have been a homosexual; now he must be considered a writer for whom homosexuality was the central, the dominant, fact in his life. Given this centrality, this dominance, it hardly seems wild to suggest that the chief impulse behind Forster’s novels, with their paeans and pleas for the life of the instincts, was itself homosexual. Given, again, all that we now know about his private life, it is difficult to read them otherwise. 

In a curious way the effect of this is to render E. M. Forster’s novels obsolete, and in a way that art of the first magnitude never becomes. Filled with wisdom though all of his novels are at their peripheries, ornamented though all of them are by his lucid and seductive style, at their center each conducts an argument. E. M. Forster was essentially a polemical and didactic novelist. He argued against the sterility of middle-class English life, he attempted to teach the beauty of the passionate instinctive life. In the first instance, he wrote out of his personal antipathies; in the second, out of his personal yearnings. 

Viewed from the present, it can be said that in large part Forster won his argument. An English and vastly more sophisticated Sinclair Lewis (a writer whom Forster himself admired), with a sexual and spiritual twist added, he has, in his quiet way, been one of the most successful of those who in our time have written pour épater les bourgeois. As for his teaching about the instinctual life—the sanity of passion, the holiness of desire, and the rest of it—here, too, his side, that of emancipatory liberalism, has known no shortage of victories. If, then, his writing today seems so thin, so hollow, and finally so empty, can it be in part because we have now all had an opportunity to view the progress of emancipationism in our lifetimes, the liberation that was the name of Forster’s own most ardent desire, and know it to be itself thin, hollow, and finally empty? 

From “One Cheer for E. M. Forster,” Commentary, 1985 
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“Only connect . . .” 

HOWARDS END 


                           CHAPTER 1                            

One may as well begin with Helen’s letters to her sister. 

Howards End,
Tuesday. 

Dearest Meg, 

It isn’t going to be what we expected. It is old and little, and altogether delightful—red brick. We can scarcely pack in as it is, and the dear knows what will happen when Paul (younger son) arrives tomorrow. From hall you go right or left into dining-room or drawing-room. Hall itself is practically a room. You open another door in it, and there are the stairs going up in a sort of tunnel to the first-floor. Three bed-rooms in a row there, and three attics in a row above. That isn’t all the house really, but it’s all that one notices—nine windows as you look up from the front garden. 

Then there’s a very big wych-elm—to the left as you look up—leaning a little over the house, and standing on the boundary between the garden and meadow. I quite love that tree already. Also ordinary elms, oaks—no nastier than ordinary oaks—pear-trees, apple-trees, and a vine. No silver birches, though. However, I must get on to my host and hostess. I only wanted to show that it isn’t the least what we expected. Why did we settle that their house would be all gables and wiggles, and their garden all gamboge-coloured paths? I believe simply because we associate them with expensive hotels—Mrs. Wilcox trailing in beautiful dresses down long corridors, Mr. Wilcox bullying porters, etc. We females are that unjust. 

I shall be back Saturday; will let you know train later. They are as angry as I am that you did not come too; really Tibby is too tiresome, he starts a new mortal disease every month. How could he have got hay fever in London? and even if he could, it seems hard that you should give up a visit to hear a schoolboy sneeze. Tell him that Charles Wilcox (the son who is here) has hay fever too, but he’s brave, and gets quite cross when we inquire after it. Men like the Wilcoxes would do Tibby a power of good. But you won’t agree, and I’d better change the subject. 

This long letter is because I’m writing before breakfast. Oh, the beautiful vine leaves! The house is covered with a vine. I looked out earlier, and Mrs. Wilcox was already in the garden. She evidently loves it. No wonder she sometimes looks tired. She was watching the large red poppies come out. Then she walked off the lawn to the meadow, whose corner to the right I can just see. Trail, trail, went her long dress over the sopping grass, and she came back with her hands full of the hay that was cut yesterday—I suppose for rabbits or something, as she kept on smelling it. The air here is delicious. Later on I heard the noise of croquet balls, and looked out again, and it was Charles Wilcox practising; they are keen on all games. Presently he started sneezing and had to stop. Then I hear more clicketing, and it is Mr. Wilcox practising, and then, “a-tissue, a-tissue”: he has to stop too. Then Evie comes out, and does some calisthenic exercises on a machine that is tacked on to a greengage-tree—they put everything to use—and then she says “a-tissue,” and in she goes. And finally Mrs. Wilcox reappears, trail, trail, still smelling hay and looking at the flowers. I inflict all this on you because once you said that life is sometimes life and sometimes only a drama, and one must learn to distinguish t’other from which, and up to now I have always put that down as “Meg’s clever nonsense.” But this morning, it really does seem not life but a play, and it did amuse me enormously to watch the W’s. Now Mrs. Wilcox has come in. 

I am going to wear [omission]. Last night Mrs. Wilcox wore an [omission], and Evie [omission]. So it isn’t exactly a go-as-you-please place, and if you shut your eyes it still seems the wiggly hotel that we expected. Not if you open them. The dog-roses are too sweet. There is a great hedge of them over the lawn—magnificently tall, so that they fall down in garlands, and nice and thin at the bottom, so that you can see ducks through it and a cow. These belong to the farm, which is the only house near us. There goes the breakfast gong. Much love. Modified love to Tibby. Love to Aunt Juley; how good of her to come and keep you company, but what a bore. Burn this. Will write again Thursday. 

Helen 

Howards End,
Friday. 

Dearest Meg, 

I am having a glorious time. I like them all. Mrs. Wilcox, if quieter than in Germany, is sweeter than ever, and I never saw anything like her steady unselfishness, and the best of it is that the others do not take advantage of her. They are the very happiest, jolliest family that you can imagine. I do really feel that we are making friends. The fun of it is that they think me a noodle, and say so—at least, Mr. Wilcox does—and when that happens, and one doesn’t mind, it’s a pretty sure test, isn’t it? He says the most horrid things about women’s suffrage so nicely, and when I said I believed in equality he just folded his arms and gave me such a setting down as I’ve never had. Meg, shall we ever learn to talk less? I never felt so ashamed of myself in my life. I couldn’t point to a time when men had been equal, nor even to a time when the wish to be equal had made them happier in other ways. I couldn’t say a word. I had just picked up the notion that equality is good from some book—probably from poetry, or you. Anyhow, it’s been knocked into pieces, and, like all people who are really strong, Mr. Wilcox did it without hurting me. On the other hand, I laugh at them for catching hay fever. We live like fighting-cocks, and Charles takes us out every day in the motor—a tomb with trees in it, a hermit’s house, a wonderful road that was made by the Kings of Mercia—tennis—a cricket match—bridge—and at night we squeeze up in this lovely house. The whole clan’s here now—it’s like a rabbit warren. Evie is a dear. They want me to stop over Sunday—I suppose it won’t matter if I do. Marvellous weather and the view’s marvellous—views westward to the high ground. Thank you for your letter. Burn this. 

Your affectionate 
Helen 

Howards End,
Sunday. 

Dearest, dearest Meg,—I do not know what you will say: Paul and I are in love—the younger son who only came here Wednesday. 


                           CHAPTER 2                            

Margaret glanced at her sister’s note and pushed it over the breakfast-table to her aunt. There was a moment’s hush, and then the flood-gates opened. 

“I can tell you nothing, Aunt Juley. I know no more than you do. We met—we only met the father and mother abroad last spring. I know so little that I didn’t even know their son’s name. It’s all so—” She waved her hand and laughed a little. 

“In that case it is far too sudden.” 

“Who knows, Aunt Juley, who knows?” 

“But, Margaret dear, I mean we mustn’t be unpractical now that we’ve come to facts. It is too sudden, surely.” 

“Who knows!” 

“But Margaret dear—” 

“I’ll go for her other letters,” said Margaret. “No, I won’t, I’ll finish my breakfast. In fact, I haven’t them. We met the Wilcoxes on an awful expedition that we made from Heidelberg to Speyer. Helen and I had got it into our heads that there was a grand old cathedral at Speyer—the Archbishop of Speyer was one of the seven electors—you know—‘Speyer, Maintz, and Köln.’ Those three sees once commanded the Rhine Valley and got it the name of Priest Street.” 

“I still feel quite uneasy about this business, Margaret.” 

“The train crossed by a bridge of boats, and at first sight it looked quite fine. But oh, in five minutes we had seen the whole thing. The cathedral had been ruined, absolutely ruined, by restoration; not an inch left of the original structure. We wasted a whole day, and came across the Wilcoxes as we were eating our sandwiches in the public gardens. They too, poor things, had been taken in—they were actually stopping at Speyer—and they rather liked Helen insisting that they must fly with us to Heidelberg. As a matter of fact, they did come on next day. We all took some drives together. They knew us well enough to ask Helen to come and see them—at least, I was asked too, but Tibby’s illness prevented me, so last Monday she went alone. That’s all. You know as much as I do now. It’s a young man out the unknown. She was to have come back Saturday, but put off till Monday, perhaps on account of—I don’t know.” 

She broke off, and listened to the sounds of a London morning. Their house was in Wickham Place, and fairly quiet, for a lofty promontory of buildings separated it from the main thoroughfare. One had the sense of a backwater, or rather of an estuary, whose waters flowed in from the invisible sea, and ebbed into a profound silence while the waves without were still beating. Though the promontory consisted of flats—expensive, with cavernous entrance halls, full of concierges and palms—it fulfilled its purpose, and gained for the older houses opposite a certain measure of peace. These, too, would be swept away in time, and another promontory would rise upon their site, as humanity piled itself higher and higher on the precious soil of London. 

Mrs. Munt had her own method of interpreting her nieces. She decided that Margaret was a little hysterical, and was trying to gain time by a torrent of talk. Feeling very diplomatic, she lamented the fate of Speyer, and declared that never, never should she be so misguided as to visit it, and added of her own accord that the principles of restoration were ill understood in Germany. “The Germans,” she said, “are too thorough, and this is all very well sometimes, but at other times it does not do.” 

“Exactly,” said Margaret; “Germans are too thorough.” And her eyes began to shine. 

“Of course I regard you Schlegels as English,” said Mrs. Munt hastily—”English to the backbone.” 

Margaret leaned forward and stroked her hand. 

“And that reminds me—Helen’s letter—” 

“Oh, yes, Aunt Juley, I am thinking all right about Helen’s letter. I know—I must go down and see her. I am thinking about her all right. I am meaning to go down.” 

“But go with some plan,” said Mrs. Munt, admitting into her kindly voice a note of exasperation. “Margaret, if I may interfere, don’t be taken by surprise. What do you think of the Wilcoxes? Are they our sort? Are they likely people? Could they appreciate Helen, who is to my mind a very special sort of person? Do they care about Literature and Art? That is most important when you come to think of it. Literature and Art. Most important. How old would the son be? She says ‘younger son.’ Would he be in a position to marry? Is he likely to make Helen happy? Did you gather—” 

“I gathered nothing.” 

They began to talk at once. 

“Then in that case—” 

“In that case I can make no plans, don’t you see.” 

“On the contrary—” 

“I hate plans. I hate lines of action. Helen isn’t a baby.” 

“Then in that case, my dear, why go down?” 

Margaret was silent. If her aunt could not see why she must go down, she was not going to tell her. She was not going to say: “I love my dear sister; I must be near her at this crisis of her life.” The affections are more reticent than the passions, and their expression more subtle. If she herself should ever fall in love with a man, she, like Helen, would proclaim it from the house-tops, but as she only loved a sister she used the voiceless language of sympathy. 

“I consider you odd girls,” continued Mrs. Munt, “and very wonderful girls, and in many ways far older than your years. But—you won’t be offended?—frankly I feel you are not up to this business. It requires an older person. Dear, I have nothing to call me back to Swanage.” She spread out her plump arms. “I am all at your disposal. Let me go down to this house whose name I forget instead of you.” 

“Aunt Juley”—she jumped up and kissed her—“I must, must go to Howards End myself. You don’t exactly understand, though I can never thank you properly for offering.” 

“I do understand,” retorted Mrs. Munt, with immense confidence. “I go down in no spirit of interference, but to make inquiries. Inquiries are necessary. Now, I am going to be rude. You would say the wrong thing; to a certainty you would. In your anxiety for Helen’s happiness you would offend the whole of these Wilcoxes by asking one of your impetuous questions—not that one minds offending them.” 

“I shall ask no questions. I have it in Helen’s writing that she and a man are in love. There is no question to ask as long as she keeps to that. All the rest isn’t worth a straw. A long engagement if you like, but inquiries, questions, plans, lines of action—no, Aunt Juley, no.” 

Away she hurried, not beautiful, not supremely brilliant, but filled with something that took the place of both qualities—something best described as a profound vivacity, a continual and sincere response to all that she encountered in her path through life. 

“If Helen had written the same to me about a shop-assistant or a penniless clerk—” 

“Dear Margaret, do come into the library and shut the door. Your good maids are dusting the banisters.” 

“—or if she had wanted to marry the man who calls for Carter Paterson, I should have said the same.” Then, with one of those turns that convinced her aunt that she was not mad really and convinced observers of another type that she was not a barren theorist, she added: “Though in the case of Carter Paterson, I should want it to be a very long engagement indeed, I must say.” 

“I should think so,” said Mrs. Munt; “and, indeed, I can scarcely follow you. Now, just imagine if you said anything of that sort to the Wilcoxes. I understand it, but most good people would think you mad. Imagine how disconcerting for Helen! What is wanted is a person who will go slowly, slowly in this business, and see how things are and where they are likely to lead to.” 

Margaret was down on this. 

“But you implied just now that the engagement must be broken off.” 

“I think probably it must; but slowly.” 

“Can you break an engagement off slowly?” Her eyes lit up. “What’s an engagement made of, do you suppose? I think it’s made of some hard stuff, that may snap, but can’t break. It is different to the other ties of life. They stretch or bend. They admit of degree. They’re different.” 

“Exactly so. But won’t you let me just run down to Howards House, and save you all the discomfort? I will really not interfere, but I do so thoroughly understand the kind of thing you Schlegels want that one quiet look round will be enough for me.” 

Margaret again thanked her, again kissed her, and then ran upstairs to see her brother. 

He was not so well. 

The hay fever had worried him a good deal all night. His head ached, his eyes were wet, his mucous membrane, he informed her, was in a most unsatisfactory condition. The only thing that made life worth living was the thought of Walter Savage Landor, from whose Imaginary Conversations she had promised to read at frequent intervals during the day. 

It was rather difficult. Something must be done about Helen. She must be assured that it is not a criminal offence to love at first sight. A telegram to this effect would be cold and cryptic, a personal visit seemed each moment more impossible. Now the doctor arrived, and said that Tibby was quite bad. Might it really be best to accept Aunt Juley’s kind offer, and to send her down to Howards End with a note? 

Certainly Margaret was impulsive. She did swing rapidly from one decision to another. Running downstairs into the library, she cried: “Yes, I have changed my mind; I do wish that you would go.” 

There was a train from King’s Cross at eleven. At half past ten Tibby, with rare self-effacement, fell asleep, and Margaret was able to drive her aunt to the station. 

“You will remember, Aunt Juley, not to be drawn into discussing the engagement. Give my letter to Helen, and say whatever you feel yourself, but do keep clear of the relatives. We have scarcely got their names straight yet, and besides, that sort of thing is so uncivilized and wrong.” 

“So uncivilized?” queried Mrs. Munt, fearing that she was losing the point of some brilliant remark. 

“Oh, I used an affected word. I only meant would you please only talk the thing over with Helen.” 

“Only with Helen.” 

“Because—” But it was no moment to expound the personal nature of love. Even Margaret shrank from it, and contented herself with stroking her good aunt’s hand, and with meditating, half sensibly and half poetically, on the journey that was about to begin from King’s Cross. 

Like many others who have lived long in a great capital, she had strong feelings about the various railway termini. They are our gates to the glorious and the unknown. Through them we pass out into adventure and sunshine, to them, alas! we return. In Paddington all Cornwall is latent and the remoter west; down the inclines of Liverpool Street lie fenlands and the illimitable Broads; Scotland is through the pylons of Euston; Wessex behind the poised chaos of Waterloo. Italians realize this, as is natural; those of them who are so unfortunate as to serve as waiters in Berlin call the Anhalt Bahnhof the Stazione d’Italia, because by it they must return to their homes. And he is a chilly Londoner who does not endow his stations with some personality, and extend to them, however shyly, the emotions of fear and love. 

To Margaret—I hope that it will not set the reader against her—the station of King’s Cross had always suggested Infinity. Its very situation—withdrawn a little behind the facile splendours of St. Pancras—implied a comment on the materialism of life. Those two great arches, colourless, indifferent, shouldering between them an unlovely clock, were fit portals for some eternal adventure, whose issue might be prosperous, but would certainly not be expressed in the ordinary language of prosperity. If you think this ridiculous, remember that it is not Margaret who is telling you about it; and let me hasten to add that they were in plenty of time for the train; that Mrs. Munt, though she took a second-class ticket, was put by the guard into a first (only two seconds on the train, one smoking and the other babies—one cannot be expected to travel with babies); and that Margaret, on her return to Wickham Place, was confronted with the following telegram:


All over. Wish I had never written. Tell no one. 

Helen 

But Aunt Juley was gone—gone irrevocably, and no power on earth could stop her. 


                           CHAPTER 3                            

Most complacently did Mrs. Munt rehearse her mission. Her nieces were independent young women, and it was not often that she was able to help them. Emily’s daughters had never been quite like other girls. They had been left motherless when Tibby was born, when Helen was five and Margaret herself but thirteen. It was before the passing of the Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill, so Mrs. Munt could without impropriety offer to go and keep house at Wickham Place. But her brother-in-law, who was peculiar and a German, had referred the question to Margaret, who with the crudity of youth had answered: No, they could manage much better alone. Five years later Mr. Schlegel had died too, and Mrs. Munt had repeated her offer. Margaret, crude no longer, had been grateful and extremely nice, but the substance of her answer had been the same. “I must not interfere a third time,” thought Mrs. Munt. However, of course she did. She learnt, to her horror, that Margaret, now of age, was taking her money out of the old safe investments and putting it into Foreign Things, which always smash. Silence would have been criminal. Her own fortune was invested in Home Rails, and most ardently did she beg her niece to imitate her. “Then we should be together, dear.” Margaret, out of politeness, invested a few hundreds in the Nottingham and Derby Railway, and though the Foreign Things did admirably and the Nottingham and Derby declined with the steady dignity of which only Home Rails are capable, Mrs. Munt never ceased to rejoice, and to say: “I did manage that, at all events. When the smash comes poor Margaret will have a nest-egg to fall back upon.” This year Helen came of age, and exactly the same thing happened in Helen’s case; she also would shift her money out of Consols, but she, too, almost without being pressed, consecrated a fraction of it to the Nottingham and Derby Railway. So far so good, but in social matters their aunt had accomplished nothing. Sooner or later the girls would enter on the process known as throwing themselves away, and if they had delayed hitherto, it was only that they might throw themselves more vehemently in the future. They saw too many people at Wickham Place—unshaven musicians, an actress even, German cousins (one knows what foreigners are), acquaintances picked up at Continental hotels (one knows what they are too). It was interesting, and down at Swanage no one appreciated culture more than Mrs. Munt; but it was dangerous, and disaster was bound to come. How right she was, and how lucky to be on the spot when the disaster came! 

The train sped northward, under innumerable tunnels. It was only an hour’s journey, but Mrs. Munt had to raise and lower the window again and again. She passed through the South Welwyn Tunnel, saw light for a moment, and entered the North Welwyn Tunnel, of tragic fame. She traversed the immense viaduct, whose arches span untroubled meadows and the dreamy flow of Tewin Water. She skirted the parks of politicians. At times the Great North Road accompanied her, more suggestive of infinity than any railway awakening, after a nap of a hundred years, to such life as is conferred by the stench of motor-cars, and to such culture as is implied by the advertisements of antibilious pills. To history, to tragedy, to the past, to the future, Mrs. Munt remained equally indifferent; hers but to concentrate on the end of her journey, and to rescue poor Helen from this dreadful mess. 

The station for Howards End was at Hilton, one of the large villages that are strung so frequently along the North Road, and that owe their size to the traffic of coaching and pre-coaching days. Being near London, it had not shared in the rural decay, and its long High Street had budded out right and left into residential estates. For about a mile a series of tiled and slated houses passed before Mrs. Munt’s inattentive eyes, a series broken at one point by six Danish tumuli that stood shoulder to shoulder along the highroad, tombs of soldiers. Beyond these tumuli habitations thickened, and the train came to a standstill in a tangle that was almost a town. 

The station, like the scenery, like Helen’s letters, struck an indeterminate note. Into which country will it lead, England or Suburbia? It was new, it had island platforms and a subway, and the superficial comfort exacted by business men. But it held hints of local life, personal intercourse, as even Mrs. Munt was to discover. 

“I want a house,” she confided to the ticket boy. “Its name is Howards Lodge. Do you know where it is?” 

“Mr. Wilcox!” the boy called. 

A young man in front of them turned round. 

“She’s wanting Howards End.” 

There was nothing for it but to go forward, though Mrs. Munt was too much agitated even to stare at the stranger. But remembering that there were two brothers, she had the sense to say to him: “Excuse me asking, but are you the younger Mr. Wilcox or the elder?” 

“The younger. Can I do anything for you?” 

“Oh, well—” She controlled herself with difficulty. “Really. Are you? I—” She moved away from the ticket boy and lowered her voice. “I am Miss Schlegel’s aunt. I ought to introduce myself, oughtn’t I? My name is Mrs. Munt.” 

She was conscious that he raised his cap and said quite coolly: “Oh, rather; Miss Schlegel is stopping with us. Did you want to see her?” 

“Possibly—” 

“I’ll call you a cab. No; wait a mo—” He thought. “Our motor’s here. I’ll run you up in it.” 

“That is very kind—” 

“Not at all, if you’ll just wait till they bring out a parcel from the office. This way.” 

“My niece is not with you by any chance?” 

“No; I came over with my father. He has gone on north in your train. You’ll see Miss Schlegel at lunch. You’re coming up to lunch, I hope?” 

“I should like to come up,” said Mrs. Munt, not committing herself to nourishment until she had studied Helen’s lover a little more. He seemed a gentleman, but had so rattled her round that her powers of observation were numbed. She glanced at him stealthily. To a feminine eye there was nothing amiss in the sharp depressions at the corners of his mouth, nor in the rather box-like construction of his forehead. He was dark, clean-shaven, and seemed accustomed to command. 

“In front or behind? Which do you prefer? It may be windy in front.” 

“In front if I may; then we can talk.” 

“But excuse me one moment—I can’t think what they’re doing with that parcel.” He strode into the booking-office, and called with a new voice: “Hi! hi, you there! Are you going to keep me waiting all day? Parcel for Wilcox, Howards End. Just look sharp!” Emerging, he said in quieter tones: “This station’s abominably organized; if I had my way, the whole lot of ’em should get the sack. May I help you in?” 

“This is very good of you,” said Mrs. Munt, as she settled herself into a luxurious cavern of red leather, and suffered her person to be padded with rugs and shawls. She was more civil than she had intended, but really this young man was very kind. Moreover, she was a little afraid of him: his self-possession was extraordinary. “Very good indeed,” she repeated, adding: “It is just what I should have wished.” 

“Very good of you to say so,” he replied, with a slight look of surprise, which, like most slight looks, escaped Mrs. Munt’s attention. “I was just tooling my father over to catch the down train.” 

“You see, we heard from Helen this morning.” 

Young Wilcox was pouring in petrol, starting his engine, and performing other actions with which this story has no concern. The great car began to rock, and the form of Mrs. Munt, trying to explain things, sprang agreeably up and down among the red cushions. “The mater will be very glad to see you,” he mumbled. “Hi! I say. Parcel for Howards End. Bring it out. Hi!” 

A bearded porter emerged with the parcel in one hand and an entry book in the other. With the gathering whir of the motor these ejaculations mingled: “Sign, must I? Why the—should I sign after all this bother? Not even got a pencil on you? Remember, next time I report you to the station-master. My time’s of value, though yours mayn’t be. Here”—here being a tip. 

“Extremely sorry, Mrs. Munt.” 

“Not at all, Mr. Wilcox.” 

“And do you object to going through the village? It is rather a longer spin, but I have one or two commissions.” 

“I should love going through the village. Naturally I am very anxious to talk things over with you.” 

As she said this she felt ashamed, for she was disobeying Margaret’s instructions. Only disobeying them in the letter, surely. Margaret had only warned her against discussing the incident with outsiders. Surely it was not “uncivilized” or “wrong” to discuss it with the young man himself, since chance had thrown them together. 

A reticent fellow, he made no reply. Mounting by her side, he put on gloves and spectacles, and off they drove, the bearded porter—life is a mysterious business—looking after them with admiration. 

The wind was in their faces down the station road, blowing the dust into Mrs. Munt’s eyes. But as soon as they turned into the Great North Road she opened fire. “You can well imagine,” she said, “that the news was a great shock to us.” 

“What news?” 

“Mr. Wilcox,” she said frankly. “Margaret has told me everything—everything. I have seen Helen’s letter.” 

He could not look her in the face, as his eyes were fixed on his work; he was travelling as quickly as he dared down the High Street. But he inclined his head in her direction, and said: “I beg your pardon; I didn’t catch.” 

“About Helen. Helen, of course. Helen is a very exceptional person—I am sure you will let me say this, feeling towards her as you do—indeed, all the Schlegels are exceptional. I come in no spirit of interference, but it was a great shock.” 

They drew up opposite a draper’s. Without replying, he turned round in his seat and contemplated the cloud of dust that they had raised in their passage through the village. It was settling again, but not all into the road from which he had taken it. Some of it had percolated through the open windows, some had whitened the roses and gooseberries of the wayside gardens, while a certain proportion had entered the lungs of the villagers. “I wonder when they’ll learn wisdom and tar the roads,” was his comment. Then a man ran out of the draper’s with a roll of oilcloth, and off they went again. 

“Margaret could not come herself, on account of poor Tibby, so I am here to represent her and to have a good talk.” 

“I’m sorry to be so dense,” said the young man, again drawing up outside a shop. “But I still haven’t quite understood.” 

“Helen, Mr. Wilcox—my niece and you.” 

He pushed up his goggles and gazed at her, absolutely be-wildered. Horror smote her to the heart, for even she began to suspect that they were at cross-purposes, and that she had commenced her mission by some hideous blunder. 

“Miss Schlegel and myself?” he asked, compressing his lips. 

“I trust there has been no misunderstanding,” quavered Mrs. Munt. “Her letter certainly read that way.” 

“What way?” 

“That you and she—” She paused, then drooped her eyelids. 

“I think I catch your meaning,” he said stickily. “What an ex- traordinary mistake!” 

“Then you didn’t the least—” she stammered, getting blood-red in the face, and wishing she had never been born. 

“Scarcely, as I am already engaged to another lady.” There was a moment’s silence, and then he caught his breath and exploded with: “Oh, good God! Don’t tell me it’s some silliness of Paul’s.” 

“But you are Paul.” 

“I’m not.” 

“Then why did you say so at the station?” 

“I said nothing of the sort.” 

“I beg your pardon, you did.” 

“I beg your pardon, I did not. My name is Charles.” 

“Younger” may mean son as opposed to father, or second brother as opposed to first. There is much to be said for either view, and later on they said it. But they had other questions before them now. 

“Do you mean to tell me that Paul—” 

But she did not like his voice. He sounded as if he was talking to a porter, and, certain that he had deceived her at the station, she too grew angry. 

“Do you mean to tell me that Paul and your niece—” 

Mrs. Munt—such is human nature—determined that she would champion the lovers. She was not going to be bullied by a severe young man. “Yes, they care for one another very much indeed,” she said. “I dare say they will tell you about it by and by. We heard this morning.” 

And Charles clenched his fist and cried: “The idiot, the idiot, the little fool!” 

Mrs. Munt tried to divest herself of her rugs. “If that is your attitude, Mr. Wilcox, I prefer to walk.” 

“I beg you will do no such thing. I’ll take you up this moment to the house. Let me tell you the thing’s impossible, and must be stopped.” 

Mrs. Munt did not often lose her temper, and when she did, it was only to protect those whom she loved. On this occasion she blazed out. “I quite agree, sir. The thing is impossible, and I will come up and stop it. My niece is a very exceptional person, and I am not inclined to sit still while she throws herself away on those who will not appreciate her.” 

Charles worked his jaws. 

“Considering she has only known your brother since Wednesday, and only met your father and mother at a stray hotel—” 

“Could you possibly lower your voice? The shopman will overhear.” 

“Esprit de classe”—if one may coin the phrase—was strong in Mrs. Munt. She sat quivering while a member of the lower orders deposited a metal funnel, a saucepan, and a garden squirt beside the roll of oilcloth. 

“Right behind?” 

“Yes, sir.” And the lower orders vanished in a cloud of dust. 

“I warn you: Paul hasn’t a penny; it’s useless.” 

“No need to warn us, Mr. Wilcox, I assure you. The warning is all the other way. My niece has been very foolish, and I shall give her a good scolding and take her back to London with me.” 

“He has to make his way out in Nigeria. He couldn’t think of marrying for years, and when he does it must be a woman who can stand the climate, and is in other ways— Why hasn’t he told us? Of course he’s ashamed. He knows he’s been a fool. And so he has—a damned fool.” 

She grew furious. 

“Whereas Miss Schlegel has lost no time in publishing the news.” 

“If I were a man, Mr. Wilcox, for that last remark I’d box your ears. You’re not fit to clean my niece’s boots, to sit in the same room with her, and you dare—you actually dare—I decline to argue with such a person.” 

“All I know is, she’s spread the thing and he hasn’t, and my father’s away and I—” 

“And all that I know is—” 

“Might I finish my sentence, please?” 

“No.” 

Charles clenched his teeth and sent the motor swerving all over the lane. 

She screamed. 

So they played the game of Capping Families, a round of which is always played when love would unite two members of our race. But they played it with unusual vigour, stating in so many words that Schlegels were better than Wilcoxes, Wilcoxes better than Schlegels. They flung decency aside. The man was young, the woman deeply stirred; in both a vein of coarseness was latent. Their quarrel was no more surprising than are most quarrels—inevitable at the time, incredible afterwards. But it was more than usually futile. A few minutes, and they were enlightened. The motor drew up at Howards End, and Helen, looking very pale, ran out to meet her aunt. 

“Aunt Juley, I have just had a telegram from Margaret; I—I mean to stop your coming. It isn’t—it’s over.” 

The climax was too much for Mrs. Munt. She burst into tears. 

“Aunt Juley, dear, don’t. Don’t let them know I’ve been so silly. It wasn’t anything. Do bear up for my sake.” 

“Paul,” cried Charles Wilcox, pulling his gloves off. 

“Don’t let them know. They are never to know.” 

“Oh, my darling Helen—” 

“Paul! Paul!” 

A very young man came out of the house. 

“Paul, is there any truth in this?” 

“I didn’t—I don’t—” 

“Yes or no, man; plain question, plain answer. Did or didn’t Miss Schlegel—” 

“Charles dear,” said a voice from the garden. “Charles, dear Charles, one doesn’t ask plain questions. There aren’t such things.” 

They were all silent. It was Mrs. Wilcox. 

She approached just as Helen’s letter had described her, trailing noiselessly over the lawn, and there was actually a wisp of hay in her hands. She seemed to belong not to the young people and their motor, but to the house, and to the tree that overshadowed it. One knew that she worshipped the past, and that the instinctive wisdom the past can alone bestow had descended upon her—that wisdom to which we give the clumsy name of aristocracy. High-born she might not be. But assuredly she cared about her ancestors, and let them help her. When she saw Charles angry, Paul frightened, and Mrs. Munt in tears, she heard her ancestors say: “Separate those human beings who will hurt each other most. The rest can wait.” So she did not ask questions. Still less did she pretend that nothing had happened, as a competent society hostess would have done. She said: “Miss Schlegel, would you take your aunt up to your room or to my room, whichever you think best. Paul, do find Evie, and tell her lunch for six, but I’m not sure whether we shall all be downstairs for it.” And when they had obeyed her, she turned to her elder son, who still stood in the throbbing stinking car, and smiled at him with tenderness, and without a word, turned away from him towards her flowers. 

“Mother,” he called, “are you aware that Paul has been playing the fool again?” 

“It’s all right, dear. They have broken off the engagement.” 

“Engagement—!” 

“They do not love any longer, if you prefer it put that way,” said Mrs. Wilcox, stooping down to smell a rose. 
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