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Though she positioned herself playfully as an “admiring aunt” in late nineteenth-century literary society,
Constance Fenimore Woolson was a deeply involved member of that society, interacting with and openly
critiquing the writing of her male and female peers. Of her relationship to her male literary compatriots, Joan
Weimer observes that “[h]er response to Cooper, James and other male literary giants was as critical and
analytical as it was admiring; by appropriating and transforming some of their key images and themes, she
critiqued and revised their work” (x). Of course, the writer’s relationship to James draws the most interest
and has been most difficult to accurately characterize. While Cheryl Torsney recognizes the unfortunate fact
that, “Woolson’s works have been read, even by her champions, as the ash from which the Jamesian phoenix
rises” (20), she corrects this appraisal of James’s female peer, suggesting that Woolson and James should be
regarded rather as “part of the same textual fabric” (35).

Regarding one’s ability to inspire the other, a more reciprocal relationship seems to have existed be-
tween Woolson and James than was once supposed.

In terms of the former’s writing, perhaps the most important aspect of the relationship they maintained
at the end of the century was Woolson’s incorporation of her critiques and revisions of James’s fiction into her
own. Joanne Vickers, for instance, has located in Woolson’s The Street of the Hyacinth a vindication of the
American heroine whom she finds indicted in James’s Daisy Miller. Similarly, Torsney reads Woolson’s Anne
for its relation to James’s The Portrait of a Lady, discovering that “they focus on similar themes yet produce
gender-inflected results” (35). Since Anne and Portrait were published concurrently, they may readily be
examined for evidence of concerns that were common to two writers composing at about the same time.

Five years after Portrait appeared, however, Woolson published East Angels, a novel which also bears
similarities to James’s masterpiece. My purpose is to examine these similarities in order to invoke the retro-
spective critique of James’s Portrait that underlies Woolson’s text. I would suggest that East Angels embodies
Woolson’s determination to revise James’s portrayal of a woman’s struggle against male domination, thereby
calling the Portrait writer’s portrayal of the American heroine into question.

Admittedly, Portrait and East Angels arise from very different milieus: James’s novel is set in the com-
paratively stable social fabric of the Old World; Woolson’s in a declining, postbellum society in Florida.
Woolson’s development of several ethnically ‘other’ characters contrasts markedly with James’s concentra-
tion on Anglo-Saxon nobles and the near-noble bourgeoisie. Still, similarities abound. Both novels portray
an encounter between two ideologically different cultures. James sends his representative American heroine
to the Old World on an Emersonian quest for a direct experience (Portrait 45); Woolson deposits her post-
Puritan New Englanders Evert Winthrop and Margaret Harold into a Spanish-inflected remnant of the Old
South. Both novels reveal a preoccupation with marriage bonds that is typical of the genre at late-century.
Both portray a woman vexed by an unhappy marriage, and both concentrate on her responses to her unlucky
situation. In Portrait, Isabel Archer realizes her misfortune gradually in the course of the novel, then maneu-
vers quickly at the end to cope with her circumstances. In East Angels,Margaret Harold suffers silently with
her ill fortune, leading others to believe that she, rather than her husband, is guilty of a shakable matrimonial
devotion. Both writers provide insight into what a late-century woman caught in a bad marriage is expected
to do, and what she in fact does. :

James and Woolson wrote their novels from within the transitional no-woman’s-land of the waning True
Woman and the dawning New Woman. Consequently, we find their female heroines ambiguously upholding
and breaking early-century social molds designed to shape female behavior. Kurt Hochenauer locates Isabel
Archer at the center of this transition, finding that she “remains caught between a stale ideology insisting
women de-emphasize their sexuality to gain equal footing with men and a growing, nineteenth-century move-
ment among feminists working to legitimize a woman’s sex drive” (19). Annette Niemetz suggests that even
within this changing social climate, Isabel succumbs doubly to convention, that “[w]hile the novel begins as a
study of a single woman, searching for options other than marriage, who must control her sexuality because
it could shatter her and society’s notion of what is ‘decent,” it ends as a study of the same woman, now married
who continues to control her sexuality because it threatens her respectability, morality, and marriage” (383).
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