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Henry James: A Transnational Novelist
—A Study of The Portrait of a Lady—
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Abstract: Isabel Archer becomes a wealthy young woman when she inherits a huge
fortune left to her by her uncle Daniel Touchett. Her cousin Ralph hopes she will be
able to use the money to lead a free and independent life in Europe. Unfortunately,
her newly-acquired wealth makes her the prey of the fortune hunter Osmond. She
realizes that he loves her money, not her only after she has married him. In chapter
42, she understands that her innocence and naivety have made her the victim of the
scheming Osmond and his sinister friend, Madame Merle. Towards the end of the
book, Isabel, against the wishes of Osmond, visits Ralph on his deathbed, after which
she returns to Rome. Many critics have concluded that Isabel is returning to Rome
to reconcile herself to her husband. But I think that eventually she will divorce him
in an effort to regain her freedom of spirit and independence to inquire into European
cultural values. Clearly, Isabel’s disastrous marriage is a fictional stand-in for the
allure as well as the entrapments Americans of that time encountered in their

dealings with sophisticated but morally impoverished Europeans.
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