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Intro all Ction

lt is sometimes said that E. M. Forster's first novel Where Angels Fear to TTlead (1905) has

much in common withHenry James's The Ambassadors published two years earlier･1 Both are

concernedwith the protagonists'encounter with foreign Cultures. At first theyare fascinated by

what their mother countries do not possess, then disillusion follows to modify their enthusiasm,

and in the end they returnto their own placeswith a newly acquired moralconsciousness. In The

Ambassadors, Strether is described as a man whose visual sensitivity keeps him inthe state of

moralnai'vete: with his acute sense of beauty, he is thoroughly mesmerized by his experience in

France and has not realized the truth about Chad and Madame de Vionnet until he sees them

together on the boat･ The scene on the river Hcrystallizes James's distinction between impressions

and knowledge"2-So far he has been conscious of numerous impressions, but until this moment

he does not understand what they actually mean･ Despite this gap between impression and

knowledge, however, the novel's motif of visual impressions as educative is consistent.3

Knowledge is brought about by the visual, not by the verbal. Strether is callous to whatever other

people (even including Madame herself) insinuate, and all the verbal information is finally

unified by the sight on theriver which indicates truth.

Seeing lS Patently out most powerful metaphor for knowing, and this tradition is traced back

as far as Plato'S parable of the sun and the cave in The Republic･4 The major Premise of literary

realismwith its concomitant "omniscient" narrator is also thatknowledge about humanlife is

attained throughthe descnptlOn Of visible materials.5 By the first quarter of the twentieth century,

however, this assumption had been undermined so much as to, for example, make Virginia Woolf

write "Mr Bennet and Mrs Brown･" This essay first read at Cambridge in 1924 Ostensibly attacks

the materialism of the Edwardian novelist, but also indicates the loss of such a shared code of

realistic representation･6 This article isanattempt to examine how Forster, a novelist caught

between realism and modemism,7 deals with this destabilized relationship between sight and

knowledge in his first novel･ Philip He汀iton the protagonist has a sensitive eye for beaut血l

things, but he must go throughaneducationalperiod before he acqulreS trueknowledge of the

world･ He has to realize that there are important things other than beauty, and Hthe improvement

of Philip"8 is deeply complicitwith that of his eye･ The novel certainly criticizes his aesthetic

view of life, but, far from distrustlng the act of seelng, it afteral1 testifies tc. the significance of

having sensitive sight.
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About Philip's taste for art, we are toldthat atthe age of twenty his sense of beauty caused

him "to catch the art from Burne-Jones to Praxiteles" (Ⅵ狙FT 70).9 1n the light of Victorian

aesthetic trends, it is tellingthat he likesthese two artists in particular,Asa mentor of the Pre-

Rapbaelite Brotherhood, John Ruskin praised early Italian palntlngS before Raphael as a

prelapsarian state of art: they are often not as finished asthe High Renaissance art in terms of

skill, but superior in their purer expression of faith.lo Though a recent study on the Brotherhood

reveals that the influence of Ruskin was, at least intheir initial formation of art theory, not as

predominant as once assumed,ll they certainly shared both Ruskin's preference for the early

Christianart over HighRenaissance classicism and his idea that a work of art must be morally

improving, Eventheir realism did not clashwithRuskin's demand for spirituality. He approved

of it as a putting into Practice of his phrase in Modern Painters, "go to nature, rejecting

nothing"12-an appeal to forsaketherigid principle of the Academy and to be once again in

touch with the world as God'S creation. In the second-half of the Victorian era, however, as a

reaction agalnSt two decades of Pre-Rapbaelite realism, interest in the classical values of the

High Renaissance was revived.I3 Edward Bume-Jones asthe last major artist inthe Brotherhood

represented this tendency, growing Out Of the innuence of Ruskin and in his later career showing

more interest in Botticelli, Michelangelo, and Da Vinci, His choice of mythologiCalsubjects,and

the idealistic, sculptural forms and Michelangelesque qualities of his later works, reflect the

broader trends of the classicismand aestheticism in the VictorianHigh Art of that period.H With

Philip'S liking for the Greek sculptor Praxiteles, whose name became widely known with the

discovery at Olympia in 1877 0f Hermes with the Infant Dionysus,)5 his taste for art may

probably bethe one seeking a classical formal perfection rather than a moralin the object･

The problem about Philip is that he has adopted this standard to his real life as well. He sees

life as a spectacle whose beauty sometimes strikes his sensibility but does not containanything

which actually affects himself, When he went to Italy for several years earlier, "there he

absorbed into one aesthetic whole olive-trees, blue sky,frescos, country Inns, Saints,peasants,

mosaics, statues, beggars. He came back with theair of a prophet who would either remodel

Sawston or reject itM (WnFT 70). He saw and judged everything according to his aesthetic

standard. Nature, art, building, people-theyal1 merged into one beautiful entity, and hethought

that it should be so in his hometown Sawston. But reality contains things i∬econcilable to this

palatable vision, and it was due to his failure in realizingthis that he did not succeed in adjusting

its environment, Now he needs to leamthat "human love and love of truth sometimes conquer

where love of beauty fai1sH (Ⅵ狙FT71).

Philip's troublesome way of seelng things is most typically seen when he calls on Gino's

house under Mrs Hemiton's strict order to bring back his sister-in-1aw's baby. Philip steps inand

finds Caroline, Gino,and the baby together. For Caroline,this visit is a revelation･ It makes her

realizethatthere is something in the world that cannotand should not be apprehended by the

cold morality of Sawston. She has beenalways thinking of "its welfares, its soul, its morals, its

probable defects,n butthe actualbaby has an overwhelming reality: Hit did not stand for a

pnncipleany longer･ It was so much mesh and blood, so many inches and ounces of life H I "
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(WnFT 117). She seesthat between Gino and his son there is an inviolable tie ofblood and love,

andgives up her onglnal intention of adoptingthe child. The bathing of the child on the terrace

is, therefore, a kind of secular ritual to confirm her recognltlOn and decision･ But Philip IS

completely blind to this. With his revived sense of beauty from the previous night's opera, what

he sees there is "the Virgin and Child,with DonorH (WAFT 126)･ His aesthetic sense is so

elevated that he fhds beauty ln Such an ordinary scene, but he savors it without acknowledging

any realemotion involved. For him the scene is a static tableau of formal beauty,and its moral

content is not present to his eye. He then goes on to也e negotiation with Gino, which ends in a

failure and later drives his sister Harriet to stealthe baby fromthe house･ Philip's eyealways

seeking beauty in both art and lifethus arrests him inthe state of moralblindness･

2

The inclination to formalism and moral deterioration are connected in Ruskin's criticism,

too. He thinks that a desire forformalCompletionalways marks the starting point of degradation

in art and thatperfect fimih must not be sought for its own sake since it tends to neglect moral

content. Any degree of unskimllness should be condoned as long as it is the only way for the

artist to express-as it is always expected in Ruskin's wrltlngS-his religious belief･ Ruskin

values the Gothic period over the Renaissance fわr its dynamic expression of the craftsman's

plety, and attacks his contemporary Britain proud of its manufactural technology, which

produced thingsperfect in form but meager in spiriL16

Although Forster's works always show Ruskinian antipathy to materialism, he apparently

does not share Ruskin's puritanicalpiety as the very basis of his writing,and in consequence

sometimesridicules his Victorian moral seriousness (Leonard's use of passages from Stones of

Venice for describing his odious flat in Howallds End may be the most unforgettable example)･ In

Where Angels Fear to Tread, too, Forster seems to tease Ruskin through the treatment of

medievalfrescos in Monteriano. The town's main church is given a Starin Baedekerthanks to its

frescos, which areallegedly by Giotto. Ruskin praises Giotto most highly, thinking that he fused

the formality of Byzantine art andthe Gothic imagination in an ideal way.17 Giotto "never

finished highlyH18 and his works are sometimes rather rough in quality, but H[a】11 his important

existing works are exclusively devoted to the illustration of Christianlty" and he is "the

undisputed interpreter of religious truth, by means of painting, over the whole of ltaly･"19Asfor

the frescoes in Monterian0, 0n the other hand, Forster puts eventheir ongln into question: "for

the inside Giotto was summoned to decorate the walls of the nave. Giotto came-that is to say,

he did not come, Germanresearch having decisively proved ‥. " (VmFT 94). The theme of the

frescos is the life of Santa Deodata, who lived and died in the medievalMonteriano, but her

holiness is reported with typical Forsterian banter:

So holy was she that all her life she lay upon her back in the house of her mother,

refusing to eat, refusing to play, refusing to work. The devil, envious of such sanctity,

tempted her in various ways. , , , Whenall proved vain he tnpped upthe motherand

flung her downstairs before her very eyes. But so holy was the saint that she never
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picked her mother up, but lay upon her back through all, and thus assured her throne in

Paradise. She was only fifteen when she died, which shows how much is withinthe

reach of any schoolgirl. (Ⅵ弘FT 94)

The religious zealof the artist that Ruskin might see in the fresco no longer has much impact on

the seer･ Herethe life of the saint is not assessed in the eyes of God, but viewed in the light of

common sense,and her stillness even inthe crisis of her mother is facetiously criticized.

The sacred subject of the frescos is now exposed to secularmoral consciousness, andthe

most severe attack against Philip's view of life as a spectacle is conducted beside one of them.

Just after the scene in Gi110's house, Caroline, who has already gone through a moral awakening

of her own, has a long talk with Philip in the church. She says that Philip understands the whole

situation wonderfully, but he does not try to do what seems to be right at present: "You told me

once that we shall be judged by our intentions, not by our accomplishments. I thought it a grand

remark. But we must intend to accomplish-not sit intending on a chair" (Ⅵ狙FT 134). This

conversation takes place in front of one particular fresco on the death of Santa Deodata. Philip's

unwillingness to take any action is apparently paralleled to the saint, who achieved glory by

doing llO仇ing but watching what happened around her. Finally Caroline indicts Philip for all the

time being "dead-dead-deadH (槻FT 134). Christianmorality as a basis for Ruskin's art criticism

is in this way replaced by the issue of action and intention, which would be further developed in

Howaflds End,

3

It is in the scene of baby's deaththat Philip's lack of conscience finds a climactic expression

inthe form of his literal blindness, Philip and Harrietare leavlng Monteriano with the baby,

which is actually stolen from Gino's house by infuriated Hamlet, But Philip, being Insensitive to

the bond of affection between the ltalianfatherand son, guesses that Gino gave upthe child

perhaps for money and feels depressed. Their camage isrunnlng ln complete darkness, and

Philip thinks that the baby is crylngand wants to see him, Again and againthe match goes out

andthey cannot seeanything clearly, At last, =for a full quarter-minute they contemplatedthe

face that trembled inthe light of the tremblingflame" (Ⅵ狙FT 144), but the next moment the

camage overtums and the baby is killed. Here the text seems to intentionally omit the precise

descrlPtlOn Of the baby's countenance in order to suggest Philip's inability to see the real,

heartfelt emotion between men. The baby might be symbolically weeping Over his forced

separation from his father, but his face, which must have been observed in Ha full quarter-

minute,H was beyond Philip's ken. The loss of the baby's life is an ultimate punishment for

Philip: it arrives asanundeniable fact concernlng life and death and opens his eyes to his

responsibility for it. For the firsttime in his life,then, he makes up his own moral decision:

going back to Monteriano to tellthe news to Gino.

Back in Monteriano Philip IS tortured by grief-stricken Gino, but Caroline intervenes and

saves them.AsStretcher in The Ambassadors comes to realize the truth not by what is said but

bythevision presented to him, it is at the sight of Carolina consoling Ginothat Philip's moral
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numbness is cured and his education completed:

Philip looked away, as he sometimes looked away from the great pictures Where visible

forms suddenly become inadequate for the things they have shown to us. He was

happy; he was assured that there was greatness in the world. There came to him an

earnest desire to be good through the example of this good woman･ He would try

henceforward to be worthy of the things she had revealed. Quietly, without hysterical

prayers or banging of drums, he underwent conversion, He was saved. (14的FT 152)

S･ P･ Rosenbaum arguesthat this moral awakening of Philip IS "a Platonic conversion" satlnZlng

the Christianity Of both Hamiet's violent Protestantismand Monteriano's effete Catholicism:

Without relying on any religious authority, his growing love for people and truth1eads him up

from his love for beauty to love of the good,20 If his conversion can be called Platonic, it is also

approprlate that Philip looks away at the crucial moment. Plato orlglnated the distinction

between two kinds of sight, a sensible sight (which recognizes physical objects) and an

intelligible sight (which leads one to spiritual knowledge),2l and what happens in this scene is

Philip's sensible sight's glVlng Way tO the latter. Philip's eye also undergoes a collVerSion when

the visible forms of Caroline and Gino yield to a higher moral understanding that they have

brought about.

To have taste for beauty lS in this way proved to be morally rewarding without being

supported by the Ruskinian plOuSneSS. It is also presented as a possible antidote to the

Sawstonian stiff moral doctrine, Sawston as upper-middle class suburbia is a stronghold of

Victorian social respectability, and, according to Caroline, is saturated with Hpetty

unselfishness," not "petty selfishnessJ'People spendtheir lives in making sacrifices for those

who they actually do not care for, forgetting to enjoy themselves (WAFT 76). One of the

problems about the Victorian philanthroplC mind is the sharp and almost excessive polarity

between egoism and altruism, which makes it fairly difficult to achieve a positive descrlPtlOn Of

purely pnvate forms of self-cultivation or self-assertion,22AsForster says against the evangelical
Clapham Sect, withwhich he was connected by his mother's benefactor Marianne Thomton, the

Sawstonian society is presumably the one in which "lp]oetry, mystery, passion, ecstasy, music,

don't count"23 as they are not visibly beneficial to others. In Where Angels Fear to Tread,

salvation is available only to a few who have maintained a sense of beauty ln Splte Of this

atmosphere･ While this possibility lS entirely denied to Mrs Hemitonand Hamlet, who are simply

indifferent to beautifu1things, Caroline and Philip achieve salvation throughtheir responsiveness

to the beauty of Italy. The relationship between seelng and knowing once put into question in the

form of Philip's aestheticism is to be filled up in the end, and sight is once more trusted as an

ability inherent in man to acknowledge truth: a person wi血a keen sense of beauty lS more likely

to achieve this state than those without it.24

4

1n splte Of these polntS, however, simply to say that the improvement of Philip is Platonic
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may overlook its ambiguous nature. Plato's ethics are those of knowledge, insistlng that in order

to be good, people must see the paradigmatic Idea of good, Knowledge isthe ultimate solution,

and practical conduct is expected to follow naturally･ This is also the case for Philip's

conversion: Since Caroline has proved by her deeds that "good" really exists, he feels a strong

desire to be like her, But what is not very clear here is, to remember Caroline's words, whether

this is "just intending" or Hintending to accomplish," Her remark itself is to some extent obscured

by omittlng the verb's object,and the sheer difference betweenthe two concepts seems to bother

the novel's ending. With Harriet's rapid recovery from her mentalillness, it looks unlikely that

the converted Philip will this time succeed in improving Sawston･ Caroline is determined to go

back to her daily duties,and Philip's love fわr her is unrequited. Surely Philip is now a better man

with his newly-acquired knowledge of good, but whether he can achieve something good in

reality from now on is another matter.

Probably because of this recognition, Philip inthe last scene seems to be retreating into his

former aesthetic view of life, transfiguring CarOline into a beautiful goddess in the myth of

Endymiom For him the cnlde fact of her love fわr Gino is a revelation of the world's greatness

since he now seesthat, behind Caroline's returnto Monteriano, there was not only her good will

to save Philip but her self-sacrifice. He imagines how hard it must have been for her to see her

beloved man so soon after she had detemined never to see him again. This revelation leads

Philip into profound loneliness which is almost the one found in modem epiphany: "Forthe

thing was even greaterthan she imagined, Nobody but himself would ever see round it now･And

to see round it he was standing atanimmense distance" (Ⅵ弘FT 160). When the creation of

spiritualValue depends on an individualcharacter'Smind, he or she is existentially isolated from

the rest of the world to attain a moment of subjective realization.25 It is largely becausethe story

finishesright afterthis scene that the finalvision of Philip merely appears to be his aesthetic

day血eam.

Still,this ending of the novel showsthat one possible consequence of substituting Christian

morality withthe PlatomiC, idealistic ethics is completewithdrawal fromthe outside world. G. E.

Moore's Princl'pia Ethica (1 903), which is generally regarded as the backbone of Forster's ethics

and aesthetics, is a revivalof Platonism inthat it sets knowledge, not action, as its goal,26 Moore

dismisses the attempt to define "good" in any perceptible formincluding psychologicalstates as
"naturalistic fallacy,"and asks what kind of objects possess "intrinsic value" in absolute isolation

from anything else in the world. Although what he singles out under this test, personal

relationships and the beautiful, are certainly the things that Forster values most, the distance

between Moore's pnnciple and his novels, which never cease to take the "outer" world of action

into consideration, should not be overlooked. David Medalie rightly points out血s problem as

follows:

Moore's criterion for assesslng intrinsic value is thatthings must be good even when

they exist `in absolute isolation'; Forster's concemwith `Connection'includes the

implication that nothing exists `in absolute isolation'. His work (like Virginia Woolf'S)

problematises what Moore offers as desirable in absolute terms; what is more, it

presents as a quandary the relationship betweenright conduct and aesthetic value
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which Moore proposes as a necessary hmony.27

Where Angels Fear to Tread asplreS tO a Synthesis of beautyand good through Philip's moral

awakening, and the disruption between his acts of seeing beautiful objects andknowing good is

eventually overcome. Nevertheless, as soon as the Platonic ethics of knowledge is thus approved

throughsight, the novel recognlZeS another gap opening uP beyond･28 The issue of knowledge

and actual conduct is not further explored in this novel, but Philip in the last scene is suspended

in Habsolute isolationM to maintain the value of his moral superiorlty Just attained･ Not only

psychologically, but also geographically he is suspended: on the train golng back from Italy to

England, he is practically nowhere, and there is no way to know if his experience abroadwill

help him in his own contry･ The problematic relationship between the ethics of knowledge and

the aesthetics of isolation, which would later lead Forster to his qualified formalism, already

emerges in his first novel while it is struggling to find a remedy for the "formalism" of the

protagonist's eye.
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