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At one level  Howards End is a novel about 2 British families, the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes.  The Schlegel sisters, of Anglo-German ancestry, are intellectual and are politically and socially liberal.  They attend concerts and women’s discussion groups dedicated to the betterment of society.  They live off inherited wealth.  Helen, the younger sister, is more physically attractive but also more impulsive.  Margaret age 29 demonstrates “a deeper sympathy, a sounder judgment” than Helen.  

Henry Wilcox age 49 is the financially successful  owner of the Imperial and West African Rubber Company.  He likes to make quick judgments, some of which are wrong financially, morally, or both.  He has few friends.  His wife Ruth is quite different.  She is more of a genius loci than the mother of three.  She grew up at Howards End and is attached to it not only emotionally but physically.  She first appears “trailing noiselessly on the lawn with a wisp of hay in her hands  (an allusion to the Roman corn goddess Ceres).  She seemed to belong not to the young people and their motor but to the house and to the tree that overshadowed it.  She cared about her ancestors and let them help her.”

Charles Wilcox, her older son, who has assumed his place in his father’s business, speaks contemptuously to a railway porter, his own chauffeur, and Tibby Schlegel before striking Leonard Bast with a sword and bringing the lethal bookcase down upon him.  He is obsessed with sports like his siblings.

Paul Wilcox, his younger brother, proposes marriage to Helen Schlegel in Chapter 1, then withdraws the offer the next morning, presumably as the result of his father’s and brother’s reaction.  He then takes off for Nigeria.

Leonard Bast, an insurance clerk, is on the very bottom rung of the lower middle class, or as Forster put it, “at the extreme verge of gentility.  He was not in the abyss, but he could see it.  He was not as courteous as the average rich man, nor as intelligent, nor as healthy, nor as lovable.  His mind and body had been alike underfed.”

So much for the speaking, visible characters in the novel.  But there are two other important characters.  Howards End, the country house of the Wilcoxes, inherited from Ruth’s family, is a symbol of England in all of its bucolic beauty, simplicity, solidity, and history.  This novel is an allegory about who will inherit England: the old aristocracy and rural gentry whose roots are in the very soil, or the newly minted mercantile bourgeoisie who have no connection with it.  The house is not grand but comfortable, sedulously  cared  for by Mrs. Avery, the wraith-like housekeeper who seems to materialize from thin air at just the right moment.  The wych-elm on the grounds has pig teeth in it.  Its bark can cure toothache, according to the villagers.  The house has a heartbeat which is audible to Margaret and it exercises a mystical fascination for all of the major characters.  None of the Wilcox children wants to live there, yet they become very upset when told they will not inherit it.  Why does Helen want to spend her last night in England there?.  She has little connection with the place. Why does Leonard make the trip there?  By leaving it in her will to Helen and Leonard’s child, Margaret ensures that the soul of England will never be appropriated by the new people.  Ruth Wilcox knew instinctively that Margaret was the most fitting heir for her ancestral home, even without knowing  that Margaret would one day become the  mistress of the house.  Or did she foresee that, too?  Forster based Howards End on Rooksnest, the house in which he grew up from 1883 to 1893.  It was the only childhood home in which he had been happy.

The other major character in this novel, although never seen, is the narrator.  The narrator in this book occupies much more space and significance than he does in any of Forster’s other works.  He not only steps out of the narrative’s action to comment on its larger significance.  He also tells us about his argument with his grocer over his sultanas, explains the meaning of each movement in Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, and trashes Queen’s Hall in London and the Free Trade Hall in Manchester.  

He makes direct references to himself.  His comments on the narrative range from the sagacious to the facetious – often both at the same time, which I call his “gentle irony”.  But his moods are changeable.  His well known social liberalism in the Schlegel sisters’ discussion group sometimes gives way abruptly to class bias, as in his treatment of Leonard and Jackie Bast.

What does Forster (or the narrator) really think of the central characters?  At the first reading he gives  the impression that his sympathies are completely with the Schlegel sisters, the representatives of cultured and compassionate upper middle class liberals, and perhaps with Leonard Bast, the representative of the lower middle class who  aspires to rise to their level.  However, on rereading this book, one notes Forster’s qualified disapproval of these three:  Helen’s bringing Leonard and Jackie to Evie Wilcox’s wedding reception to confront Mr. Wilcox and then her sexual encounter with Leonard, a married man.  Margaret writes a well-meaning but discourteous letter to Ruth Wilcox and writes a letter to Helen that “the Basts are no good – not at all the type we should trouble about”.  After Leonard visits their flat in London searching for his wife, Margaret is distressed by “odors from the abyss” and Helen ridicules Jackie as “ Mrs. Lanoline”.  Are we to believe that Forster is crafting Helen and Margaret as hypocrites who praise the poor in their absence but loathe them in person or is this in fact Forster’s hypocrisy shining through?

In his novels Forster is famous for his sympathy for the outsider at the expense of the establishment.  In A Room with a View Lucy Honeychurch breaks off her engagement to the snobbish aesthete Cecil Vyse so that she can  marry George Emerson, the strange, mysterious, and mystical railway clerk with the extremely unconventional father.

In A Passage to India Adela Quested announces from the witness stand  in the middle of a highly sensationalized trial that she has just realized that she no longer loves her fiancé, Ronny Heaslop, the British magistrate in this Indian town.  She then defends the defendant Dr. Assiz against accusations by the British Raj that he has molested her on their disastrous expedition to the Mirabar Caves.

In Howards End Forster’s attitude toward  Leonard seems much more ambivalent.  While he admires Leonard’s attempts at self-improvement by reading great literature and attending concerts and pities his poor career choices, he ultimately finds him incapable of bettering himself either socially or financially.

It would have been impossible for Forster to have imagined real social mobility because it simply did not exist in England in 1910.  The Schlegels’ inherited wealth places them at a higher level than the Wilcoxs’ commercial fortune, even though the Wilcoxes are richer.  Inherited wealth gives the Schlegels a different perspective on British society, allowing them to feel and express progressive ideas which are anathema to the industrious Wilcoxes.
As much as Helen and Margaret attempt to encourage Leonard to develop intellectually and spiritually, neither sister considers him a potential social equal.  Forster wrote “Most people (like Helen and Margaret) would have let him go. ‘A little mistake.  We tried knowing another class – impossible’.”  Before he meets the Schlegels, Leonard thinks “one raised oneself by study and got upsides with the world.”  But Margaret says to Henry Wilcox, “(Leonard’s) brain is filled with husks of books, culture – horrible; we want him to wash out his brain and go to the real thing.”

Forster ridicules Leonard’s attempts at erudite conversation with the Schlegel sisters as well as his attempt to write his brother a letter in the style of John Ruskin, one of the most heartbreaking yet hilarious scenes in English literature.
And of course Forster’s condescension toward Jackie is apparent from his first description of her, “ a woman of whom it is simplest to say that she was not respectable”.

Forster’s depiction of the Wilcox family is also inconsistent.  He is initially contemptuous, portraying them as sports-mad philistines – vulgar, brutal, suburban, and worst of all, car-driving.  But Margaret praises them.  “ Once past the rocks of emotion, they knew so well what to do, whom to send for;  their hands were on all the ropes, they had grit as well as grittiness, and she valued grit enormously.  They led a life that she could not attain to – the outer life of telegrams and anger.”  Later she said to Helen,  “If Wilcoxes hadn’t worked and died in England for thousands of years, you and I couldn’t sit here without having our throats cut.  There would be no trains, no ships to carry us literary people about in, no fields even.   Without their spirit life might never have moved out of protoplasm.”  Forster describes Margaret surveying Howards End, contemplating “doubling her kingdom”, aware that her successfully mercantile husband can give her a life of ease.  Does Forster subconsciously admire the Wilcoxes?

The epigraph to Howards End “only connect” is almost as well known as the novel itself.  It refers to Margaret’s attempts to unite the culture and spirituality of the Schlegels with the worldly business sense and practicality of the Wilcoxes.  “Only connect the prose and the passion and both will be exalted and human love will be seen at its highest.  Live in fragments no longer.”  By Chapter 22, however, she feels she has failed in her effort because of Henry’s “obtuseness” and by Chapter 38 she turns her full fury on him.  “You shall see the connection if it kills you.  You had a mistress – I forgave you.  My sister has a lover – you drive her from the house.  Do you see the connection?  Stupid, hypocritical, cruel – oh, contemptible .   These, man, are you.  You can’t recognize them because you cannot connect.  No one has ever told you what you are – muddled, criminally muddled.”

The question in my mind as I read this book was “Why did Margaret marry Henry in the first place?”  Forster tells us she was in love with him but why, other than a lot of money and occasionally good business judgment, neither of which should have mattered to her?  Had it not been for Leonard’s death and the effect of Charles’ prison sentence on Henry,  Margaret would have left her husband to live with her sister in Germany.  Forster’s conclusion that Margaret and Henry had “learned to understand one another and forgive” strikes many readers as an improbably optimistic ending.

Besides the phrase “only connect” there are two other frequently repeated phrases in the novel that express Forster’s viewpoint.  One is “panic and emptiness” which appears six times, usually referring to “the high octane vacuity of Wilcoxdom”. The other phrase is “a time of telegrams and anger” initially referring to the Schlegel sisters’ correspondence over Helen’s brief engagement to Paul Wilcox in the first chapter, later referring to the Wilcoxes themselves.

One of the greatest pleasures of reading Forster is his language.  I mentioned earlier his blend of wisdom and humor, his gentle irony.  The best example appears near the beginning of the book.  “The truth was that Helen had fallen in love not with an individual but with a family.  Before Paul arrived… To be with the Wilcoxes all day had seemed the supreme joy of life and had led to that abandonment of personality that is a possible prelude to love.   Paul was inevitable…The poetry of his kiss under the wych elm, the wonder of it, the magic that there was in life for hours after it – who can describe that?  It is so easy for an Englishman to sneer – to talk of ‘passing emotion’ and to forget how vivid the emotion was ere it passed.  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 to Helen 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 had evoked endured.  In all the variable years that followed she never saw the like of it again.”

Forster uses poetic language to describe the beauty of the British countryside, sometimes linking it with good breeding and racial fitness.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion we see that Howard’s End operates on two levels:  the individual level, on which each of us has a responsibility to merge the cultural and spiritual with the worldly, and the allegorical level, on which Forster bequeaths England’s pastoral tradition to its future. 




