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The following is a summary of the novel’s plot: Theodore Colville, age 41, is our protagonist. He’s a well-educated (he originally trained as an architect) bachelor, a little over-weight, a good conversationalist but poor dancer, more than a little droll, definitely amusing, imbued with artistic enthusiasms, and of late, a resident of Des Vaches, Indiana. Back home in Indiana, Colville owned, and served as editor of, a local newspaper – a paper he recently sold. Said sale has provided him with ample resources, and has facilitated his desire to travel.  The novel opens with Colville on an extended holiday in Florence, Italy – the trip’s purpose being to research the impact of local Tuscan architecture on the culture of Florence.  While Florence may have been the cradle of the Renaissance, to Colville it was where his youthful heart was broken, twenty years earlier.  His heart was shattered by a vixen named Jenny Wheelwright. In those days, when a heart was broken, it stayed broken. The book suggests Colville remained a celibate bachelor for over two decades.

By sheer coincidence Colville, early in his visit to Florence, happens upon an attractive, 38 year old woman he knew as a Columbus, Ohio native, Lina Ridgely – the “best-friend” of Jenny Wheelwright,  who as I mentioned,  was the focus of his romantic zest twenty years prior. Lina, now a widow, with an nine or ten year old daughter named “Effie” in tow, is made known to readers as “Mrs. Bowen” – reflecting the manners of the era.  A woman of means, she is leasing an apartment, in what’s referred to as the Palazzo Pinti, or to cognoscenti, as the Pitti Palace…a Florentine main line address. Mrs. (and her full name is “Evalina”) Bowen invites Colville to a soiree at her home that very evening, he accepts, and the novel now gets underway. 

During the course of the evening soiree, Colville evidences sufficient social grace, humor and wit so as to garner a positive recognition from those present. In addition to captivating and garnering the affection of young Effie, Colville also made the acquaintance of Miss Imogene Graham, the twenty year old daughter of a dear friend of Mrs. Bowen, and a native of Buffalo. The lovely and comely Miss Graham lives in the Palazzo Pinti, and is in the care of Mrs. Bowen, at least for the duration of the winter. Miss Graham, during her stay in Florence, was making her first European trip. At the party we also meet the Rev. Waters, a retiree from Haddam East Village, Massachusetts – a delightful conversationalist, and soon to be dear friend of Colville. A final character of import, is the young (approximately age 25) Rev. Morton, who just happens to be en route, on the very next day, to Rome. This handsome, intense, and talented young man has been the recipient of both financial and moral support from Mrs. Bowen, and it was clear, at least to Mrs. Bowen, that he has cast a loving eye on  young Miss Graham.

Much of the novel’s subsequent development unfolds, compliments of the dialogue that took place during the course of the initial soiree.  During a post party conversation with Mrs. Bowen, Effie and Miss Graham, Colville says, “…I’m obsolete. I’m in my dotage; I prattle of the good old times, and the new spirit of the age flouts me.” Mind you Colville is only 41 years old when he says this – times were apparently quite different 130 years ago! Planted here in the dialogue is the seed for the subject we’ll call “the passage of time.” In the novel “time” is bi-furcated, with much novelistic emphasis given to the respective ages of the characters (by that I mean young versus old;) and on the other hand, attention is given to the change in, or passages of,  the “seasons”.  Each holds deep meaning.

Marching forward, Colville, Mrs. Bowen, and Miss Graham are invited to a dance party hosted by a Madame Uccelli. Manifesting both poise and grace, Miss Graham’s dancing skills are a wonder to behold. During the course of the evening, Miss Graham coaxes Colville onto the floor to dance a set of five quadrilles, each in a different meter – a dance called the Lancers. Notwithstanding the fact that Buffalo is her home, the young Miss Graham is sylph-like during the dance, whilst her partner appears to have the dancing skill set that’s manifested in the name of Miss Graham’s home town. Suffice it to say, Colville is so humiliated that he doesn’t dance during the balance of the evening.

But the next day, while Colville is strolling down a path along the bank of the Arno, a carriage stops nearby and deposits Miss Graham and Effie. They become Colville’s walking partners. Colville skips stones on the water for Effie – how lovely! The tyke is enchanted by Colville, her new father figure. Miss Graham meanwhile seems to be developing a romantic crush on Colville. Post stroll, Miss Graham relates some of her enthusiasm in re Colville to Mrs. Bowen – who already is suspicious that “amore” might be in the early spring air.

Colville seemingly is in the dark as the elements of triangulation develop. Going along happily, he has his invitation to a Carnival-like costumed ball accepted by Mrs. Bowen, Effie and Miss Graham. Then while at Carnival, he waltzes with Miss Graham - and during the course of the dance, they share a romantic moment. Meanwhile sensing what is happening – the ever diligent Mrs. Bowen, with Effie in tow, hastily departs the venue – claiming Effie was “indisposed.”  Colville’s next day apology in re “dancing while Effie took ill,” was not well-received by Mrs. Bowen.

Shortly thereafter, Mrs. Bowen makes it clear to Miss Graham that Colville is over twice her age, and has different,  and far more serious world views.  She states that she feels a responsibility, as the girl’s protectress, to advise Miss Graham that the course she’s charted will leave her unhappy. Skirts fly as Miss Graham rushes from the room. The next day Miss Graham meets Colville, and in conversation suggests that he’s only amusing himself with her. Colville, sensing that this suggestion came not from Miss Graham, but rather from Mrs. Bowen, confronts the latter with his charge. Mrs. Bowen acknowledges her role. Colville decides it is best if he departs Florence at once and Mrs. Bowen agrees.  

Upon returning to his hotel, Colville realizes since it is Saturday, the banks are closed. The reality is that that he hasn’t enough cash on hand to pay his hotel bill, buy a train ticket, and have sufficient funds to establish himself in Rome. He must stay in Florence until the banks reopen on Monday. Again, a coincidence! This time it’s Colville, who on the following day decides to walk thru the Boboli Gardens. And who should he meet there but Miss Graham, Effie, and their chaperone.  Over early spring flowers, Miss Graham expresses her feelings for Colville, and implores him not to leave Florence. In a manner of speaking, and with reticence, Colville conveys his affection for Miss Graham – which in the parlance of the time precipitates what is considered “an engagement.”  The plans for Colville’s Monday departure to Rome are shelved. Lest I forget – but Miss Graham’s feelings are becoming very polarized – and I draw your attention to the “I hate her” scene, where she in anger and tears, expresses her feelings toward Mrs. Bowen…much to the alarm of Colville – who simply didn’t know how to handle the growing stress  their “engagement” was causing.

The triangulation issue, at this point in the novel, becomes ever more apparent. Mrs. Bowen believes the engagement is rooted not in fertile soil, but on rock – it will come to no good.  As a consequence Mrs. Bowen, at least for a time, grows increasingly distant from both Miss Graham and Colville. Moreover, she mandates that Miss Graham promptly notify her blissfully unaware parents of her “engagement” to a man twice her age. Rather than allowing a letter from daughter to mother suffice, Mrs. Bowen also writes a letter to Mrs. Graham, which is accompanied by Miss Graham’s missive.  Interestingly, Miss Graham states in her letter that she really doesn’t know as to whether she’s engaged to Mr. Colville or not – a curious twist. With the letters co-joined, sealed and sent , tensions really begin to grow within the lovely suite in the Palazzo Pinti. As a consequence of the “pressures” originating from Mrs. Bowen, Miss Graham withdraws from Mrs. Bowen – adding to the strain. In a few days a cable is received that announces Mrs. Graham is intent on visiting Florence.  Miss Graham confesses to Colville that even if her mother is against the marriage – she’ll stomp her pretty foot, and tell her mother that “love” will bind the couple together. Curiously- Colville then responds by telling Miss Graham – if such an occurrence should take place – she should not feel bound to him and that she should consider herself free. Well, I guess guys never change in how they manifest  masculine commitment.

Miss Graham, ever the social butterfly, post their secret engagement, commits Colville to even  more parties, soirees, and events; however, she finds that “Old Ted” is not a fashion plate – and she suggests he either buy new clothes or have his clothes altered. Colville meanwhile, the ever good sport, continues to be dragged about to affairs that he considers superficial and lacking merit. He’s become tired, uncomfortable, and not all that pleased by this hectic agenda.  Newly sagacious, Miss Graham comes to realize that the differential in age may be more important than she believed only two weeks prior.

Back from Rome, Rev. Morton commences to visit (virtually daily) the Palazzo Pinti, where he shows off his photographic expertise to Miss Graham. So, in the apartment’s drawing room we have the newly and secretly engaged Miss Graham and Rev. Morton in one corner looking at photos, and Mrs. Bowen, Colville, and Effie on the couch engaged in Effie orchestrated merry conversation.  It’s decided that the next day this gay party will collectively take a carriage ride to Fiesole, a town peopled by the pre-Roman Empire Etruscans – who make little straw trinkets they sell to tourists. Essentially the book’s crescendo, as muted as it in fact is, is realized in Fiesole.

Let’s begin with the carriage ride from Florence to Fiesole…in one seat, facing back, are the Rev. Morton and Miss Graham. In the other seat, we find ensconced Colville, little Effie in the middle, and Mrs. Bowen…isn’t the seating arrangement a little strange considering Colville and Miss Graham are engaged? I should inform you that Important components of the tourist “draw” to Fiesole are Roman ruins, including an open air theatre, and the remains of an Etruscan built perimeter wall. Leaving behind the others, Colville and Miss Graham climb to near the top of the stone theatre – where the book’s seminal conversation takes place.  Miss Graham commences the dialogue by advising Colville that she has received a telegram from her mother – and Mrs. Graham’s presence in Florence is imminent.  Let’s get a measure of the dialogue (p351):

“Mother has telegraphed. She is coming out. She is on her way now. She will be here very soon.”
Colville responds: “well?”
“Well” – she repeated his word – “what do you intend to do?”
“Intend to do in what event?” he asked, lifting his eyes for the first time to the eyes which he felt were burning down upon him.
“If she should refuse?”
“It isn’t for me to say what I shall do,” he replied gravely. “Or, if it is, I can only say that I will do whatever you wish.”
“Do you wish nothing?”
“Nothing but your happiness.”
“Nothing but my happiness!” she retorted. What is my happiness to me? Have I ever sought it?”
“I can’t say,” he answered; “but I did not think you would find it – “ Imogene interrupts…
“I shall find it, if ever I find it, in yours,” she interrupted. “And what shall you do if my mother will not consent to our engagement?”
The experienced and sophisticated man – for that in no ill way was what Colville was – felt himself on trial for his honor and his manhood by this simple girl, this child. He could not endure to fall short of her ideal of him at that moment, no matter what error or calamity the fulfilment involved. “If you feel sure that you love me, Imogene , it will make no difference to me what your mother says. I would be glad of her consent; I should hate to go counter to her will; but I know that I am a good enough man to be true and to keep you all my life first in all my thoughts, and that’s enough for me. But if you have any fear, any doubt of yourself, now is the time –“
“I have no doubt for myself – no” she said.
Then a little further…Colville says,
“Poor child!” - putting out his hand toward her.
“Don’t take my hand – people are looking.” 
He forbore, and they remained silent and motionless until she recovered herself sufficiently to speak again. 
“Then we are promised to each other, whatever happens,” she said.
“Yes”
“And we will never speak of this again. But there is one thing. Did Mrs. Bowen ask you to tell Mr. Morton of our engagement?”
“She said that I ought to do so.”
“And did you say you would?”
“I don’t know. But I suppose I ought to tell him.”
“I don’t wish you to!” cried the girl.
“You don’t wish me to tell him”
“No; I will not have it!” 
“Oh, very well; it’s much easier to not. But it seems to me that it’s only fair to him.” 
“Did you think of that yourself? She demanded fiercely.
“No,” returned Colville, with sad self-recognition. “I’m afraid I’m not apt to think of the comforts and rights of other people. It was Mrs. Bowen who thought of it.”
“I knew it!”
“But I must confess that I agreed with her, though I would have preferred to postpone it till we heard from your family. He was thoughtfully silent a moment; then he said, “But if the decision is to have no weight with us, I think he ought to be told at once.”
“Do you think that I am flirting with him?”
“Imogene!” exclaimed Colville reproachfully.
“That’s what you imply; that’s what she implies.”
“You’re being very unjust to Mrs. Bowen, Imogene.”
“Oh, you always defend her! It isn’t the first time you told me I was unjust to her.”
And then the final dramatic conclusion…
“You wish to tell Mr. Morton?”
“I think I ought.”
“To please Mrs. Bowen! Tell him, then! You always cared more to please her than me. Perhaps you stayed in Florence to please her?”

And like a shot Miss Graham runs down the steep stone steps from the top of the Roman theatre to its exit. Spring Florentine warmth is overpowered by the frost and ice of winter. Shortly thereafter, it’s time to head back down to Florence. The return is to be on the “old road” which is cut in a steep embankment, an embankment that falls (without a guard rail) away from the cut. The three ladies (Effie between Miss Graham and Mrs. Bowen) are now in the rear seat, and Mr. Morton and Colville are walking alongside the carriage as they leave the village. The carriage horses spot a swineherd with a number of black Italian swine on the road ahead. The horses, pulling the carriage this way and that way, rear-up in fear. The carriage driver jumps down from his seat, onto the road, so as to try to gain control of the bridle of the frightened horses. Colville runs up to the carriage calling the three women by name – and in the process rescues Mrs. Bowen and Effie – Miss Graham simply glares reproachfully at him and remains seated. Rev. Morton  also runs up and tries to come to the assistance of the carriage driver and Colville, and in the process , he rescues Miss Graham. In a split second, Colville becomes ensnarled in the harnesses – at the same time that the carriage goes  backward over the embankment. Colville is thrown free, and literally flies over the embankment’s edge, and is seriously injured. We learn that he has sustained a severe concussion, and at minimum, a broken arm as a consequence of this mishap. His recovery takes place in the Palazzo Pinti where he’s either unconscious or semi-conscious for over two weeks.   Slowly he begins to recover, in the process gaining his senses. As time passes, he meets with all of the cast of characters there in his bed chamber, that is but for, Miss Graham.  Little Effie, is almost constantly present and is the delight of his recovery. In time, Mrs. Bowen brings Mrs. Graham, Imogene’s mother, into Colville’s room for a private conversation.  Essentially, Mrs. Graham advises Colville that she’s going to take her daughter and shuffle off back to Buffalo. In her remarks to Colville Mrs. Graham advises that while en route to Florence she had been prepared to “acknowledge and accept” her daughter’s choice; however,  upon her arrival, she learned from Imogene that “she no longer loved Colville” and had stifled her misgivings. The accident, so it appears,  saved Imogene (using Mrs. Grahams words,) from a fate worse than death.” Mrs. Graham asks, would Colville release her daughter from the engagement,” to which he accedes.

Imogene, is then allowed into Colville’s recovery chamber. Crying hysterically she falls to her knees beside his bed, and implores Colville’s forgiveness, by saying “I will pray for you” followed by a passionate kiss of his limp hand – and concluding with a “skirt’s flying” rush from the room.  

Drifting into the month of May, the now more svelte Colville recovers and gains strength. He repairs to his hotel room, but continues to visit Mrs. Bowen and Effie daily. Mrs. Bowen postpones a summer holiday in Switzerland.  Sitting in the twilight, after enjoying some gelato in the Palazzo Pinti, Colville announces his love for Lina (which she apparently realized since his arrival in Florence) and asks her to marry him. She responds by acknowledging her love for him, but then stating she will not marry him.

“And now, when I am free to speak, and you own that you love me, you say you won’t marry me – I give it up! … Why do you drive me from you, Lina?”

“Because you have humiliated me too much. … I was here in the place of her mother, her mother’s best friend, and you made me treat her like an enemy. You made me betray her and cast her off.”

“I?”

“Yes, you! I knew from the very first that you did not really care for Imogene you were playing with yourself, as you were playing with her, and I ought to have warned her.”

“It appears to me you did warn her”, said Colville, with some resentful return of courage.
And now for the Electra triangulation…

“I tried, she said simply, “and it made it worse. It made it worse because I knew that I was acting for my own sake more than hers, because I wasn’t disinterested.”…I loathed myself for caring for a man who was in love with me when he was engaged to another. Don’t think it was gratifying to me. It was detestable; and yet I did let you see that I cared for you. Yes, I even tried to make you care for me – falsely, cruelly, treacherously.”

Colville: “I prize the love you kept from me far more than any love you could have given me - to the loss of your self-respect. If you say we must part, I know that you speak from a finer discernment than mine, and I submit. I will try to console myself with the thought of your love, if I may not have you. Yes, I submit.”

Yet, in the throes of all this Sturm and Drang, little Effie appears, and by her very presence applies balm. As a consequence, she garners  a step-father.  The book ends happily with Mr. and Mrs. Colville and little Effie traveling south to Rome, where I am sure, new adventures await. The book is laden with exquisite nuance, and with a keen eye for the humorous and the whimsical. Our protagonist, as the story unfolds demonstrates that he is no hero – although he does merit some praise for his efforts on the road from Fiesole. More importantly, Colville comes to realize that seasons change, time passes, disillusionments happen, and before you know it – you’re over forty and haven’t yet begun to live. Our story has morphed into a novel of love and romance. It’s told without excess, over-emphasis, or disproportion. Over the course of the novel we come to embrace the obtuse Colville;  puzzle over Mrs. Bowen; and shake our heads at the naiveté and over-indulgence of Miss Graham. We must overcome period language, but that’s part of the warp and woof of the novel’s fabric. Notwithstanding the book’s Italian setting, both Colville and Mrs. Bowen champion American democracy and the social values of our country…America is always spoken of lovingly.

Let’s delve a little deeper.  In 1859 Howell at age 23, and in cooperation with a man named J.J. Piatt  collaboratively wrote “Poems of Two Friends” which was used as a promotional piece during Lincoln’s winning 1860 presidential campaign. This work won for Howell the post of United States Consul to Venice in 1861 – where he spent the four years of the Civil War studying the Italian language and immersing himself in art and literature.

Howell  early in his career had become acquainted with, and came under the influence of, a number of American writers including:  James Russell Lowell, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Oliver Wendell Holmes, John Greenleaf Whittier, and Harriet Beecher Stowe. Just prior to leaving for Italy, young Howells visited New England during that period we now characterize as America’s Augustan age of letters. He was introduced to James Russell  Lowell – who he conceived to be the master of literary America. As a result of this introduction, Lowell who at that time was editor of “The Atlantic Monthly,” accepted a number of Howell’s verses for inclusion into said publication.

After having spent over four years at his post in Venice, Howell’s literary life blossomed. He  wrote the following travel narratives:  “Venetian Life” (1866,) then “Italian Journey’s “ (1867,) and in 1886 (the year “Indian Summer” was published – “Tuscan Cities.” I read Volume I of “Italian Journey’s,” and a substantial portion of “Tuscan Cities.”   Guess what I learned – Howells and another (unnamed male friend) toured Italy (extensively) in the company of two ladies, whose names were never revealed. Could the ladies have been “Indian Summer’s” Jenny and/or Lina? Let me add too – Howell’s characterized  himself when describing Colville. From the standpoint of physiognomy, Howell was characterized as portly in appearance. Then too, the Howell’s/Colville comparison depicts a like or similar use of droll humor. Howell’s was, at least in my view, fictionalizing himself in “Indian Summer,” thru the literary image of Theodore Colville.  It should be mentioned that both Howell’s and Colville were nominal Christians – of the Protestant persuasion, and religion holds an important position in much of Howell’s writings.

Howells aggregate literary output was impressive. I previously mentioned the three books on travel (out of thirteen books of travel he wrote during his lifetime.)  I found these Italian travel books  to be  fresh, interesting, and  good reads. In “Tuscan Cities,” the old road and new roads from Fiesole back to Florence were discussed, (as an aside – as were the sights and sounds of Etruscan Fiesole) the very roads where the Indian Summer carriage accident occurred. My deduction is that Howell, accompanied by a lady (possibly Jenny,) made the same trip from Florence to Fiesole that Colville made with Lina in Indian Summer. A final comment on this point – neither Howell nor Colville were financially lacking…and in the various Howell readings I’ve engaged in, he was not a writer whose heart and soul  embraced the plight of the common man. Howell’s, his youthful roots firmly planted by a down-at-the luck Ohio family, didn’t appear to devote much ink to the travails of the poor and down-trodden. He wrote about who he was, a well-to-do, highly educated, well respected American.

In addition to traveling thru-out Italy, Howells learned to speak and write in Italian. He developed his Italian literary capacities to a level that allowed him to critically read and evaluate Italian poets and authors. I refer you to his book of criticism “Modern Italian Poets: Essays and Versions” 1887.  He carried on his person a pen and notebook which served as the repository of his endless flood of observation and commentary.  Mind you then, by 1885, Indian Summer was Howell’s 10th full length novel. As an aside, he had by that point in his life, also written:  four books of poetry, two books of literary criticism, six plays, and four books of travel,, and literally countless sketches and stories which had been published in magazines.  

My point is that Howell,  this born and bred, self-educated Ohio boy, possessed a knack for learning languages – in that he spoke, in addition to English and Italian, German, Russian, Spanish, and some French. I believe most of his writings were about places he’d visited and about people he met. – there was no fantasy in his work product.

Few novelists have divulged, at any such length, both the ideals and methods of their art, and still fewer critics have written novels to illustrate their theories. Howells wears both shoes.   Howells often fused his roles as critic and creator. In Indian Summer we see explicitly Howells writing under the aegis of the critical school we call……“realism.” Was there anything but “realism” in “Indian Summer – certainly the book falls outside both the frame of reference of Romantic, Fantasy and Academic Schools” ? Or should we say that Howells is a virtuoso with a message, a delicate and wholly superficial artist, who focuses on wealthy Americans at Italian tea parties? Howell’s used his novels as a brief for promoting his critical inclination – realism. Howell’s uses his characters to dispense and/or articulate his views…as evidenced by Rev. Waters commentaries which are scatted thru-out tonight’s novel..

The general method of criticism, Howells believed, should be in a word the method of science. Its aim should be to “place a book in such a light that the reader shall know its class, its function, and its character” that’s a quote from  Howell’s book 
“Criticism and Fiction,” written in 1893. Its purpose is to “ascertain facts and traits of literature, to discover principles and to report them. And in closing, the ideal critic will know life primarily, and will value literature as a record of life simply. America has likely  never  had a writer as expansive in scope and  as capable as William Dean Howellls – and tonight we tip our hats in tribute to his amazing work product. 
******************************************************************
Questions for discussion

QUESTION # 1. Howells was a strong proponent of the “realist school” of literary criticism. Indian Summer is purported to be an excellent example of an author adhering to “realism” mandates – what were some indicia of that critical bent?
QUESTION #2.  Colville played different relationship roles that were age specific with the other characters in this book. In other words his age mandated persona was different when he played the role of Mr. Huggable, and the humorous clown, with little Effie, than it was when he was referring to Miss Graham as “my child.” Then too – did he act his age in his relations with Mrs. Bowen? Finally, did he, during the course of his altruistic discourses with Rev. Waters, present yet another age dimension? In each role relationship didn’t Colville act uniquely? And if so, since “age” was a critical component of the novel, what was true Colville’s age or was he a chamelon?
QUESTION #3.  To me, notwithstanding the “realist” mantra of the author – I felt that Mrs. Bowen and Colville conducted themselves in a manner that was not, at least to my mind “realistic.” For example, notwithstanding the fact that Mrs. Bowen knew Colville, and was aware of the absence of “sensitivity”  in his persona – she seemingly felt that Colville was trying to humiliate her . I view the process of humiliating someone as being a “purposeful act” – not inadvertent. Was there enough culpability to go around – and was it shared by both Colville and Mrs. Bowen – or was the fault all Colville’s? 
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