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     The Ambassadors was written by Henry James in 1901-1902 and first appeared in twelve monthly installments in the North American Review in 1903.  Along with The Wings of the Dove, and The Golden Bowl, The Ambassadors represents the pinnacle of James’s art in his famous late period.  James himself considered The Ambassadors to be, “frankly, quite the best, ‘all round,’ of all my productions.”  Most, but interestingly, not all critics consider it to be not only James’s finest effort, but also one of the greatest novels of the twentieth century.
     Although The Ambassadors has a third person narrator, it is almost exclusively through the consciousness of the book’s protagonist, Lewis Lambert Strether, that the reader experiences the action of the novel.  The narrator, who generally refers to Strether, whether sympathetically or ironically it is hard to say, as “our friend”, knows something of Strether’s thoughts, but nothing of the thoughts of the other characters.  It is Strether’s consciousness, and the changes his consciousness undergoes during his three- month sojourn in Paris, that is the heart of the novel. 
     When we meet Strether, he is a fifty-five-year-old man who feels that that he has never really lived.  He is a widower whose only son died years ago of diphtheria, and he currently has only two significant relationships in his life, with Waymarsh, who is not an entirely sympathetic character, and with Mrs. Newsome, who is even less so. We don’t know what his occupations were in the past, but we know he has not been successful financially, and we know that his current occupation, as editor of an intellectual review published in dreary Woollett, Massachusetts, depends on his continuing to please his quasi-fiancé, Mrs. Newsome.  Strether regrets that “he had failed, as he considered, in everything, in each relation and in half a dozen trades.”  He can only regret “his long grind and his want of odd moments, his want moreover of money, of opportunity, of positive dignity.”
     Despite his lack of self-esteem, Strether seems to be quite attractive to other characters in the novel, but, given the way we see everything through Strether’s eyes, it is hard to know exactly why.  Thus we know, for example, how Maria Gostrey, Madame de Vionnet, and Chad look to Strether, but we never know how he looks to them. We know how he feels about other characters, but we don’t know, except inferentially, how they feel about him.  But we surmise, without knowing their inner thoughts, that Maria Gostrey is in love with Strether, that Madame de Vionnet is, duly allowing for Jamesian ambiguity, possibly in love with him, and that Chad and Little Bilham appear to think he is a very fine fellow.
     Once in Europe, things begin to improve for our friend.  After living in provincial, parochial, dull, puritanical Woollett, Strether finds London and Paris to be better in every way.  Here, the culture is deeper and more ancient, the society more aristocratic, the artists more accomplished and profound, the women more attractive.  Even the food and wine are better, not to mention the ancient plates and silverware.  All this is shown to us through Strether’s eyes.  For example, Strether’s dinner with Maria in London is described with a Jamesianly mild eroticism:  “”the rose-colored shades and the small table and the soft fragrance of the lady—had anything to his mere sense ever been so soft?—were so many touches in he scarce knew what positive high picture.”  Maria’s dress is “ ‘cut down,’ as he believed the term to be, in respect to shoulders and bosom, in a manner quite other than Mrs. Newsome’s.”  Soon, Strether is affected by the “sharp spell of Paris….  Strether hadn’t had for years so rich a consciousness of time—a bag of gold into which he constantly dipped for a handful.”
   After meeting up with Chad, Strether finds that, like everything and everyone else, Chad, too, is better in Europe.  The reader is not sure exactly why he is better, and, at the end of the tale, may not be sure that he, in fact, is better, but, in Strether’s eyes, Chad seems more sophisticated, more polished, and more urbane, not to mention better looking.  Strether begins to question the validity of his ambassadorial mission, as well as the life, or, should one say, the lack of life, he has been experiencing in Woollett.
     When Strether attends the party in Gloriani’s garden, the charms of Europe are fully displayed.  The beauty and style of the garden, the value of the real estate, the depths of Gloriani’s artistic talents and taste, the social brilliance of the various millionaires and duchesses in attendance, all combine to dazzle our friend from Woollett.  The contrast between Europe’s general splendidness and his own meager existence compels him to make the impassioned speech that James, in the Preface, terms “the essence of The Ambassadors.”   He tells Little Bilham “Live all you can; it’s a mistake not to.  It doesn’t so much matter what you do in particular, so long as you have had your life.  If you haven’t had that, what have you had?”  As the novel unfolds, we shall see whether or not Strether is able to follow his own excellent advice.
[bookmark: _GoBack]     As Strether gets to know Madame de Vionnet, he is entranced by her charm and beauty, and by the elegance of her home decorating and art collecting.  He is unable to figure out the nature of her relationship with Chad.  Maria Gostrey, Miss Barrace, Little Bilham, and the reader all can see clearly that the relationship between Madame de Vionnet and Chad is not the “virtuous attachment” Bilham tells Strether it is.  Poor Strether, lied to by everyone around him, is not even sure if Chad’s interest is in Madame de Vionnet or her charming 17-year-old daughter Jeanne.  Madame de Vionnet deliberately, and successfully, misleads Strether in their lengthy conversations.  By the end of the first half of The Ambassadors, the reader knows that Chad is growing less enthusiastic about Madame de Vionnet, and more excited by the prospect of making some serious money in Massachusetts.  The reader also knows—and this was certainly a great deal more consequential in 1903 than today—that Chad is more intimate with Madame de Vionnet than Strether can imagine.  Strether will be disillusioned soon enough.
     Mrs. Newsome, for someone who never actually appears on stage, is perhaps the mostly powerfully realized character in the novel.  Cold, manipulative, rich but eager to be richer still, she ruthlessly projects her power, mostly the power of the purse, across the Atlantic, delivering, as the second half of the novel begins, a clear ultimatum to our friend:  Strether, having failed miserably at his task, is to return to Woollett immediately, with or without Chad.  But Chad and Strether have both changed dramatically by now.  Chad, heretofore the dissolute European playboy, is perfectly happy to return to Woollett, while Strether, for his part, even though he undertook his ambassadorial duties willingly enough, is so entranced by Europe and the changes he believes that Europe has created in Chad, that he urges his young friend to ignore Mrs. Newsome, and to remain in Paris, at least for the time being.  One ignores Mrs. Newsome at one’s peril, and Strether will gradually realize, as matters unfold, that he will pay a heavy price indeed for his defiance of this implacable lady.
     With the arrival of the second wave of ambassadors, we find James pitting two teams against one another.  For the American team, we have Jim Pocock, a successful but simpleminded Woollett businessman, who has only the most superficial appreciation of the charms of Europe.  His sister Mamie is a charming, marriage-minded young thing, also quite unsophisticated in comparison to the likes of Maria Gostrey or Miss Barrace.  Sarah Pocock is the living embodiment of Mrs. Newsome, and will be quite unaffected by the charms of Paris.  Completing the American team is Waymarsh, supposedly Strether’s great friend, but in fact a traitor who has been corresponding with Mrs. Newsome behind Strether’s back.  Waymarsh is as unimpressed by Europe as Sarah Pocock, and is all for returning Chad to Woollett forthwith.  On the European team, we have Madame do Vionnet, Maria Gostrey, little Bilham, and the rest.  It’s not totally clear whose side Chad is on, and Strether seems all for Europe, but we fear he may be wavering.
     The formal climax of The Ambassadors is the river scene in Book Eleventh, in which Strether is finally forced to admit to himself what he has perhaps suspected for some time, that the relationship between Chad and Madame do Vionnet is not “virtuous” but sexual.  But this scene, important as it is, is handled by James in an understated, subdued manner.  Far more dramatic is the climactic conversation between Sarah and Strether that closes Book Tenth.  A large part of The Ambassadors consists of conversations between Strether and various women—Maria Gostrey, Madame de Vionnet, and Miss Barrace.  And these long conversations are generally quiet, subtle, and understated, even when there are conflicts beneath the surface.  But the confrontation between Sarah and Strether is the Jamesian equivalent of a shootout.
     Strether knows that his life is about to change for the worse when he asks Sarah, “You don’t, on your honour, appreciate Chad’s fortunate development?” and she spits back, “Fortunate?....I call it hideous.”  Strether can only reply, “oh if you think that--!” Now Sarah, speaking both for herself and Mrs. Newsome, announces Strether’s doom:  “Then all’s at an end?  So much the better.  I do think that!”  Strether has committed an unpardonable offense.  Mrs. Newsome’s hand, and Mrs. Newsome’s money, will never be his.
     The reader may hope and expect that Strether’s rupture with Mrs. Newsome may in fact be a good thing.  After all, he has not one but two charming women in Europe who seem to be very drawn to him, and his sojourn in Europe has deepened and enriched his sensibilities.  Will he remain in Europe with Maria and/or Madame de Vionnet?  Strether’s final meeting with Madame de Vionnet is positively operatic by Jamesian standards.  A tearful, deserted woman offers Strether friendship, and perhaps much more.  At last, she declaims, “I want everything, I’ve wanted you too.”  “’Ah but you’ve had me!’ he declared, at the door, with an emphasis that made an end.”  This concludes what must be the second most sad and disheartening scene in the novel.
     Strether’s final scene with Chad destroys some of the illusions Strether has exhibited throughout the book.  When asked exactly what it is that the family business in Woollett makes, Strether had declined to answer, apparently feeling it just too vulgar an object to bring to the light of day.  Is it matches, chamber pots, shoe polish?  Strether, (and comfortably rich James) do not enlighten us.  Strether, despite many hints in the course of the novel, can hardly believe it when he finds out that Chad is very interested indeed in making money, and very excited about that most dreadfully vulgar tool, advertising.  Has Strether been mistaken about how improved Chad has become under the influence of Europe in general and Madame de Vionnet in particular?  We don’t know, as we only see Chad through Strether’s eyes.  In any case, it is suddenly clear that you can keep then down on the farm, after they’ve seen Paris.
     The very saddest scene in The Ambassadors is the concluding interview with Maria Gostrey.  When this attractive, clever, and warm woman offers herself in marriage to Strether, his refusal is appalling, and his explanation even more so.  “That, you see, is my only logic.  Not, out of the whole affair, to have got anything for myself.”  It is highly debatable whether Strether’s explanation is correct, or merely reflective of another of his numerous self-delusions.  In any case, the reader, who cannot have helped becoming very fond of our friend in the course of our long acquaintance with him, cannot help realizing, with rueful irony, that Strether has very sadly indeed failed to follow the sound advice he gave to little Bilham, month’s ago in Gloriani’s garden:  “Live all you can; it’s a mistake not to.”
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