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EARLY LIFE

Edward Morgan Forster was born in 1879, the only child of Lily and Edward Morgan Llewellyn Forster, an architect. The baby’s name was officially registered as Henry Morgan Forster, but at his baptism he was accidentally named Edward Morgan. To distinguish him from his father, he was always called Morgan. (I shall presume upon brief acquaintance and call him that tonight)  His father died of tuberculosis before Morgan's second birthday.  His Hertfordshire home would later prove the model for Howards End. There young Morgan was raised by his mother, aunts, and governesses. He started writing stories at the age of six.

When he was nine years old, he inherited £8,000 (say £650,000 as of 2012, or about a million dollars), from a great aunt. The money was enough to live on and enabled him to become a writer.  He was clearly very thankful for this.  Evidence of this is found in Howards End where Margaret Schlegel is chatting with her aunt (and I excerpt and slightly rearrange) :

“I hope to risk things all my life. … after all, there’s never any great risk as long as you have money. … Money pads the edges of things … God help those who have none. … Last night, .. I began to think … that the lowest abyss is not the absence of love, but the absence of coin … You and I and the Wilcoxes stand upon money as upon islands … I stand each year upon £600, and Helen upon the same, … and as fast as our pounds crumble away into the sea they are renewed. … and all our thoughts are the thoughts of six-hundred-pounders …”    

One imagines that, with his £8,000 nest egg, Morgan was pretty close to a six-hundred-pounder, himself.  Further evidence of his gratitude is the biography of his benefactress that he wrote, undoubtedly as an homage, late in his life.
After an unhappy schoolboy experience, he went on to King’s College, Cambridge, where he flourished. He shed his not very deep Christian faith. He joined a group of friends who went on to constitute what came to be known as the Bloomsbury Group, an influential group of English writers, intellectuals, philosophers and artists, the best known members of which included Virginia Woolf and her husband Leonard, John Maynard Keynes, and Lytton Strachey.  Morgan earned a double B.A. (second class) in classics and in history at Cambridge, completing his studies in 1901. 

Soon thereafter, he was off on his first of many trips to Europe with his mother. They visited Italy, then Greece, where Forster first experienced the Mediterranean culture he would grow to love and write about, and gained a sense of its importance as a counterbalance to the more straitlaced attitudes of northern Europe.

THE NOVELS

His experience of Cambridge and his travels in Europe led to the burst of creative activity which produced four novels in quick succession: Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905), The Longest Journey (1907), A Room with a View (1908), and Howard's End (1910), plus a volume of short stories in 1911.  In 1912-13 Forster spent several months traveling in India and began work on A Passage to India. 
In 1913, in a final surge of novelistic inspiration, he dashed off Maurice, generally considered his last novel, and far from his best.  However, A Passage was still in its early stages, and at that point Morgan seems to have hit a mental block.  Leonard Woolf is credited with having urged, and finally convinced, him to take it up again.  One biographer states that he would never have finished it without Woolf’s prodding.  It was finally published in 1924.   Maurice, written earlier, would not be published until 1971, 57 years later and a year after he died.  It was a homosexual love story.  The manuscript, when it was discovered in his rooms at King's College after his death, bore the note in Morgan's hand: ''Publishable – but worth it?''

Although Passage was greeted with great acclaim, and is generally considered his greatest novel, Forster never wrote another after 1924, though he was to live for another 46 years.  Why? Some have said he stopped writing novels because he was very comfortable financially (his considerable royalties added to his inherited income). He, in an interview, gives the weak excuse that he could no longer relate to the transformed postwar society.  A more likely reason was that he felt he was not free to explore in print what now mattered to him: the gay experience.  Actually, way back in 1911, before he started A Passage,  when he was already a celebrated author at the age of 32, he was already experiencing “weariness of the only subject that I both can and may treat — the love of men for women & vice versa.” But perhaps the most convincing reason (I now quote from Sam Lieth in The Guardian): “what knocked him off song was losing his virginity in his late 30s. … After that, he set about making up for lost time. ‘I should have been a more famous writer if I had written or rather published more,’ he later explained, ‘but sex prevented the latter.’ … The suggestion is that loneliness and frustration were what made Forster productive. Once he had occasion to cheer up – to live, rather than make art out of his misery – he couldn't see the point. Grain of sand removed, … he became a happy oyster. [No more pearls].”   —  Well, you decide.
THEMES  AND  MESSAGES

His carefully crafted and witty novels, written in a lyrical style that sometimes verges on poetry, portray the confrontation of two differing cultures, with the misunderstandings and conflicts that ensue.  One of those two cultures is always upper-middle class Victorian: rigid, bigoted, arrogant, narrow-minded, jingoistically imperialist.  The other society on which it impinges might be Mediterranean, or Indian, or (as today) English, the liberal cultured culture that Forster belonged to.  Things are often brought to a head by a sudden death.  Differences are usually unreconciled, indeed fundamentally irreconcilable.  At best, an individual (think Henry Wilcox) may be reluctantly brought to abandon his narrow-minded values fo a more humane perspective.  As another example, in Where Angels Fear to Tread, the Herritons, from the English town of Sawston ("that hole," as one of the characters calls it), impose themselves on the (imaginary) Italian town of Monteriano. In the end, the Herritons flee, but not before the child they came to buy (or actually to steal) has been killed. No happy resolution is afforded, unless it is that Philip Herriton does abandon his home in Sawston – and the values it represents – to make his living in London.  Such endings of loss, death, and disappointment, redeemed only by the knowledge of the existence of goodness, truth, and beauty, and the possibilities of the future, are characteristic of Forster's fiction.

Morgan’s views as a liberal humanist (he was President of the Cambridge Humanists in later years) are at the heart of his work. The doctrine emphasizes the value of human beings, and prefers individual thought over established doctrine, evidence over faith.  In Forster's words: "The humanist has four leading characteristics - curiosity, a free mind, belief in good taste, and belief in the human race."

Finally, we may note an element of mysticism in his writing.  Mrs. Moore in A Passage to India has a mystical link with the past.  In tonight’s novel, Miss Avery has a supernatural aura.  Her calm prescience seems uncanny.  It is principally women whom Morgan endows with this gift; Mrs. Wilcox too seems brushed by it. 
TRAVELS

Morgan traveled quite widely.  He was a conscientious objector during World War I, and instead of fighting, he spent the war years from 1915 to 1918 in Alexandria, Egypt with the Red Cross. He wrote short stories that were printed in local newspapers under his pseudonym 'Pharos', and later published two historical/descriptive books on the city.  
Earlier, in 1912-13 Forster spent several months traveling in India.  He passed Christmas week as the guest of the Rajah of Dewas Senior.  Dewas was a small state in central India; why I refer to Dewas Senior I’ll explain in a moment.  The Rajah was a small, charming, mercurial young man with whom Morgan became great friends.  He returned to India in 1922 for six months, as private secretary to the now-Maharajah (in those days, Rajahs who served the Raj became Maharajahs).  He later wrote of his time there in The Hill of Devi, and I can’t resist quoting his description of    

… this amazing little state, which can have no parallel except in a Gilbert and Sullivan opera.  In the 18th century, the then Rajah [of Dewas], being fond of his brother, gave him a share in the government, and his descendants extended this courtesy to his brother’s descendants.  When the English came (early 19th century), they … supposed that there were two independent rulers. They guaranteed both, with the result that now there are twin dynasties, with their possessions all peppered in and out of each other. [The opposite side of the street, the adjacent field, may belong to the other princely state.  Morgan’s friend came from the Senior branch of the family, hence he ruled Dewas Senior]  Each [ruler] has his own court, his own army, his own water works and tennis club, his own palace, before each of which different bands play different tunes at the same hour every evening. …

The arrangement must have been unique.  An authoritative English lady, who knew India inside out, once told me that it did not and could not exist, and left me with the feeling that I had never been there.   [end quote]
FORSTER’S  PRIVATE  LIFE

I should say a few words about Morgan’s private life. Homosexuality was an important factor in his life, especially his literary life, but it was never public knowledge.  For almost all of his life, homosexuality was illegal. He was a teenager when Oscar Wilde was persecuted, prosecuted, and sent to prison for "gross indecency". 
Morgan’s relationship with his mother Lily, with whom he lived until her death when he was 66, was in some ways uncomfortable. The thing about which his mother was most obtuse was her son’s sexual orientation. “I wish he were more manly and did not cry so easily,” she once said. For his part, Forster, when told that he ought to follow André Gide’s example and publish openly gay writing, replied: “But Gide hasn’t got a mother!”

In his diaries he wrote that he did not know “exactly how male and female joined” until he was 30 (remember, he had already written most of his novels by then). The idea that he was homo​sexual had occurred to him somewhat earlier, but he did not act on it until 1916, at age 37.

His first, presumably chaste, attachment was to a young and “profoundly handsome” Indian whom he met in England when he was 27 and later traveled to India to see. In Alexandria during the First World War, he met and fell in love with a young (indeed, teen-aged) tram conductor, with whom he had a brief passionate affair, his first physical liason. 

The great love of his life was the English policeman Bob Buckingham, whom he met in 1930; Forster was 51, Buckingham, a large, good-humored man, with a nose flattened in the boxing ring, was 28.  The affair continued, perhaps even intensified, after Buckingham acquired a girlfriend, a nurse named May, and even after he married May in 1932.  After initial anxieties, Morgan and May eventually became good friends.  For 40 years, the three of them were in a loving relationship, sharing holidays, friends, and interests.  When Morgan suffered his final stroke in 1970, the Buckinghams took him into their home, where May nursed him until he died.

LATER YEARS

For his last fifty years Forster raised a public voice of protest. Though not a gifted orator, he spoke up courageously, doggedly, often alone, against prejudice and blind conformity. He spoke against fascism, against censorship, against communism, against anti-Semitism, against the British occupation of Egypt and India, against racism and jingoism. Noticeably but understandably, he did not raise his voice against homophobia.  But in private he preserved a vast archive of his experience as a sexual outsider in his own country. And he kept writing “unpublishable” stories, essays, and letters.  For publication, he wrote literary criticism (Aspects of the Novel), reviews, essays, short stories, biographies, histories, political pieces, opera librettos, radio broadcasts, and as many as six letters a day to family and friends.
In the 1930’s, he was part of the intellectual movement which opposed the rise of Fascism and sought to safeguard liberal values. Once World War II had broken out, Forster broadcast radio talks for the BBC. These attracted large audiences, who listened to his arguments for freedom and tolerance and his pleas that the post-war world would be free of bitterness and revenge.

In 1945, he was elected an honorary fellow of King's College, Cambridge, and lived there for the remainder of his life. 

In 1949 Forster refused a knighthood  He was made a Companion of Honour in 1953 and in 1969 he accepted an Order of Merit.

Morgan hated the idea of anyone making a film of any of his novels. While he lived, he refused to let his work be adapted for the screen.  The executors of the Forster estate waited 10 years before finally deciding to lift the ban.  The five movie adaptations to date, all released between 1984 and 1992, were great successes.  Ironically, he is probably best known today through these films.

FINAL SUMMATION

I’ll end by quoting from a short film of reminiscence made by Forster in 1958, at the age of 79.

“I haven’t written as much as I’d have liked to.   I think that’s my only regret.  I would have been glad to write more novels, after A Passage to India.  For one thing, it sold so well.  And, I write for two reasons.  Partly to make money, and partly to win the respect of people whom I respect.  And more novels would have certainly made me better known.  

Somehow, I dried up after A Passage.  I wanted to write, but didn’t want to write novels.  …That’s really too long a story. … I think one of the reasons why I stopped writing novels is that the social aspect of the world changed so very much.  I’d been accustomed to write about the old vanished world with its homes and its family life.  All that went, and though I think about it, I cannot put it into fiction form.  I expect there are other reasons why I dried up.  

But I haven’t dried up in other ways.  I’ve written …[he lists some of his literary output]. 

And incidentally, I have enjoyed writing.  I’ve never  found it a trial or an ordeal.  

I’d better add:  I’m quite sure I’m not a great novelist, because I’ve only got down onto paper really a few types of people: the person I think I am, the people who irritate me, and the people I’d like to be.  When you get to the really great people, like Tolstoy, you find they can get hold of all types.  But most novelists, including myself, are much more constricted in their imaginations and their sympathies.  We don’t get down very much.

I don’t think [A Passage to India] is the novel I like best.  I like best one that is not very popular perhaps, called The Longest Journey. [interjection: ironically, that is the only one of his novels that has not been made into a film] I think there I got nearer to putting down what I’ve got inside me and wanted to say.  And as for the other, I see how its ended alright, but I sometimes get a little bored with it – it seems too much, too many social nuances there.

I suppose such opinions and beliefs as I have, have come out incidentally in my books.  I remember Desmond McCarthy saying “Never preach.  If you have a sermon inside you, its quite certain to come out incidentally, and ’twill be much more effective”.  Anyone who has cared to read my books will see what  high value I attach to personal relationships, and to tolerance, and, I may add, to pleasure.  Pleasure – one’s not supposed to talk about [it] in public, however much one enjoys it in private.  If I have had any influence, I should be very glad if it has induced people to enjoy this wonderful world into which we are born, and of course to help others to enjoy it too.
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