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New Light on William James and Minny Temple 

ALFRED HABEGGER 

DICTATING the last words of his second volume of mem- 
oirs, Notes of a Son and Brother, Henry James summed 

up the meaning of his cousin Minny Temple's death for 
himself and his brother William: "Much as this cherished com- 
panion's presence among us had represented for William and 
myself-and it is on his behalf I especially speak-her death 
made a mark that must stand here for a too waiting conclusion. 
We felt it together as the end of our youth.'fl 

The oddity of this sweeping declaration is that it concludes a 
volume that says nothing at all about William and Minny's 
friendship. Henry did not speak on his brother's behalf so 
much as he remained silent: he reprinted none of William's 
correspondence with Minny and did not re-create their rela- 
tionship even in the months preceding her death in March 
1870, at the age of twenty-four. The only passages that allow 
us a glimpse of what they meant to each other are four brief 
excerpts from letters they wrote to third parties. These 
excerpts express a distant sort of warmth and respect: 

I didn't mean you to infer from my particularising Willy James's 
intellect that the rest of him isn't to my liking-he is one of the very 
few people in this world that I love. He has the largest heart as well 
as the largest head, and is thoroughly interesting to me. He is gener- 
ous and affectionate and full of sympathy and humanity-though 
you mustn't tell him I say so, lest he should think I have been telling 
you a lie to serve my own purposes.2 

1 Henry James, Notes of a Son and Brother (New York: Scribner's, 1914), p. 515. 
2 Henry James, Notes, p. 464. She herself underlined "intellect" and "humanity" 

and added "& no mistake" to the first sentence; Henry's editing flattened these 
emphases. Though he destroyed her original letters to John Chipman Gray, the fair 
copies Alice H. and Margaret Mary James, William's widow and daughter, made 
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COUSIN MINNY 

Henry also quoted a letter William wrote long after Minny's 
death, when he read the words of praise she had sent to John 
Chipman Gray: 

I am deeply thankful to you for sending me this letter, which revives 
all sorts of poignant memories and makes her live again in all her 
lightness and freedom. Few spirits have been more free than hers. I 
find myself wishing so that she could know me as I am now. As for 
knowing her as she is now-??!! I find that she means as much in 
the way of human character for me now as she ever did, being 
unique and with no analogue in all my subsequent experience of 
people.3 

In effect, these excerpts, like Henry's memoirs as a whole, 
simultaneously call our attention to and cordon off a key 
chapter in William's life. There is one arresting anomaly in 
William's letter, however-its hint that he took no satisfaction 
in Minny's high opinion of him. Instead of feeling good, he 
appears to be dwelling on a humiliating memory of some 
kind, as if he is ashamed that Minny knew what he once was 
rather than what he has made of himself: "I find myself 
wishing so that she could know me as I am now." Aside from 
this evocative sentence, the passage as a whole is marmoreal 
and eulogistic and doesn't really attempt to communicate 
what was unique about Minny. We do not learn here or 
elsewhere why Minny's death meant the end of William's 
youth. 

Biographers have not been put on the alert by all this 
combined evasiveness and heavy emphasis. Gay Wilson Allen 
blandly asserts that "in 1869-1870 William knew that Minny 

before sending the originals to Henry have been preserved. My article on them, 
"Henry James's Rewriting of Minny Temple's Letters" (American Literature 58 
[May 1986]: 159-80), discusses James's extensive alterations and deletions and 
prints his version of her first four letters to Gray in parallel with the fair copies. There 
are twenty-four copied letters in all, deposited in the Houghton Library, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Mass. These and other materials by Minny Temple are 
quoted by permission of the Houghton Library; James family materials, also depos- 
ited at Houghton Library, are quoted by permission of the Houghton Library and 
Alexander James. 

3 Henry James, Notes, p. 454. For Minny's other two excerpts, see pp. 456 and 511. 
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THE NEW ENGLAND QUARTERLY 

was not well and may have heard that she was having hemor- 
rhages, but he was not in regular correspondence with her and 
did not see her frequently."4 Howard M. Feinstein's 1984 
account of William's struggle for maturity, Becoming William 
James, all but ignores Minny Temple. "This is primarily a story 
about men," Feinstein announces, "not because women are 
unimportant, but because the sources tell it that way."5 

But the sources pertaining to Minny and William have not 
yet been sifted and scrutinized, and her most revealing letter 
of all has not even been identified as addressed to him.6 He 
and Minny were in regular correspondence in January and 
February of 1870, and their longstanding acquaintance under- 
went an intense transformation just before her death. The evi- 
dence is not conclusive, but it appears that Minny helped 
shape the course of William's breakdown of 1869-70 and that 
what she said and wrote to him left deep traces on his mature 
thought. 

I 

Minny's mother and William's father were sister and 
brother, and the two cousins saw a great deal of one another in 
childhood and adolescence, especially when they both lived in 
Newport. After the Jameses moved to Cambridge, Minny evi- 
dently paid them several visits. The last of these took place in 
November 1869 when William was living at home and Henry 
was deep in his first tour of Italy. After she left, William wrote 
Henry to say that at last he appreciated his cousin: 

M. Temple was here for a week a fortnight since. She was delightful 
in all respects, and although very thin, very cheerful. I am conscious 
of having done her a good deal of injustice for some years past, in 
nourishing a sort of unsympathetic hostility to her. She is after all a 

4 Gay Wilson Allen, William James: A Biography (New York: Viking, 1967), p. 162. 
5 Howard M. Feinstein, Becoming William James (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1984), p. 16. 
6 The most useful discussions of M inny to date are Robert C. LeClair's " Henry James 

and Minny Temple," American Literature 21 (1949): 35-48, and Leon Edel's Henry 
James: The Untried Years (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1953), pp. 227-38, 279-80, 
322-33. 
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COUSIN MINNY 

most honest little phenomenon, and there is a true respectability in 
the courage with which she keeps "true to her own instincts"-I 
mean it has a certain religious side with her. Moreover she is more 
devoid of "meanness," of anything petty in her character than any 
one I know, perhaps either male or female. Je tiens a telling you this, 
as I recollect last winter abusing her to you rather virulently.7 

In making this confession, William wanted it understood that 
he had outgrown a longstanding and unworthy antipathy to his 
cousin, whose forthrightness, staunchness, and absence of pet- 
tiness he now admired. One reason he addressed his retraction 
to Henry is that Henry had been Minny's champion in the 
James family. William is admitting that Henry is right and has 
been right all along-and yet the tone of his admission is at 
times niggardly. "A most honest little phenomenon" is defi- 
nitely condescending, and it seems grudging to say that 
Minny's personal integrity has nothing more than "a true 
respectability." 

Of course, William's prose characteristically exhibits an 
extreme and unstable tonal range, an intensity of emphasis 
that is probably related to the heavy caricatural aspect of the 
drawings that Feinstein has reproduced in Becoming William 
James. The tone of his confession to Henry may be explained 
as well by the fact that it implicitly questions the conservative 
view of womanhood William had defended only a few months 
earlier. Reviewing John Stuart Mill's The Subjection of 
Women together with Horace Bushnell's Women's Suffrage: 
The Reform against Nature, William clearly sided with 
Bushnell, whose book was strong because it recognized that 
man has the "sway-force"8 and woman's own nature requires 
her to yield. Similarly, the great weakness of Mill's book for 
William was that it failed to acknowledge that by nature the 
average American man dreams of a wife who will be depen- 
dent on him. William's conservatism-in line with prevailing 

7 William James to Henry James, 5 December 1869. 
8 Approvingly quoted from Bushnell in [William James], review of Bushnell's 

Women's Suffrage and Mill's Subjection of Women, North American Review 109 
(October 1869): 557. 
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thought and custom, reinforced by certain doctrines preached 
and practiced by his father,9 and entangled with his own sense 
of manhood in relation to women-was challenged by Minny 
Temple's very being. Orphaned at the age of nine, she had 
become a remarkably independent person, and the Jameses 
were well aware of what she called her "pet theory"'0-that 
one should never accept second best when there is a remote 
chance of having the best. How arresting, then, that William, 
believing the subjection of women to be a fact of life, suddenly 
found himself admiring Minny Temple's stubborn integ- 
rity-and that he experienced this reversal just as his ongoing 
physical/emotional malaise took a drastic turn for the worse. 

An equally important fact to notice in connection with 
William's letter is that nowhere in the James documentary 
record is there any other hint that William formerly disliked 
Minny. Of course William's abuse of Minny to Henry "last 
winter" (1868-69) had probably been oral rather than episto- 
lary, but William does note that his "unsympathetic hostility" 
had lasted "for some years." Minny's own distaste for Henry 
James Sr. is abundantly clear, and Alice James's dislike of 
Minny is unmistakably conveyed in two surviving letters. The 
evidence for William's aversion, however, has almost certainly 
been suppressed. Henry, who probably had better knowledge 
than anyone else of William's hostility to Minny, chose to say 
nothing whatever about it in Notes of a Son and Brother. Like 
his aunt Catherine before him, Henry burned many family 
letters, and in his memoirs he sought to throw a celebratory 
mantle over his family. It would appear, then, that in the 
Minny-William relationship some fundamental disharmonies 
have been so muted that they are now scarcely audible. 

There is an extremely important lesson for biographers 
here, who tend to forget that interpretation has already been 

9 For the senior James, woman was to be an affectionate agent redeeming man from 
his egotism and carnality, and the institution in which she worked this change was 
marriage. See Annette Niemtzow, "Marriage and the New Woman in The Portrait of 
a Lady," American Literature 47 (November 1975): 377-95, and Jean Strouse, Alice 
James: A Biography (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1980). pp. 45-47. 

10 Henry James, Notes, p. 455. 
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built into the documents the Jameses allowed to survive. Until 
recently biographers have been too credulous to penetrate the 
Jameses' pieties, mystifications, silences. The challenge is to 
glimpse facts that were felt to be so embarrassing or discredit- 
able that they were all but censored out of the record and then, 
yielding to neither banality nor sensationalism, to sketch the 
best view we can of a reality that will probably never be 
brought into focus. 

II 

The first step toward deciphering the William-Minny rela- 
tionship is to determine what took place during the November 
1869 visit to cause William's feelings for Minny to alter so 
dramatically. As usual the surviving testimony is not com- 
pletely consistent and must be interpreted in light of what is 
known about the various letter-writers. 

Mary James's letter to Henry announcing Minny's death 
evidently alluded "to the pleasantness of that last visit," but 
Mary's letter itself does not survive.11 Minny's account of the 
visit in a letter to her friend John Chipman Gray is scarcely 
more definite though far more intense and suggestive. She too, 
like William, evidently changed some attitudes: 

Suffice it to say, I enjoyed my visitfar more than I expected when it 
began-in fact, immensely. I would n't have missed it for anything. I 
feel now as if it were a necessary thing to have happened-I don't 
know how I should have begun the winter, & especially started off on 
an indefinitely long pilgrimage to the west [she planned to embark 
for San Francisco on 4 December], without the impetus that it gave 

11 Henry James, Letters, ed. Leon Edel, 4 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1974-84), 1:219. If one tries to locate all the letters the Jameses acknowledged 
by date in their 1869-70 family correspondence, it becomes apparent that some have 
been lost or destroyed. On 21 December 1869 Henry acknowledged his mother's 
letter of 23 November and Alice's of 28 November. These letters, probably the first 
Mary and Alice wrote him after Minny's visit, do not survive. On 14 January 1870 
Henry mentioned the "sermon" (Letters, 1:187) in his father's last letter, supposedly 
dated 22 December 1869. All that survives is a copy of a fragment of a 26 December 
letter from Henry Sr. denouncing "the historical picturesque" of Rome, "that foul 
wart of the Papacy." Like all the father's extant letters, the fragment is silent about 
Minny. There are no extant 1870 letters from Henry Sr. to Henry, and the letters 
William and Mary wrote him immediately after Minny's death do not survive. 
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me in certain directions, the settling down & shaking up-the dissi- 
pating of certain impressions that I had thought fixed, and the 
strengthening of others I had not been so sure of-etc, etc-an 
epoch, in short. I dare say you have n't had such-in which a great 
deal of living was done in a short time, to be turned over, & made 
fruitful, in days to come.12 

Although Minny could have been alluding to any of a number 
of friends she saw while at the Jameses', her other letter re- 
porting on her visit, a short and breezy note to her sister Ellen 
in San Francisco, speaks of a change in relationship only in 
connection with William and Alice: 

I have just returned from a visit to Cambridge, of a week. I had a 
delightful time, & saw all my friends. Everybody asked about you, & 
sent lots of love-I lunched several times with Lizzie [Boott], & 
Ellen Mason-at Lizzie's I met Miss Bessy Gray-She is very hand- 
some, & very nice-& in spite of this, is not at all like her brother 
[John, Minny's correspondent]-Mr. Holmes was as nice as ever, 
Willy James, nicer than ever-Alice did not snub me as much as 
usual-She began by doing it, but I asked her to stop, wh. she con- 
sented to do.'3 

Taken together, these two letters, written two days apart, 
hint that Minny's acquaintance with William had entered a 
new phase. It is suggestive that she mentions him in connec- 
tion with a young man Minny was once believed to be infatu- 
ated with, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. William's mother, for 
one, had frowned on this infatuation but in 1867 had happily 
reported that Minny was now "quite disenchanted, and evi- 
dently looks at Holmes with very different eyes from what she 
did; that is she sees him as others do, talks of his thinness and 
ugliness and pinchedness, as well as of his beautiful eyes-and 
seems to see his egotism."14 In the context of this recent 
history, Minny's statement that "Mr. Holmes was as nice as 

12 MinnyTempletoJohn Chipman Gray, 21 November 1869; italics mine. SeeNotes, 
pp. 499-500, for Henry's version of the letter. 

13 Minny Temple to Ellen Emmet, 19 November 1869. Alice's 6 August [ 1867] letter 
to William reveals a catty attitude toward Minny; see Strouse, Alice James, p. 115. 

14 Mary James to Alice James, [January 1867]. 
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COUSIN MINNY 

ever, Willy James, nicer than ever" reads like a coyly veiled 
hint that William was the new beau. Certainly she was fond of 
teasing others: several instances occur in her letters to Gray, 
later edited out by Henry, and one of William's letters, written 
two years after her death, alludes to her "coquettish 
impulse."15 

Minny's letters to Ellen and Gray were not meant to be full 
or frank accounts of the Cambridge visit. Ever since Ellen's 
marriage two months earlier to a man more than twice her age, 
there had been a breach between the two sisters, who had 
never been close or confidential anyway.16 In the letter to 
Gray, the excerpt I have quoted is preceded by a passage that 
makes it clear Minny had something on her mind that could 
not be committed to paper: 

I would like to see you, very much. I had about a thousand things I 
wanted to tell you about my visit in Boston, which are even now 
disappearing from my mind, that is becoming much less prominent 
than they were then. I can't write them to you, at any rate-I must 
have a sympathetic look now and then from you, a glance of 
approval-or disapproval, to feel my way by-and my impressions 
are not sufficiently unalterable to bear seeing them down, once for 
all, in black & white. In short, you comprehend, lots to talk to you 
about, but not to write about.'7 

Forty-five years later Henry left this passage out of her letter 
as reproduced in Notes of a Son and Brother. 

One reason why the Cambridge visit marked an epoch, 
then, is that Minny and William apparently renewed their 
friendship on a new level. They were much closer now, and yet 
it is clear that their closeness made their differences all the 
more salient and discordant. We can sense these differences in 
a surprisingly emphatic sentence from the second letter Minny 
wrote Gray after her Cambridge visit: 

15 William James to Henry James, 24 August 1872. On Henry's editing, see my 
"Henry James's Rewriting," pp. 164-65. 

16 Ellen had married the brother of her sister Katherine's husband. 
17 Temple to Gray, 21 November 1869. 
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I know that by this letter I am putting an end to that delightful 
immunity I have enjoyed so much with you, from sickening intro- 
spection, analysis of myself & yourself, exhausting & nauseating 
subjectivity, with which most of my other friends see fit to deluge me, 
thereby taking much that is refreshing out of life.18 

William's surviving letters and private journal show that he 
analyzed his own state of mind a great deal at this time, so he 
may well have been one of those friends who deluged Minny 
with introspective reflections. Her sentence, then, may shed 
light on what she and William talked about in Cambridge-or 
on what he later wrote in letters not now extant. Either way, 
the intriguing question is this: did Minny, who could be 
exceedingly forthright, let William know she was sickened or 
exhausted by his psychological dithering? On 21 December 
1869 he wrote in his journal: "Nature & life have unfitted me 
for any affectionate relations with other individuals." He also 
wrote: "I may not study, make, or enjoy-but I can will. I can 
find some real life in the mere respect for other forms of life as 
they pass, even if I can never embrace them as a whole or 
incorporate them with myself."l9 Was William thinking of 
Minny in these passages? A letter she wrote nine days later to 
Gray says that a favorite "spiritual truth" was "the way in 
which we like our likes, & our unlikes."20 Was she thinking of 
William? 

Minny's last explicit reference to the November visit adds a 
new twist, for it shows how critical she was of the Jameses' 
morbid spirituality, especially Henry Sr.'s doctrine of regener- 
ation. One reason why her disapproving attitude is particularly 

18 Temple to Gray, 30 November 1869. 
19 Quoted from Allen, William James, p. 163. Ralph Barton Perry, The Thought and 

Character of William James, 2 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1935) discusses William's 
1869-70 troubles in chapter 19. Though Feinstein doesn't focus on that particular 
winter, chapter 12 of Becoming William James offers a provocative new view of "The 
Use and Abuse of Illness" in the James family. William was probably thinking of his 
wife, not Minny, when he said, "It is to be hoped that we all have some friend, 
perhaps more often feminine than masculine, and young than old," whose healthy- 
minded optimism "needs no deliverance from any antecedent burden" (The Varie- 
ties of Religious Experience [New York: Longmans, Green, 1925], p. 80). 

20 Temple to Gray, 30 December 1869. 
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noteworthy is that William's later thought, especially in his 
Gifford lectures, would constitute a strong defense of his 
father's pathological sense of evil and his stress on rebirth.21 
The reference occurs in her 25 January 1870 letter to Gray, 
which narrates a short-lived religious conversion. Her new 
sense of Christianity, she wrote, 

throws a light upon Uncle Henry's talk, which has seemed to me 
hitherto neither reasonable nor consoling-When I was in Cam- 
bridge, it so far disgusted me, that I fear I manifested plainly unto 
him that that [sic] it seemed to me not only highly unpractical, but 
ignoble & shirking-I knew all the time that he hate disliked me for 
what he called my pride & conceit-& I have felt that his views 
didn't touch my case a bit-didn't give me the least comfort or practi- 
cal help & seemed to me wanting in earnestness & strength-Now it 
occurs to me, what if the good gentleman had all along got hold of the 
higher truth, the purer spirituality?22 

Evidently the senior James had tried to tell his desperately ill 
niece that she had too much egotism and needed to be 
delivered from herself; these were the doctrines he preached 
in lecture after lecture and book after book. The self-confident 
young woman, healthy in mind if not in body, responded to this 
pressure with disgust. She felt that her uncle's plan of salvation 
was weak and evasive, and her contempt for it was so open 
that she felt some compunction afterwards. She dismissed his 
doctrines by appealing to a sort of rough-hewn, instinctual 
pragmatism: they didn't "touch my case" or afford any "prac- 
tical help." (Years later, William's famous pragmatism would 
serve to reinstitute the supernatural rather than let it go.)23 
Minny apparently held her own in a sharp and unpleasant 
argument. Of course, her wondering two months later 
whether Henry James Sr. might have "got hold of the higher 

21 See Perry, Thought andCharacter,chap. 69, andArmiVarila, The Swedenborgian 
Background of William James' Philosophy (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 
1977). 

22 Temple to Gray, 25 January 1870. Henry James, in Notes, p. 510, replaces "in 
Cambridge" with "with him" and thus veils the scene of confrontation. 

23 According to Perry, Thought and Character, 2:325, William first presented his 
concept of pragmatism in connection with religion. 
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truth" after all shows that she did not escape this confrontation 
unscathed. 

Minny's report of her theological argument with her uncle 
not only lifts a veil on the shrouded life of the James family but 
helps explain why William was under such great pressure to 
decide how he felt about Minny. Just then he was reading 
through his father's books and struggling to come to terms with 
them. Though William was in no literal sense a convert to 
Henry Sr.'s doctrines, he proved to be remarkably loyal to his 
father's vision of evil and self-transcendence. If William knew 
(as seems probable) that Minny defied this vision and the 
"good gentleman" who preached it, the knowledge must have 
contributed to the son's sense of fragmentation. Suddenly, he 
found himself admiring her for the first time precisely because 
of her refusal to compromise, to be shaken. Yet his letter prais- 
ing her integrity, her resistance of his father, invoked the 
father's own high standard-"it has a certain religious side 
with her"-for William remained profoundly sympathetic 
to his father's doctrine that one must be shaken to one's core 
in order to be made whole. And shaken William was; in fact, 
in 1870 he was going to pieces: he knew he could not prac- 
tice medicine; he suspected that scientific materialism rep- 
resented the truth even though he felt he had to hold onto 
morality, responsibility, free will; and he was emotionally 
unstable. In ways that have not previously come to light and 
that we can now merely glimpse, Minny was deeply involved 
in William's collapse. 

III 

Fortunately, the two surviving letters Minny sent William 
both date from after the November visit. Neither letter is 
complete, and together they amount to only three sheets. Pre- 
sumably the more personal pages of the letters have been 
burned. What survives chiefly concerns Minny's religious 
views and experiences. Nevertheless, taken together and in 
conjunction with some of the other documents we have just 
glanced at, these incomplete letters tell us a great deal about 
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William's friendship with Minny during her last seven weeks 
of life. 

Until now the first and shorter of the two letters has not been 
identified as addressed to William, nor has a date been 
assigned to it.24 These are no doubt the reasons the document 
has been ignored by William James's biographers. Only the 
final, unnumbered sheet survives, which contains Minny's 
closing remarks and her signature, "Your aff.[ectionate] 
Cousin / Mary Temple-."' 

According to the Houghton Library's catalog of William 
James's papers, this sheet was "removed from daguerreotype 
of Mary Temple in item 4597." Item 4597 is a box of photo- 
graphs of the Jameses and others. The picture it contains of 
Minny shows her in a pensive pose, looking down and resting 
her forehead on her right hand. The oddity in her appearance 
is that her hair has been cropped extremely short. (Leon Edel 
reproduces the photograph in the first volume of his biography 
of Henry.) Although Houghton Library has no documentation 
on the provenance of this picture, we can be reasonably 
certain it belonged to William, for in 1861 or 1862 he wrote 
Kitty Temple to acknowledge receiving a picture of her sister 
Minny with shorn hair. Since the picture most likely belonged 
to William, it was no doubt he who inserted behind it a page 
from his affectionate cousin. The appearance of the sheet tells 
us that it must have remained in the photograph for some 
time: the paper was folded in half three times, and the eighth 
of the page that was exposed to light or air is browned from 
oxidation. 

This was obviously a very important letter for William. 
Although the sheet with the date is lost, there does exist a 
helpful clue as to when he received it. The Houghton Library 
folder containing the second of Minny's two letters to William 
also holds two envelopes. The smaller of these, postmarked 10 
February, goes with the second letter, the first page of which 
carries that date. But there is no accompanying letter for the 
second envelope, which is slightly larger and carries a 15 

24 The Houghton Library's number for it is bMS Am 1092.9 (4387a). 
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January Pelham, N.Y., postmark and is addressed in Minny's 
handwriting to "William James Esq. / Quincy Street / Cam- 
bridge / Massachusetts."' I believe that this envelope goes with 
the sheet William preserved in Minny's photograph. If the 
sheet were folded twice, it would fit perfectly within the enve- 
lope but not in the slightly smaller 10 February envelope. (The 
reason the sheet was folded a third time was to insert it into the 
even smaller picture frame.) Although it is conceivable there 
was a third letter, now lost, that went into the odd second 
envelope, I shall assume from this point on-with the reader's 
approbation, I trust-that the last sheet of Minny's heretofore 
unidentified letter was mailed to William on 15 January 
1870.25 

Just how significant this date is can be seen in an entry in 
William's diary dated 1 February 1870: "a great dorsal 
collapse about the 10th or 12th of last month has lasted with a 
slight interruption until now, carrying with it a moral one."26 If 
William's memory was accurate, Minny's letter would have 
arrived just after his breakdown. 

The extant fragment of Minny's 15 January letter to William 
reads as follows: 

filment, this Christianity would seem to be the only comfort-& the 
more I live the more I feel that there must be some comfort some- 
where for the mass of people, suffering & sad, outside of that which 
Stoicism gives-A thousand times when I see a poor person in 
trouble, it almost breaks my heart that I can't say something to them 
to comfort them. It is on the tip of my tongue to say it-& I can't-for 
I have always felt myself the unutterable sadness & mystery that 
envelops us all-I shall take some of your Chloral tonight, if I don't 
sleep-Don't let my letter of yesterday make you feel that we are not 
very near to each other-friends at heart-Altho' practically being 
much with you or even writing to you much would not be good for 

25 It seems improbable that an empty envelope would survive from March 1870 (the 
month of Minny's death, possibly when William placed the page behind her photo- 
graph) to the moment in the twentieth century when William's son Henry donated 
his father's papers to Harvard. Perhaps the envelope was kept all that time because 
it wasn't empty-it held the earlier pages of the letter. WVere these destroyed after 
William's death by his widow or son? 

26 Quoted from Allen, William James, p. 164. 
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me-Too much strain on one key will make it snap-& there is an 
attitude of mind, (not a strength of intellect by any means) in which 
we are much alike-Good-bye- 

Your aff. Cousin 
MARY TEMPLE- 

This intense passage has many of the themes that show up in 
Minny's twenty-four letters to Gray-the yearning for some 
sort of comforting Christian faith, the principled agnosticism, 
the sleeplessness caused by acute tuberculosis, a practical 
good sense, and a remarkable directness and affection. Her 
parenthesis echoes her playful depreciation of her own mental 
ability in a letter to Gray.27 Also, her reference to her "letter of 
yesterday" is reminiscent of her practice of sending Gray her 
second thoughts a day or two after posting a long letter. For 
William, the surviving page may have had the force of a fully 
meditated final statement. 

The most striking parts of the fragment are those that have 
no parallel in Minny's other extant letters. Not once did she 
urge Gray to write less often or threaten to do so herself. Quite 
the contrary: she complained about his uncommunicativeness, 
and on 9 May 1869 she declared she would write him 
whenever she pleased, even if he had not replied to her latest. 
From time to time she hoped she could see him. Yet the letters 
to Gray are not love letters.28 The fragment to William, 
meanwhile, clearly holds him at arm's length. The "letter of 
yesterday" evidently administered some kind of rebuff or 
reproof or criticism, so that Minny now feels she must temper 
what she said by insisting that the two of them are actually 
'very near to each other-friends at heart." 

The following sentence, which tells us that she was opposed 
to some prospect of "practically being much with you," is quite 
suggestive, especially in view of the fact that someone-Wil- 
liam's survivors?-chose to destroy the part of the letter not 

27 "Have you seen much of Willy James lately? That is a rare creature, and one in 
whom my intellect (if you will pardon the mis-application of the word) takes more 
solid satisfaction than in almost anybody" (Temple to Gray, 7 January 1869). 

28 Edel, Untried Years, p. 317, is mistaken on this point. See my discussion in "Henry 
James's Rewriting," p. 165. 
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preserved in back of Minny's photograph. Since writing, in this 
key sentence, is presented as the lesser alternative to being 
with William, it would seem that he had suggested that they 
see each other in person. Maybe he wanted to come to the 
Emmet residence in Pelham, New York, where Minny was 
living with her sister Kitty, or maybe he had pressed her to pay 
another visit to Cambridge. Or does the innocuous word 
"much" imply that William had in mind something of greater 
duration than an ordinary visit?29 The question of travel arises 
over and over in Minny's correspondence: had William pro- 
posed that they undertake a journey together to some climate 
-say European-that would be healthier for a consumptive 
than New York? This hypothesis, a shared pilgrimage to regain 
health, would explain the word "practically," since being with 
William would in that case be the practical byproduct of a 
project conceived with a different purpose. Of course, such a 
proposition coming from William might look rather ambig- 
uous. This ambiguity would explain two other mysteries-why 
the earlier pages of the letter were destroyed (along with 
William's part in the correspondence) and why Minny refused 
to commit to paper the nature of a mysterious proposal alluded 
to in her 30 November 1869 letter to Gray.30 And there is 

29 It is unlikely William proposed marriage. On 14 November 1869, about the time of 
Minny's visit to Cambridge, William warned his brother Bob not to marry their 
cousin Kitty Van Buren (not Katherine Temple) because of the risks of consanguin- 
ity: "After all, what results from every marriage is a part of the next generation and 
feeling as strongly as I do that the greater part of the whole evil of this wicked world 
is the result of infirm health, I account it a true crime against humanity for anyone to 
run the probable risk of generating unhealthy offspring" (quoted from Feinstein, 
Becoming William James, p. 305). If William did love Minny, his opposition to 
first-cousin marriage would have contributed to his misery. 

Alice H. James's 14 March 1914 letter to Henry James would make the extraordi- 
nary confession that she felt somewhat guilty for having had what Minny deserved. 
Evidently thinking of the privilege of living with William (he died in 1910), was Alice 
H. simply expressing her sense of not being good enough for him, or did she know 
something we don't about his long-ago relationship with Minny? 

30 "In my next I will tell you a proposal that has been made to me, not of matrimony, 
but better." At the time of writing she intended to sail in three weeks for San 
Francisco; the proposal could not have concerned this trip. On 12 December 1869, 
after the trip had been called off, she wrote Gray: "I. . . haven't told you yet of my 
plan I spoke of-but it is still far ahead, so I won't say anything about it, for fear it 
might fall through, like my other plans." 
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another compelling circumstance. The one brief passage of 
Henry James's composition that he fraudulently ascribed to 
Minny in Notes of a Son and Brother implies that she wished 
someone would take her to a healthier climate: "This climate 
is trying, to be sure, but such as it is I've got to take my chance 
in it, as there is no one I care enough for, or who cares enough 
for me, to take charge of me to Italy, or to the south anywhere. 
I don't believe any climate, however good, would be of the 
least use to me with people I don't care for."3' 

But regardless of the exact content of Minny's negations in 
her 15 January letter, it is clear that she sought to disengage 
herself from William. Her tender and tactful way of doing so 
shows she realized her withdrawal would disappoint him. She 
probably had no choice: William's "introspective" brilliance 
not only exhausted her but drew her towards the destruction 
she was struggling to escape. 

Finally there is her mention of chloral-the drug with which 
Lily Bart kills herself in Edith Wharton's 1905 novel, The 
House of Mirth. William himself tried the new drug about the 
same time he recommended it to Minny, and a letter to Henry 
describes the results: 

I write now a few words only (being impeded these days by an 
inflammation of the eyelids, produced in a remarkable way by an 
overdose of chloral (a new hypnotic remedy) which I took for the fun 
of it as an experiment, but whose effects are already on the wane).32 

Chloral was hypnotic because it produced sleep. It later 
became the Mickey Finn of crime fiction, and it is still in the 
pharmacopeia, classified as a central nervous system depres- 
sant. The pharmaceutical and medical literature of the 1870s 
shows how hard it was for doctors to categorize the effects of 
chloral and to determine safe dosage levels. William's fascina- 
tion with the new manmade drug was widely shared by other 
professionals, and interest peaked in the same month chloral 
was first mentioned in Minny's and William's letters. 

31 Henry James, Notes, p. 465, and my "Henry James's Rewriting," p. 176. 
32 William James to Henry James, 19 January 1870. 
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The 1868 and 1869 issues of The Pharmacist were silent on 
chloral. It was briefly mentioned in the Proceedings for the 
September 1869 meeting of the American Pharmaceutical 
Association. At that time a German investigator, Liebreich, 
was reported to have "established that the hydrate of chloral 
... is to all appearance the most satisfactory anaesthetic and 
hypnotic, and is therefore a substitute for both chloroform and 
morphine."33 That is to say, it not only produced sleep but did 
away with the sensation of pain-and did so without risk of 
addiction, mental confusion, nausea, constipation, etc. In 
January 1870, the same month William tried and prescribed it, 
a spate of conflicting information began to appear. It was 
announced that the Chicago College of Pharmacy had just 
received a specimen of chloral along with Liebreich's original 
prescriptions: "as a sedative, 6 grains every hour; As a hyp- 
notic, in doses of 38 grains; in delirium tremens, from 69 to 123 
grains may be given at once."34 The same January issue also 
reported that two other chemists, contesting Liebreich's origi- 
nal report of the drug's effects, found that it increased the 
pulse and the "flow of blood to the lower part of the body," and 
concluded that chloral should be regarded as "a hyperaes- 
thetic" instead of an anaesthetic. A German doctor found that 
it suppressed the urge to cough, although "unusual hilarity 
was noticed."35 An article the following month noted that 
"much attention has been devoted to this compound in conse- 
quence of its anaesthetic powers" and confirmed that chloral 
produced "prolonged sleep" and that in acting on the human 
body it first affected "the volitional centres of the cerebrum." 
It was thought it might "obtain and keep up sleep in cases of 
painful disease."36 

The volume of literature on chloral continued to swell in the 
months following Minny's death. An article in a British jour- 

33 '"ReportontheProgressofPharmacy,^ProceedingsoftheAmericanPharmaceuti- 
cal Association... September, 1869 (Philadelphia: Merrihew, 1870), p. 254. 

34 Untitled paragraph, The Pharmacist and Chemical Record 3 (January 1870): 19. 
35 Joseph M. Hirsh, "Gleanings from Foreign Sources," The Pharmacist and Chem- 

ical Record 3 (January 1870): 14-15. 
36 Anon., "Chloral," ThePharmacist and ChemicalRecord3(February 1870): 9-11. 
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nal, The Practitioner, reported that chloral was superior to 
opiates in enabling advanced consumptives to sleep rest- 
fully.37 At the September 1870 meeting of the American Phar- 
maceutical Association, E. R. Squibb sounded a new note of 
caution: "I think none of us know enough about it to say much 
about it. It is a very curious substance; its natural history is one 
of the most singular of any chemical I have met with, and 
requires and deserves more study than it has had." He was 
convinced it was "the most important of all the additions to the 
materia medica for many years past." In the discussion fol- 
lowing Squibb's September 1870 report, a Mr. Markoe 
announced that he had begun manufacturing chloral "at the 
urgent request of several physicians in Boston, at the time that 
chloral hydrate was just coming into notice."38 

William James, anxious about Minny's sleeplessness, may 
well have been one of these doctors. He obviously shared the 
professional excitement; given the primitive pharmacology of 
the time, his use of the new drug, though daring, does not seem 
irresponsible. Also, given the much-noted difficulty of getting 
pure samples of chloral hydrate, it was sensible to send Minny 
what he himself was able to procure rather than let her trust 
the nearest druggist. Although the first published case history 
of chloral's toxic effects39 would not appear until March 
1870-the same month Minny died-William probably knew 
even in January that the new drug was dangerous. Perhaps 
one reason he overdosed himself at precisely this time was to 
make sure Minny would not be harmed. 

Of course, as his letter to Henry says, he did it also "for the 
fun of it." A journal entry on hashish and insanity shows how 
curious he was about mind-altering materials.40 A hypnotic 

37 John Hughes Bennett, "On Chloral in Phthisis ...," The Practitioner 4 (May 
1870): 262-65. 

38 "Minutes of the Fifth Session," Proceedings of the American Pharmaceutical 
Association . . . September, 1870 (Philadelphia: Sherman, 1870), pp. 117, 124, 123. 

39 J. R. Reynolds, "ThePoisonousDoseofChloral," ThePractitioner4(March 1870): 
188-89. The dose was only 45-50 grains, much less than the upper limits previously 
recommended in the literature. 

40 Written before 21 June 1869, the entry quotes J. Moreau's du Haschisch et de 
I'alienation mentale (Paris, 1845). On William's interest in "anaesthetic revelation" 
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chemical might well claim the attention of someone as inter- 
ested as William was in the mind-body problem or as obsessed 
with will-especially if the chemical was said to influence "the 
volitional centres of the cerebrum." 

As for Minny, the continuing sleeplessness reported in her 
letters tells us she wasn't taking William's chloral. The new 
hypnotic remedy was not for her. 

IV 
Minny's 10 February letter to William was written twenty- 

six days before she died. This time she used her sister Kitty's 
stationery, which bears a large capital E superimposed over a 
slightly smaller capital K, as if to emphasize the married name 
Emmet over her baptismal name Katharine. The letter was at 
least four sheets long, but only the first and third survive. Evi- 
dently William had asked Minny to explain her counter- 
conversion and whether she now felt "separated from God." 

DEAREST WILLY- 

I can't write you much of a letter, for I have been awake nearly all 
night, & feel very seedy-but there are one or two things I want to 
say to you-First, thank you most heartily for your letter-which 
was so much to the point,-& so kind & sympathetic-Then, you ask 
why the feeling toward & subsequently the reaction against 
Christianity-which I will try to explain presently-In the meantime 
I want to say that your second kind of Christianity that you speak of, 
is about what I have always believed, and have in it, up to this time 
been quite happy-but there was after all no idea of any 
"atonement" about it-It was simply a belief that God had sent 
Christ into the world to show us how beautiful a life of unselfishness 
& holiness was-and a thankfulness toward Christ & love for him, 
because he had been true to the end-& had lived his life out, pure of 
any selfish motive, so that mankind might ever after see the beauty of 
it, & be incited to do the same-that the light of his perfect life might 
shine before us-so that we should glorify God-& the happiness 

(the title of a pamphlet he reviewed in 1874), see Perry, Thought and Character, 
2:225-26. Reading War and Peace, William evidently saw Prince Andrew's percep- 
tions when regaining consciousness as confirmation for his own views on chemically 
induced visions (The Letters of William James, 2 vols. [London: Longmans, Green, 
1920], 2:40). 
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came from a feeling that if Christ could so love mankind, God must 
all the more, & that all was right, & that all that it behooved us to do 
was not to let Christ's sacrifice be made in vain, by our neglecting to 
do as he told us to-So that the main principle of that belief was 
aspiring after perfection, absolute perfection, as shown in Christ's 
life-anything short of this Ideal, would be a practical denial of 
Christ-I say this belief was a happy one for a great many years, 
because I felt that I really did want to follow it out, & meant to some 
day, more thoroughly-& in the meantime when I saw that for the 
most part my life 

Although the second sheet of the letter is missing, the fullness 
with which Minny expressed herself makes it appear that the 
third sheet continues her train of thought at a slightly later 
point: 

Of course it isn't necessary to say that I found I didn't want to do the 
first-in short, I saw that I simply couldn't practically live a holy 
life-that even if I succeeded in doing a given act, it was done with 
weariness & grudgingly-& the rest that Christ had promised his 
disciples was certainly not in that ceaseless striving after the impos- 
sible Ideal-That is what I meant by Do you call that feeling "sepa- 
rated from God" which you ask if I felt? I don't-I call it feeling that I 
must have mistaken the mission of Christ, or else that Christianity 
was not the whole of life-or else finally, the third alternative that I 
was, indeed, hopelessly trifling-Then came the sleepless night that 
I told you of, when casting about in my mind for something or other to 
lay hold of, I thought of what Uncle Henry said that Christ didn't 
come that we might be unselfish & pure like him, but to show us once 
for all that we were selfish & impure-then followed the thought 
that I wrote to you about-What if there should be truth in the old 
Orthodox Atonement after all-a mysterious intervention of God to 
save us & make us happy by the vicarious suffering of Christ, once for 
all, a thing accomplished, which freed us forever from any debt 
except one of gratitude-something which we couldn't in the least 
understand, but must accept blindly as God's way of saving us-& 
which forever did away with any hope on our part of ever uniting 
ourselves with God by our own effort, but which gave us every 
blessing simply by our accepting Christ's mediation with humil- 
ity-As I tell you, I was tired out physically & mentally then, & I saw 
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in this idea a delusive Rest which was grateful to me, but which 
subsequently was distasteful & seemed ignominious to me. So, dear 
Willy, that doesn't at all sati[ s ] fy me-I am after all, a good deal of a 
pagan-certain noble acts of bygone heathen stoics & philosophers 
call out a quick and sympathetic response in my heart-If I had lived 
before Christ, Music would have come like a divine voice to tell me to 
be true to my whole nature-to stick to my key-note & have faith that 
my life would so, in some way or other, if faithfully lived, swell the 
entire [?] harmony-This is a grander music than the music of the 
spheres-Of course the question will always remain, What is one's 
true life-& we must each try & solve it for ourselves-I confess that 
I am41 

What Minny provided in this letter was a remarkably lucid 
(though for us fragmentary) narrative of the history of her 
religious belief and disbelief. For many years she had accepted 
a version of nineteenth-century liberal Christianity, which 
regarded Christ as a supreme moral teacher and exemplar. 
There followed a time of dissatisfaction, when she realized she 
could neither succeed in living up to the ideal Christ estab- 
lished nor find any repose in the struggle to do so. The crisis 
took place during a sleepless night when she suddenly grasped 
a way she could find rest-by abandoning her secularized 
Christianity and reverting to an orthodox doctrine of the 
atonement. Christ's suffering might save her after all by grant- 
ing her relief from her arduous quest to do good and discern 
truth. Suddenly she envisioned the sort of experience William 
would explore thirty years later in The Varieties of Religious 
Experience: "It is but giving your little private convulsive self 
a rest, and finding that a greater Self is there.'42 Ultimately, 
however, in spite of the extreme illness that would soon kill 
her, Minny decided this vision of repose was a "delusive Rest" 
and chose to affirm a kind of ''pagan' stoicism. 

The tantalizing fact is that Minny's short-lived conversion 
had been tripped by none other than Henry James Sr. His idea 

41 Temple to William James, 10 February 1870. I have not reproduced all stricken 
words. 

42 William James, Varieties, p. 111. 
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that Christ came "to show us once for all that we were selfish & 
impure"-an idea that evokes the role that paradox, evil, and 
radical regeneration play in his thought-clearly made a deep 
impression on her. According to her next to last letter to Gray, 
it was during that crucial November visit that the impression 
took. This letter, written while she was still exalted by her 
delayed conversion, offers an invaluable record of the state of 
mind the senior James had induced in her: 

For if morality, virtue, were the test of a Christian, certainly Christ 
would never have likened the Kingdom of Heaven to a little Child, in 
whose little heart is certainly no struggle, no conscious battle 
between right & wrong, but only unconsciousness of self, love & 
trust. However it may turn out, whether it shall seem true or untrue 
to me finally, I am at least glad to be able to put myself, intellectually, 
into the place of the long line of Christians who have felt the need 
and the comfort of this belief-& it throws a light upon Uncle Hen- 
ry's talk, which has seemed to me hitherto neither reasonable nor 
consoling- .43 

The rest of the passage, quoted earlier, vigorously expresses 
the scorn she used to feel for her uncle's "ignoble & shirking" 
doctrines. How forcefully he must have argued in order to get 
her to adopt, even briefly, his own views! There can be no 
better testimony to Henry Sr.'s dark spellbinding powers than 
Minny's delayed conversion.44 

Minny did not immediately mail her 25 January letter to 
Gray, and by the time she added a postscript two days later she 
had given up the faith her uncle had inspired. This postscript, 
virtually an on-the-spot record of the very deconversion 
that William would ask her to explain, merits the closest 
consideration: 

I kept this letter a day or two thinking I might feel in time like 
43 Temple to Gray, 25January 1870. In Notes, p. 510, Henry replaced the phrase his 

father might have used, "unconsciousness of self," with "unthinking." 
44 Minny's 12 December 1869 letter to Gray reveals Henry Sr.'s influence and fore- 

shadows her brief conversion: "it never occurred to me until lately" that it was 
wrong to be, "intellectually, so unsympathetic." Now she thinks she is "indolent & 
egotistic" and must learn to enter others' points of view. 
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writing you a better one, and not sending this at all-but alas! I'll 
have to wait some time before I shall feel like my old self, so I may as 
well let this go. You see I am not in a fit condition, mentally or physi- 
cally to take bright & healthy views of life. But if you really care a bit 
about me, you may as well see this mood as any other, for Heaven 
only knows when I shall get out of it-Can you understand the weari- 
ness of thinking about one thing all the time, so that when you wake 
up in the morning, consciousness comes back with a sigh of-"Ah 
yes, here it is again-another day of doubting & worrying, hoping & 
yearning has begun"-and if you don't get any sleep at all, which is 
too frequently the case with me, the strain is a "leetle" bit too hard, 
& I am sometimes tempted to take a little "pison" to put me to sleep 
in earnest. That momentary vision of Redemption from thinking & 
striving, of a happy Rest this side of Eternity, has vanished away 
again-I can't keep it-peaceful, desirable as it may be, the truth is 
that practically I don't believe it-It was such a sudden thing, such 
an entire change from anything that had ever come to my mind 
before, that it seemed almost like an inspiration, & I waited, almost 
expecting it to continue, to be permanent-But it does n't stay-and 
so back swings the universe to the old place--Paganism-natural 
Religion, or whatever you call the belief whose watch word is "God 
and our own Soul"-And who shall say there is not comfort in 
it-One at least feels that here one breathes one's native air-wel- 
come back the old human feeling, with its beautiful pride, and its 
striving-its despair, its mystery, and its faith.45 

The concluding part of this statement, written out of a physical 
suffering beyond William's experience, speaks with a tragic 
serenity not to be found in his own writings. 

Two weeks after Minny's death, William made a passionate 
entry in his journal that shows how much he wished to imitate 
her and apply the lessons of her life to his own. To my mind this 
entry, however moving as a token of the writer's grief, has a 
desperately forced quality. 

45 Temple to Gray, 27 January postscript to 25 January 1870 letter. For "hoping & 
yearning" Henry read (misread?) "hoping and fearing" (Notes, p. 511). Most striking 
is his substitution of "naturalism" (Notes, p. 512) for "natural Religion"-two very 
different things. 

In Henry James's 1914 correspondence with Alice H., we learn that Grace Norton 
(who hadn't known Minny) suspected suicide. Clearly knowing better, Henry, like 
John Gray, found this suspicion amusing. 
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March 22. By that big part of me that's in the tomb with you, may I 
realize and believe-in the immediacy of death! May I feel that every 
torment suffered here passes and is as a breath of windevery plea- 
sure too. Acts & examples stay. Time is long. One human life is an 
instant. Is our patience so shortwinded, our curiosity so dead or our 
grit so loose, that that one instant snatched out of the endless age 
should not be cheerfully sat out. Minny, your death makes me feel 
the nothingness of all our egotistic fury. The inevitable release is 
sure; wherefore take our turn kindly whatever it contain. Ascend to 
some sort of partnership with fate, & since tragedy is at the heart of 
us, go to meet it, work it in to our ends, instead of dodging it all our 
days, and being run down by it at last, use your death (or your life, its' 
[sic] all one meaning) & tut twam asi.46 

What we see William doing here is struggling to practice his 
dead cousin's stoicism. Although the passage shows signs of 
attitudinizing, it is nevertheless extremely compelling, in 
every sense, because the diarist is not only forcing his feelings 
to learn the proper lesson but he is unmistakably whipping 
himself. William invokes Minny in order to make himself face 
life and death with her kind of serenity, but he does so with 
precisely that violence-his "egotistic fury"-he wants to 
repudiate. 

V 

One might suppose that when William gave his famous Gif- 
ford lectures in 1901-2, published as The Varieties of Reli- 
gious Experience, he would have had something to say about 
Minny Temple. He used his own panicky identification with 
an insane man and alluded to his father's vastation, and he 
even found room for a category of "counter-conversion" or 
"the transition from orthodoxy to infidelity." Few books have 
treated the psychology of religion with a tolerance as catholic 
or a scope as encyclopedic, yet not only is Minny's counter- 
conversion not mentioned in Varieties, but the book reads 
almost as if it were designed to discount the value of her kind of 

46 William's 1868-70 diary. My transcription of the final phrase comes from F. 0. 
Matthiessen, who translates it "thou art that" (The James Family [New York: 
Knopf, 1961], p. 589). 
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triumph. Distinguishing between the morbid twice-born soul 
and the healthy-minded once-born soul, William argued that 
only the former knows the true profundity of life. "Evil facts," 
he suspected, "may after all be the best key to life's signifi- 
cance," and it is the morbid mind that "ranges over the wider 
scale of experience."47 Ralph Barton Perry long ago called 
attention to William's preference for "the simple piety of the 
evangelical sects" over "modern religious liberalism."48 The 
best religions for William were those that promised "deliver- 
ance," such as Buddhism and Christianity-religions that 
announce that "the man must die to an unreal life before he 
can be born into the real life." And the worst religion turns out 
to be "the drab discolored way of stoic resignation"49-the 
path Minny finally chose. Stoics and shallow optimists sought 
to screen out the most interesting parts of reality, while it was 
the great-souled geniuses (such as Henry James Sr. and his 
eldest son) who suffered the extremity of bitter self-disgust 
and then passed beyond. 

To consider this philosophy of religion in the light of 
William's youthful experience with Minny is to see that the 
philosophy is not only less open and wide-ranging than at first 
appears but that it denies-rather than embraces-some very 
dark shadows. William had been humiliated by Minny's 
strength and independence: she was able to do without the 
chemical sedation he had offered and the spiritual anaesthetic 
his father so forcefully administered. She had seen chloral and 
Christianity as two forms of suicide insofar as they promised a 
rest from pain, doubt, effort, and other essential conditions of 
human life, but for William they were forms of therapy. 
Locked in embrace with his powerful father (as Feinstein has 
shown), he was in fact far less free than his orphaned cousin. 
He clutched-which is why his philosophy labored so hard to 
justify the worship of gods and ghosts that he himself probably 
couldn't even believe in. He was on the verge of a dive into 

47 William James, Varieties, pp. 176, 163. 
48 Perry, Thought and Character, 2:329. 
49 William James, Varieties, pp. 165, 41. 
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some abyss in the winter of 1869/70; Minny had to keep him at 
arm's length. When she said no to some proposal of his and also 
undid her recent conversion to Christianity without worrying 
whether she was "separated from God," or Uncle Henry, she 
bequeathed to William an image of heroic independence that 
only aggravated his already incurable self-loathing.50 He tried 
to turn that loathing to his own intellectual use in a characteris- 
tic act of force-"ascend to some sort of partnership with fate, 
& since tragedy is at the heart of us, go to meet it, work it in to 
our ends."' But precisely because of his strenuous effort to mas- 
ter fate and tragedy, no credo he would ever utter had the 
direct and relaxed beauty of Minny's. "One at least feels that 
here one breathes one's native air-welcome back the old 
human feeling, with its beautiful pride, and its striving-its 
despair, its mystery, and its faith." 

50 Ironically, she herself respected him all the more. Her 25 January 1870 letter to 
Gray said: "Willy James sometimes tells me to behave like a man & a gentleman, if I 
wish to out wit fate. What a real person he is. He is to me, in nearly all respects, head 
and shoulders above other people-." (In Notes, p. 511, Henry spoiled this by adding 
an unidiomatic "a" before "head and shoulders.") 

Alfred Habegger, Professor of English at the University of 
Kansas, is the author of GENDER, FANTASY, AND REALISM IN 
AMERICAN LITERATURE and is currently studying and writing 
about Henry James's appropriation of women's experiences 
and fictions. 
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