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Isabel Archer was a young person of many theories; her imagination was remarkably active.  It had been her fortune to possess a finer mind than most of the persons among whom her lot was cast; to have a larger perception of surrounding facts and to care for knowledge that was tinged with the unfamiliar.  It is true that among her contemporaries she passed for a young woman of extraordinary profundity; for these excellent people never withheld their admiration from a reach of intellect of which they themselves were not conscious, and spoke of Isabel as a prodigy of learning, a creature reported to have read the classic authors – in translations….It may be affirmed without delay that Isabel was probably very liable to the sin of self-esteem; she often surveyed with complacency the field of her own nature; she was in the habit of taking for granted, on scanty evidence, that she was right; she treated herself to occasions of homage.  Meanwhile her errors and delusions were frequently such as a biographer interested in preserving the dignity of his subject must shrink from specifying.  Her thoughts were a tangle of vague outlines which had never been corrected by the judgement of people speaking with authority.  In matters of opinion she had had her own way, and it had led her into a thousand ridiculous zigzags.  At moments she discovered she was grotesquely wrong, and then she treated herself to a week of passionate humility.  After this she held her head higher than ever again; for it was of no use, she had an unquenchable desire to think well of herself.  

(Chapter 6)

Isabel herself was upset, but she had not been affected as she would have imagined.  What she felt was not a great responsibility, a great difficulty of choice; it appeared to her there had been no choice in the question.  She couldn’t marry Lord Warburton; the idea failed to support any enlightened prejudice in favour of the free exploration of life that she had hitherto entertained or was now capable of entertaining.  She must write this to him, she must convince him, and that duty was comparatively simple.  But what disturbed her, in the sense that it struck her with wonderment, was this very fact that it cost her so little to refuse so magnificent a ‘chance.’  With whatever qualifications one would, Lord Warburton had offered her a great opportunity; the situation might have discomforts, might contain oppressive, might contain narrowing elements, might prove really but a stupefying anodyne; but she did her sex no injustice in believing that nineteen women out of twenty would have accommodated themselves to it without a pang.  Why then upon her also should it not irresistibly impose itself?  Who was she, that she should hold herself superior?  What view of life, what design upon fate, what conception of happiness, had she that pretended to be larger than these large, these fabulous occasions?  If she wouldn’t do such a thing as that then she must do great things, she must do something greater.  (Chapter 12)

She liked at any rate this idea of his being by character and in fact a mover of men – liked it much better than some other points in his nature and aspect.  She cared nothing for his cotton mill – the Goodwood patent left her imagination absolutely cold….Then she viewed with reserve a habit he had of dressing always in the same manner; it was not apparently that he wore the same clothes continually, for, on the contrary, his garments had a way of looking rather too new.  But they all seemed of the same piece; the figure, the stuff, was so drearily usual.  She had reminded herself more than once that this was a frivolous objection to a person of his importance; and then she had amended the rebuke by saying that it would be a frivolous objection only if she were in love with him.  She was not in love with him and therefore might criticize his small defects as well as his great – which latter consisted in the collective reproach of his being too serious, or, rather, not of his being so, since one could never be, but certainly of his seeming so.  He showed his appetites and designs too simply and artlessly; when one was alone with him he talked too much about the same subject, and when other people were present he talked too little about anything.  And yet he was of supremely strong, clean make – which was so much: she saw the different fitted parts of him as she had seen, in museums and portraits, the different fitted parts of armoured warriors – in plates of steel handsomely inlaid with gold.  (Chapter 13)

He recognised Osmond, as I say; he recognised him at every turn.  He saw how he kept all things within limits; how he adjusted, regulated, animated their manner of life.  Osmond was in his element; at last he had material to work with.  He always had an eye to effect, and his effects were deeply calculated.  They were produced by no vulgar means, but the motive was as vulgar as the art was great.  To surround his interior with a sort of invidious sanctity, to tantalize society with a sense of exclusion, to make people believe his house was different from every other, to impart to the face that he presented to the world a cold originality – this was the ingenious effect of the personage to whom Isabel had attributed a superior morality.  ‘He works with superior material,’ Ralph said to himself; ‘it’s rich abundance compared with his former resources.’  Ralph was a clever man; but Ralph had never – to his own sense – been so clever as when he observed, in petto, that under the guise of caring only for intrinsic values Osmond lived exclusively for the world.  Far from being its master as he pretended to be, he was its very humble servant, and the degree of its attention was his only measure of success.  He lived with his eye on it from morning till night, and the world was so stupid it never suspected the trick.  Everything he did was pose – pose so subtly considered that if one were not on the lookout one mistook it for impulse.  Ralph had never met a man who lived so much in the land of consideration.  His tastes, his studies, his accomplishments, his collections, were all for a purpose.  His life on his hill-top at Florence had been the conscious attitude of years.  His solitude, his ennui, his love for his daughter, his good manners, his bad manners, were so many features of a mental image constantly present to him as a model of impertinence and mystification.  His ambition was not to please the world, but to please himself by exciting the world’s curiosity and then declining to satisfy it.  It had made him feel great, ever, to play the world a trick.  The thing he had done in his life most directly to please himself was his marrying Miss Archer; though in this case indeed the gullible world was in a manner embodied in poor Isabel, who had been mystified to the top of her bent.  Ralph of course found a fitness in being consistent; he had embraced a creed, and as he had suffered for it he could not in honour forsake it.  I give this little sketch of its articles for what they may at the time have been worth.  It was certain that he was very skilful in fitting the facts to his theory – even the fact that during the month he spent in Rome at this period the husband of the woman he loved appeared to regard him not in the least as an enemy.  (Chapter 39)

