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HENRY JAMES' STYLE IN
WASHINGTON SQUARE

Greg W. Zacharias
New York University

Washington Square (1880) marks Henry James' move away from
the flat, socially representative characters of his early novels. The novel
also signals a move toward more individualized characters and sug-
gests James' interest in the responsibility individuals bear for the quality
of their communities, societies, and cultures.1 Although the result of
the shift toward complex and individualized characterization is rather
unsuccessful, Washington Square is an important novel to consider
because the tension between social representation and individual-
ization of the central character indicates the changing direction of
James' artistic interests. Washington Square thus maps where he has
been and signals where he will go. Glauco Cambon touches the tran-
sitional nature of Washington Square when he writes that James "is
still developing his potential within genre limits of the comedy of
manners, though the seeds of a deeper approach are already there."2
Cambon's "deeper approach" has to do with the freedom of the in-
dividual and Catherine Sloper's rise to "ethical reality" under the
pressure of her particular circumstances.3

In Washington Square James merges two techniques: he "pull[s]
the wires" of his characters with the cleverness of the "supremely
skillful contriver and arranger" that he saw, admired, and claimed
to have "thoroughly mastered" from the satiric stage comedy of
Victorien Sardou, Emile Augier, and the younger Alexandre Dumas
and which informs his early style;4 and he experiments with repre-
senting consciousness, a technique which nearly defines his middle
and late novels.5

On one hand, James' comic technique drives the satire of American
businessmen as a class, represented by Austin Sloper, who operate
successfully in the commercial world but who fail to understand their
own families.6 James contrives the comedy of Washington Square by
"pulling the wires" of Austin Sloper, a medical doctor and widower
whose mercenary approach to the healing art underlines his links to
the business community and explains why he lacks any sense of how
to rear his daughter. And because Sloper alone cares for his daughter,
James forces the stock American businessman (who never would be
at home) to practice the most important of all domestic skills.7 At
the same time, James works at an exposition of what happens when
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Sloper's daughter becomes conscious of, understands, and confronts
the circumstances created by her father, who dominates the scene.
The consequent characterization of Catherine Sloper indicates James'
interest in the effects of Sloper's conduct in relation to his daughter
and in the ramifications of one individual's conduct on another.

In Washington Square James goes beyond the exploration of the
dynamics and effects of social forces that informs the earlier novels.
He supplements a call for social reform implied by the satire of busi-
nessmen like Sloper with the characterization of Catherine Sloper,
which suggests the importance of individuals in the amelioration of
social problems.

James goes to greater lengths to individualize Catherine Sloper
than he had with any of his earlier characters, such as Hudson and
Mallet of Roderick Hudson (1876), Newman in The American (1877),
or the Wentworths, Felix, or the Baroness of The Europeans (1878).
He repeats techniques used in the individualization of Catherine
Sloper in such later figures as Isabel Archer, Hyacinth Robinson, and
Maggie Verver. James signals his interest in Catherine Sloper (and
through her in the makeup of individual human beings) through his
effort to portray states of consciousness, even though that portrait
lacks detail and is uneven. Nevertheless, the consequences of rela-
tions between individuals rather than between social cohorts intro-
duce a subject he investigated through the middle novels and carried
out fully in the late ones.

Even while James individualizes Catherine more than any pre-
vious novel character, he could not avoid involving her in the implicit
social commentary raised by Doctor Sloper's replacement of family
relations with business ones. Thus Catherine's involvement in the sat-
ire raises a problem for James: how to individualize a character with-
out sacrificing the didactic component of the fiction, which may be
carried more effectively by flatter, more representative characters as
vehicles. The progress of James' career up to Washington Square seems
to have made his confrontation with such a problem inevitable.

R. P. Blackmur and Richard Poirier note that Washington Square
contains recurrent Jamesian themes, character types, and relations,
and the consequent dynamics and ramifications of power as if build-
ing from Roderick Hudson toward the central situation of The Portrait
of a Lady (1881) and beyond to the major novels.8 In addition,
Washington Square introduces new elements that will themselves re-
cur in later novels. James' intensifying interest in the interaction of
one's circumstances with the development of one's mind and per-
sonality is one of these new concerns. In fact, a combination of man-
ners and consciousness had been on James' mind as a novel subject
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for several years before the publication of Washington Square, but
never had he carried it out in fiction.

As early as 1873 James had expressed his interest in illustrating
"the growth of one's mind."9 In 1877 he returned to that subject in
the outline for The Portrait of a Lady, which he drew up for William
Dean Howells.10 James mentions his interest in the relation of char-
acter to circumstances in another 1877 letter concerning Howells'
objections to the unhappy conclusion of The American. James' com-
ments in that letter accent his interest in the artistic and philosophic
question of individualism he takes up implicitly several years later in
Washington Square:

We are each the product of circumstances and there are tall
stone walls which fatally divide us. I have written my story from
Newman's side of the wall, and I understand so well how Mme
de Cintre couldn't really scramble over from her side! If I had
represented her as doing so I should have made a prettier ending,
certainly; but I should have felt as if I were throwing a rather
vulgar sop to readers who don't really know the world and who
don't measure the merit of a novel by its correspondence to
the same."

The relevance of James' comments on The American to Washington
Square and to later novels resides in his allusion to the individual
character as if he or she were an actual figure in life rather than a
stereotypical representative of a social cohort. The letter suggests that
in succeeding novels James would make clearer the nature and the
effects of a character's relation to circumstances so that his readers
would not misunderstand the crucial relationship, as Howells mis-
understands it in The American. James comes close to refining a method
that conveys such a relation in The Portrait ofa Lady. Madame Merle's
"envelope of circumstances" speech to Isabel Archer in chapter nine-
teen makes this clear. But the technique did not spring fully mature
from James' imagination. He worked up to it. And between the prob-
lem in The American and the solution in The Portrait lies the ex-
periment in Washington Square.

James seems to have written the short novel as a way to exper-
iment most efficiently with characterization, subject, and form and
at the same time to earn the money that would free him to write the
more ambitious and polished Portrait. James implies in an 1878 letter
to his brother William, written just three months before he recorded
the "germ" of Washington Square,12 that his method is to use shorter
works to help him compose his longer fiction: "I have a constant
impulse to try experiments of form, in which I wish to not run the
risk of wasting or gratuitously using big situations. But to these I am
coming now. ... I don't regret my step by step evolution."13 The
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way he nurtures germinal ideas for his novels in his Notebooks and
his habit during his later years of preparing extended outlines as the
foundations of his novels supply examples of James' preparational
habit outside of Washington Square and The Portrait of a Lady. James
initially conceived The Ambassadors as a "nouvelle."14 But after the
preparatory outline ran to some 20,000 words, James carried out the
design as a novel.15 Perhaps James' failure with Washington Square
led in part to his decision not to force a condensation of
The Ambassadors.

James struggled from the start to carry out his full idea for
Washington Square. He had intended the book as a short story to
run in the Atlantic through three numbers.16 But he overran by far
his estimated length and was forced to sell it to the Comhill in England
and Harper's in America, where it ran six installments in each mag-
azine.17 But even after doubling his estimated length, James was not
able to achieve both the social commentary and the exposition of the
central character that he had projected for Washington Square. His
subject was simply too large and his space too short. James' com-
mitment to the damaging condensation of the large subject may be
explained at least in part by the transitional and preparational prop-
erties of Washington Square.

The second opening installment of a serialized James novel within
four months, The Portrait of a Lady, began in October of 1880. Dis-
cussing both books in a letter to William James, the novelist com-
pares Washington Square to its near successor and reveals what he
has learned from Washington Square about achieving artistic and
commercial success:

The only good thing in the story [Washington Square] is the girl.
The other book increases, I think, in merit and interest as it goes
on, and being told in a more spacious, expansive way than its
predecessors, is inevitably more human, more sociable. It was the
constant effort at condensation . . . that has deprived my former
things of these qualitites.18

James' emphasis on "condensation'" indicates that a clear difference
between Washington Square and The Portrait of a Lady is one of
style and the degree to which he elaborates his idea for the novel,
rather than his fundamental artistic purpose for the characterization
itself.

The preceding statement to William in which Henry James re-
lishes his opportunity to write a novel "in a more spacious, expansive
way" and expresses his desire to convey a "more human, more so-
ciable" novel suggests a shift in James' conception for the novel pre-
cisely during the composition of Washington Square from a form
built on manners and caricature to one based in consciousness and
individualized characterization. The association of "spacious, expan-
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sive" with "human . . . sociable" shows clearly that while he might
have aimed toward a more "human" novel in Washington Square,
the "constant effort at condensation'" that his serial publishers re-
quired, in combination with the attempt to recycle previously suc-
cessful satiric techniques, prevented him from conveying the full
complexity of Catherine Sloper's struggle to learn to cope with her
difficult circumstances. Nevertheless, that very tension between tested
and successful satiric characterization and James' challenging exper-
iment at more complex characterization makes Washington Square
an important James novel.

James' flat, representational characterization of Austin Sloper re-
sembles earlier figures such as Roderick Hudson, Roland Mallet, and
Christopher Newman. These characters function as products of their
worlds and thus signify the social forces that shaped them. When
James satirizes those characters, he satirizes those forces. The atten-
tion to the emotional and psychological ramifications of Sloper's
oppression of Catherine resembles James' later depiction of the re-
lation of the central character to its oppressor. Thus even as Sloper's
character looks back to earlier types, his place in the novel anticipates
the way James will deploy the dominating characters of later novels.

Sloper establishes the manners of Washington Square by his own
idiosyncractic nature in the same way that Gilbert Osmond and Ralph
Touchett shape the manners of The Portrait of a Lady, as Christina
Light and Paul Muniment establish those of The Princess Casamassima
(1886), as Sir Luke Strett shapes the manners and circumstance of
The Wings of the Dove (1902), and as Adam Verver's moral sensi-
bility shapes the manners of The Golden Bowl (1904). Rowland Mallet
from Roderick Hudson, on the other hand, functions as a product
of his world and thus represents the forces that shaped him. Although
Sloper represents American business as a social force, James begins
to look beyond social factors and into the role of the individual will
in the exercise of power. And since Sloper is aware of at least some
of the consequences of his conduct and makes choices regarding his
behavior, there are aspects of him that indicate traces of individual-
ization. Mallet has no such capacity to understand or to choose.

Some ethical consequences of Sloper's behavior may be described
by comparing them with the consequences of Mallet's conduct. Mallet
responds to Hudson's struggle to understand himself and his place
in the world by enforcing his dominant and oppressive position over
the sculptor. But he neither intends nor seems to recognize that he
injures his charge. Mallet's responses to Hudson's problems dem-
onstrate his selfishness, but his conduct after he discovers Hudson's
body indicates his lack of malice. On the night of Hudson's disap-
pearance and death, Mallet is too disturbed to sleep.19 When he finds
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Hudson's body, "Rowland had an immense outbreak of pity and an-
guish."20 Only later, alone with the body, Mallet "accused himself
of cruelty and injustice, he would have lain down there in Roderick's
place to unsay the words that had yesterday driven him forth on his
lonely ramble."21 Sloper's conduct is in sharp contrast because James
emphasizes his awareness of the harm he causes Catherine while he
causes it.

Sloper enjoys his daughter's difficulties, especially when he en-
gineers them. After he commands Catherine to choose either him or
her lover, Townsend, and to renounce the other, she breaks down
and moves toward her father "with a pitiful cry" as she gestures a
plea for understanding and comfort. But rather than comforting
Catherine, Sloper separates himself from her just when she needs his
consolation and understanding. He orders her from the room, shuts
the door behind her, and enjoys the "comical side" and the "enter-
tainment" of her situation.22

Mallet's conduct harms Hudson, but Mallet never finds comedy
or entertainment in Hudson's pain because his function in the novel
is to suggest the potential harm (and indirectly the benefits) art pa-
trons as a class may bring to artists.23 James deploys Sloper and
Catherine to suggest the harm (and the benefits) one individual with
the capacity for making choices may bring to another.

Having a father who never worked in the business world and
was at home much of the time, James would have been sensitive to
the implications of Sloper's cruelty. Robert C. Le Clair reports that
Henry James, Sr., was a "deeply affectionate man" who raised the
quality of the homelife "to a level that few children ever know. Many
records bear testimony to his devotion to the children whom he con-
stantly instructed, often by the mere flow of his conversation. . . .
He brought them up . . . with the deepest sense of humanitarianism,
of brotherhood and sympathetic understanding of other people."24
The novelist himself writes that his father enveloped his family with
"a certain sense of inspiration and protection which had, I think,
accompanied each of us even to middle life."25 James' praise of his
father supplies a direct statement of how James thinks that a father
ought to conduct himself in relation to his children. In context with
Washington Square, the praise implies the intensity of James' satire
of Sloper, who never inspires, never protects, Catherine.

If one should believe Sloper that Catherine is "as about as in-
telligent as the bundle of shawls" (p. 175), one may raise an objec-
tion to the assertion that James experiments with the growth of a
consciousness because Catherine would seem to have no conscious-
ness to develop. But as Victoria Rosenberg and William Veeder point
out, charges levied against Catherine by the narrator reflect the lim-
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ited viewpoints of Sloper, Townsend, and Aunt Penniman.26 They are
not advanced directly by the narrator. Instead, they emphasize
Catherine's differences from the others. And because Sloper, Townsend,
and Penniman conduct themselves badly, it speaks well of Catherine
that the others do not praise her.

Most important in terms of the way the novel looks ahead to
The Portrait and beyond, James characterizes Catherine Sloper ac-
cording to the way she responds to circumstances. That is, he char-
acterizes her according to the way she reacts to Sloper's manners,
shaped by the values of the business world, rather than to the "par-
aphernalia," as James calls it, of her world, the superficial details of
Washington Square society.27 James had used such "paraphernalia"
extensively to create a context for his characters before Washington
Square. But the development of Catherine Sloper as a pivotal James
character depends on the extent to which the author shows Catherine's
recognition of the boundaries of her personal envelope and her de-
velopment of strategies for negotiating and surpassing those limits.
With Catherine Sloper, James begins to suggest through his central
characters that consciousness provides individuals with the possibil-
ity to resolve fundamental conflicts and to gain a certain degree of
control over their lives.28

Catherine's eventual knowledge of her relation to her circum-
stances provides her with a basis from which she manages Townsend
and endures her father. She fashions her life by recognizing, accept-
ing, and asserting her moral simplicity in the face of her father's bul-
lying and Townsend's more subtle coercion. James' exposition of
Catherine's relation to Sloper and to Townsend thus prepares the
way for Isabel Archer's struggle with Osmond and the circumstances
he creates in The Portrait of a Lady. In addition, as Patricia Meyer
Spacks explains of adolescent fiction in general, James' dramatization
of the moral dilemmas of the young adult serves as a formal device
that engages the audience and "expands" the "reader's perceptions
of the moral conflicts."29 The dramatization of moral dilemmas also
anticipates The Portrait.

In order to individualize the character and to experiment with
the transforming power of consciousness, James endows Catherine
Sloper with more psychological depth than any character before Isabel
Archer. He dramatizes Catherine's growth not only through her con-
duct as she learns how to adjust to the manners imposed upon her
by her father but also in the evolution of her awareness of what it
is for one to live best, regardless of whether she is able to achieve
that condition. Through such a dramatization of the effect of
Catherine's circumstances on her psychological condition and on her
conduct, James conveys his emerging interest in what he calls in
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Hawthorne (1879) "the deeper psychology" and in the efficacy of
the individual as a social force.30 Catherine's conscious resistance to
Sloper's restrictions registers her desire for independence and her in-
terest in living. The Jamesian "heiress of all the ages," as Philip Rahv
calls her, evolves directly from the experiment in characterization
carried out in Washington Square.31

Catherine's capacity to shoulder the burden that Sloper imposes
upon her and to grow stronger by bearing it is an important trait of
the James heroine. Instead of crushing her, "the weight of the tax"
triggers a growth of consciousness and a development of Catherine's
moral sense as it will trigger similar advances in all of James' suc-
cessive heroines. Victoria Rosenberg states in her analysis that
Catherine's endurance of the burdens placed upon her by her father
and Townsend results in the formation of "her full and
moral consciousness."32

The way James describes Maisie's relation to her circumstances
in the preface to What Maisie Knew (1897) can be traced to his ex-
periment with Catherine Sloper:

The active, contributive close-circling wonder, as I have called it,
in which the child's identity is guarded and preserved, and which
makes her case remarkable exactly by the weight of the tax on
it, provides distinction for her, provides vitality and variety, through
the operation of the tax. . . .33

In the early chapters of the condensed novel, Catherine endures qui-
etly while she sinks lower under the gravity of her taxing circum-
stances. But as her experience widens and her consciousness deepens,
she responds to experience by learning the art of controlling parts of
that envelope in a way that helps her in life without injuring others
needlessly.34 This approach to characterization differs significantly
from earlier ones.35

Christopher Newman of The American, for example, under-
stands more, though far less than he needs to know, about himself
and his relation to the world at the conclusion of the novel than he
does when he meets Noémie Nioche in the opening scene. Unlike
Catherine's development, there is no growth of Newman's mind, no
"vitality and variety, through the operation of the tax." Newman
remains the kind of American who assumes that he ought to have
his way because he has a fortune. Mme. de Bellegarde's title for
Newman, the "Duke of California," underscores the bold and ac-
quisitive attitude that identifies the character with the American busi-
ness tycoon and stamps him for satire. Her caricature of him as a
"type" is humorous because it describes him so accurately. James'
development of Catherine Sloper's ability to "live," as limited as it
is, resists typing, extends beyond that of Newman and of all other
characters before Washington Square, and anticipates later characters.
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James demonstrates Catherine Sloper's moral vitality when she
defies the limitations imposed by her father. Far from a "bundle of
shawls," she becomes an active, kind, helpful, and dependable friend
to the younger members of the neighborhood once she gains control
over her life. She involves herself with the community in a personal
and compassionate way. In contrast, Doctor Sloper has few friends
and enjoys being "disagreeable" (p. 164).36 Though Catherine's own
life has been a failure by some measures, the role she adopts at the
end of the novel, as James sketches it quickly, approaches that of a
nurturing Jamesian tutor.37 She becomes for others the mentor she
never had for herself. Similarly, Isabel Archer faces circumstantial
limits and returns to Florence in order to counsel Pansy to face and
carry the moral burden Osmond imposes on her. Milly Theale over-
comes the limits placed upon her by disease by giving Kate Croy and
Merton Densher the opportunity for moral freedom when she leaves
the two an inheritance. James dramatizes Maggie Verver's moral and
mental growth by allowing her to find the range of her knowledge
and power in order to guide and improve the lives of others.

Catherine's eventual ability to analyze others shrewdly while
maintaining an appearance of simplicity counters her father's earlier
charges that she is nothing more than an empty-headed girl. That she
uses the keen power derived from awareness, analysis, and knowl-
edge to protect herself, not to harm others, signals her moral supe-
riority to her father. According to Daniel Mark Fogel, Catherine
"progresses from the defenseless, sentimental innocence of her girl-
hood through her infatuation with the unscrupulous Morris Townsend
to the higher innocence she attains in the difficult integrity of her
rejection of Townsend when he renews his suit after her father's
death."38 Through the course of that progress she works out a code
of behavior by which she finds the means to live as well as possible
under difficult personal circumstances.

By sending Townsend away, Catherine upholds her own system
of values, which she bases on an awareness of herself and of the
circumstances of her life as they are rather than on fear or compe-
tition or revenge. Catherine never scorns, derides, or ridicules
Townsend as her father did. When she recognizes that Townsend
aims to marry her for her money, she does not resort to melodrama
in a frantic attempt to recover the relation she had believed that they
shared. Catherine's ultimate maturity may be seen by comparing her
conduct with Townsend as she sends him away to Sloper's bathetic
displays in the Alps and in Liverpool as he attempts to turn the clock
of his relation with her back to the time of her powerless and
non-threatening childhood. In her final encounter with Townsend,
Catherine is able to act resolutely, tolerantly, and calmly because she
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has learned to accept a condition of her life. She gains a measure of
control over her life when she arrives at a simple but important un-
derstanding of how her circumstances limit her and how, within those
limitations, she may live best. Unlike her father, she preserves
no illusions.

Rosenberg points to Catherine Sloper's moral development: her
silent struggle to free herself from Sloper's domination in the Alpine
scene; her ability to cope with his obsessive control after their return
from Europe; and her refusal to give up her moral simplicity for the
artifice Townsend encourages her to adopt.39 But James suggests
Catherine's capacity for responding to "the weight of the tax" before
any of the moments Rosenberg highlights. That capacity is essential
to a definition of James' best characters. It also indicates the degree
to which James individualizes Catherine by exposing the interaction
of her mind and her circumstances.

One of the first indications that Catherine possesses sufficient
intellectual material to grow and improve is evident early in the novel
by her Maisie-like posture as an observer. Catherine's curiosity in her
world and her reactions to it demonstrate James' attention to the
action of the hermeneutic circle before Isabel Archer and the famous
Chapter 42. James seems to prepare for Isabel Archer's well-known
vigil in The Portrait when Catherine, like Isabel, receives impressions
passively, holds them tightly in her mind for later consideration, and
then displays the interplay of memory and consciousness to knowl-
edge and behavior.

Before the novel opens, sentimental romances and her father's
way of seeing shape Catherine's understanding of herself and the world.
Yet shortly after James introduces Catherine, he illustrates the op-
eration of her mind as she begins to reach a new level of understand-
ing. As Catherine talks with Morris Townsend at Marian Almond's
party, she sifts impressions under the weight of the occasion, makes
judgments, and determines her status within the social network. James
sets up the initial moments of growth by showing first that she relates
what she sees to her usual standard for interpreting experience, the
world of fiction. She thinks that "it was the way a young man might
talk in a novel; or, better still, in a play, on the stage. ..." But
sexual attraction to Townsend urges her to transgress the familiar
way of understanding experience, which no longer accounts ade-
quately for her situation:

And yet Mr. Townsend was not like an actor; he seemed so sin-
cere, so natural. This was very interesting; but in the midst of it
Marian Almond came pushing through the crowd, with a little
ironical cry, when she found these young people still together,
which made every one turn round, and cost Catherine a conscious
blush (p. 30).
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At this point the novel focuses on circumstances that are particular
to Catherine Sloper and separate from the satire. The "conscious blush"
that results from Catherine's sudden awareness of herself from the
point of view of the others indicates self-consciousness generated by
Catherine's awareness of her tiny step toward independence, her at-
traction to Townsend. Marian Almond's "little ironical cry . . . which
made everyone turn round" indicates exactly how out of the ordinary
Catherine's behavior seems to another individual and then, upon re-
alizing her own situation from the perspective of another, to Catherine
herself. Thus she surprises herself as she surprises others. The blush
briefly expresses Catherine's developing social maturity because it
testifies to her internalization of the manners of her society and the
extent to which she has begun to shake them off.

Isabel Archer undergoes a similar shock of recognition that also
indicates maturation in Chapter 42 when her way of understanding
her relation to Osmond and Madame Merle no longer serves her and
she is embarrassed into realizing how limited her vision is. "Isabel's
cheek tingled when she asked herself if she had really married
on a factitious theory, in order to do something finely appreciable
with her money."40 However in The Portrait, without the pres-
sure to "condense," James develops that important moment of
self-consciousness far beyond his sketch of Catherine's blush in
Washington Square. Nevertheless, it seems clear that the earlier scene
prepares the way for the later one.

James focuses attention again on the relation of Catherine's
awareness of her circumstances when she hears her cousin call
Townsend "conceited." Catherine responds, "Don't tell him he's
conceited!" Her cousin replies, "I have told him so a dozen times."
The narrator follows:

At this profession of audacity Catherine looked down at her little
companion in amazement. She supposed it was because Marian
was going to be married that she took so much on herself; but
she wondered too, whether, when she herself should become en-
gaged, such exploits would be expected of her (p. 31).

The brief incident between Catherine and Marian Almond reveals
that Catherine's desire for experience extends beyond novels and plays
and her father's epistemology to an imaginative appropriation of her
cousin's life. Having been cut off from actual experience by her fa-
ther, she must depend on the experience of another to interpret her
relation to the world. Although he does not recognize the point in
Washington Square, Paul Armstrong contends that such a moment
in the fiction "reflects James' interest in the composing powers of
consciousness; it also makes explicit the ordinarily implicit role of
aspects and perspectives in representation."41 While Armstrong's point,
and more recent ones by Sharon Cameron on "thinking" in James,
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are not new in terms of The Portrait and especially of the later novels,
James' stake in representing states of consciousness and the com-
positional and transformative powers of the mind should be recog-
nized in Washington Square. Catherine's effort to project herself into
other circumstances in order to understand and control her own ex-
perience indicates that she possesses an imagination similar in some
fundamental ways to James' greater heroines. This evidence of James'
interest in describing Catherine's mind in action answers most con-
vincingly her father's self-serving view of her as a "bundle of shawls."

When Catherine's interests extend beyond novels and her father,
Sloper moves decisively to restrict his daughter's experience by lim-
iting her interaction with Townsend. But instead of submitting to her
father, Catherine asserts her independence by deceiving him. What
presses Catherine toward this radical step toward independence, is
"the weight upon her mind" (p. 146), a phrase that anticipates Maisie's
"weight of the tax." In both novels, of course, the "weight" defines
conflicts between needs of daughters and fathers.

The event that predicts Catherine's independence most clearly
and associates her most directly with the later heroines occurs after
she returns with her father from Europe. When Mrs. Penniman presses
Catherine for the latest word on whether she has been able to carry
out her plan to change her father's opinion of Townsend, Catherine
replies:

"I never tried it. . . . Father was never impressed in that
way. He is artistic—tremendously artistic; but the more cele-
brated places we visited, and the more he admired them, the less
use it would have been to plead with him. They seemed only to
make him more determined—more terrible," said poor Catherine.
"I shall never bring him round, and I expect nothing now"
(pp. 190-91).

Having come a long way from the instant she displayed a "conscious
blush," Catherine demonstrates in the preceding passage that she has
matured enough to step outside of her immediate situation, to de-
termine the boundaries of her envelope of circumstances, to tran-
scend them imaginatively and to gain the upper hand in her struggle
with her father over the control of her life. The ability to see one-
self from the perspective of another identifies a significant mo-
ment in the growth of consciousness of the Jamesian hero because
self-consciousness allows the hero to control conduct. Such a mo-
ment empowers the character to recognize what forces within its en-
velope of circumstances operate upon it. Once a character—or an
actual individual—sees, understands, and confronts circumstances,
one may act to change them. Catherine Sloper, not Isabel Archer, is
the first heroine James uses to dramatize the achievement of intel-
lectual and moral maturity. A review of analogous moments from
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later novels fixes the place of Washington Square as a transition from
the earlier novels of manners to the later novels of consciousness and
from the previous novels of social commentary to the subsequent ones
of individual responsibility.

In The Portrait of a Lady James shows Isabel Archer's ability to
see herself from the perspective of the oppressive other, Gilbert
Osmond. When Isabel requests permission to go to England to be
with her dying cousin, Osmond ridicules her. At this moment Isabel
observes that "Osmond possessed in a supreme degree the art of elic-
iting one's weakness."42 Isabel's ironic observation echoes closely
Catherine's remarks on the successful "artistry" of her father. In The
Princess Casamassima, Hyacinth Robinson realizes that his inno-
cence and idealism have been manipulated by Muniment. In Greenwich
Park Robinson speaks to Muniment regarding his own role as the
point man to lead the terrorism of the anarchists: "I don't want to
make a scene, or work on your feelings, but how will you like it when
I'm strung up on the gallows?"43 Late in The Golden Bowl Maggie
Verver arrives at a similar epiphany concerning herself and her re-
lation to others. Looking at her father, her husband, and Charlotte
Stant, she realizes "the horror of finding evil seated, at all its ease,
where she had only dreamed of good."44

In all four scenes the central characters arrive at an important
understanding of the circumstances that have conditioned their lives
by seeing themselves and their circumstances from another perspec-
tive. When one sees and confronts circumstances, one may act to try
to change them. Effective change cannot occur without such mo-
ments of self-consciousness. Once Isabel understands her relation to
Osmond by seeing herself as he sees her, she can decide on what
grounds and by what methods she should deal with him and cope
with a central problem of living. At his moment of epiphany, Hyacinth
understands the treachery of the anarchist movement generally and
of Muniment specifically. Once he understands, faces, and accepts
his circumstances, Hyacinth acts to change them. When Maggie Verver
faces her father's role in her envelope of circumstances, she finds a
way to circumvent his exercise of power and to act independently as
an adult to influence her own condition. Catherine Sloper must ac-
knowledge the scope of her father's power and its effect on her before
she can improve her situation in a lasting way.

The central difference—no small one—between Catherine's
epiphany and those of Isabel, Hyacinth, and Maggie rests in the
degree to which James elaborates the event and thus the degree to
which he emphasizes it. In the cases of Isabel Archer, Hyacinth
Robinson, and Maggie Verver, James details the operation of his her-
oines' highly perceptive and curious minds at this crucial stage of
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awareness. Pressures to "condense" Washington Square prevent such
elaboration.

As James concluded the early part of his career, he seems to have
gauged neither the complexity nor the rewards of concentrating his
efforts toward an exploration of individualized characterization. In
Washington Square James attempts to combine his early technique
of social commentary (from which he gained his first literary re-
wards) through the satire of Sloper with his more recent interest in
the exposition of his individualized central character. Nevertheless,
both the exposition of character and the implicit commentary that
the moral satire advances orient the reader to an emerging and re-
current theme in the novels. They both support a dramatization of
the problem most people face when they try to gain maximum con-
trol of their lives without harming others. James represents this di-
lemma in novel after novel through his handling of the central power
relation, here the relationship of Catherine to her father.45

Since James tries to advance the theme of individual responsi-
bility in human conduct in Washington Square with two narrative
emphases in mind (the individualization of character and the social
comedy) rather than subordinating one to the other (characterization
as an element of the comedy of manners as in The Europeans and
The American or manners as an element of characterization as in The
Portrait), the two emphases compete against each other for attention
and for the limited space in this magazine tale turned short novel.
As a result, James seeks a strategy to overcome the limits and achieve
his objectives. He economizes his use of local detail, which he calls
"paraphernalia," and the associated social comedy.46 He also con-
denses his portrait of Catherine Sloper. The condensation prevents
James from giving adequate treatment to either the social satire or
the portraiture of consciousness. Yet the taxing problems of
Washington Square force James to face and solve difficult compo-
sitional problems and to make key choices which, in turn, drive his
maturation as an artist and enable him to achieve The Portrait.

By no means is Washington Square a work equal in skill or scope
or complexity to The Portrait of a Lady. Neither should Catherine
Sloper receive the amount of critical attention paid to Isabel Archer
or even to Hyacinth Robinson. James does not endow Catherine with
a mind as impressionable and intelligent as Isabel Archer's or even
Maisie Farange's. But for all its problems of "thinness," Washington
Square is an important novel to consider as a decisive turning point
in James' career from the novelist of manners to the novelist of con-
sciousness, personality, and the responsibility of individual power.

Henry James used his shorter tales, his "little tarts," as he called
them, in order to experiment with and test ideas he would refine later
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for his novels, his "beef and potatoes," which now carry his repu-
tation.47 In many ways Washington Square is only a little tart that
has been tasted by critics who expect it to have the texture and sub-
stance of the main course. Washington Square gains importance by
coming out from under the shadow of The Portrait when it is seen
and sampled as an experiment with form and theme in the process
of James' development as an artist, rather than as a single work that
may stand as a monument to his career like the later, larger novels.
In its own modest light Washington Square discloses a shift in the
course of James' artistic career and reveals a fountainhead of dom-
inant themes and significant situations that recur in the middle and
later novels. The situation of Catherine Sloper and her father antic-
ipates Isabel Archer and Gilbert Osmond in The Portrait of a Lady,
Hyacinth Robinson and Christina Light and Paul Muniment in The
Princess Casamassima, Maisie and her guardians in What Maisie Knew,
Milly Theale and her doctor and her disease in The Wings of the
Dove, and Maggie and Adam Verver in The Golden Bowl. Finally,
Washington Square marks a transition in James' moral position. His
move away from typical characters and toward more individualized
ones suggests a turn from the role social groups play in determining
the fabric of a culture to an implicit exploration of each individual's
responsibility to contribute to the condition of society by controlling
the circumstances of life so that all may live better.
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