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Introduction

‘The true history of the human race is the history of human affection. In comparison with it all other histories – including economic history – are false.’ The English novelist, short story writer, critic and essayist Edward Morgan Forster made this memorable statement towards the end of his long life. But the author’s interest in what he came to regard as ‘the history of human affection’ was present in his writing from the beginning. Where Angels Fear to Tread – his first novel – is a brilliant testimony to this. The title of the book is derived from a line in a poem by Alexander Pope:

 

For fools rush in where angels fear to tread.

 

The phrase refers to the dangers of rash decisions and impulsive actions, yet in Forster’s capable hands, it transcends accusation or denunciation; instead, it becomes a gentle  acknowledgment of a fundamental truth about human nature. Forster understands that we are all half-fool and half-wise, and there are times when, for reasons unbeknownst even to ourselves, we are willing to undertake acts that would terrify even the boldest of angels.He refrains from judgement, seeking instead to comprehend – and, in doing so, he helps us to understand ourselves.

Published in 1905, Where Angels Fear to Tread is a product of its time and yet strangely timeless, continuing to resonate deeply with the tensions running through our societies today. Both darkly comedic and tinged with tragic undertones, it rightfully earns its place among the most significant literary works exploring the discord between the rigidity of social conventions and the rebellion of the individual spirit. What is it that drives us to take risks, to venture beyond the bounds of our comfort zones, at the cost of alienating our own family and community, and even losing our own homelands? It’s all here: the clash of cultures, hidden barriers of class, restrictions imposed by traditions and norms, fear of being judged by others, and despite it all, our irrepressible need and desire to be true to ourselves and, ultimately, to be free.

Over the years, Where Angels Fear to Tread has been cherished and revisited time and again, lovingly reread, reprinted, adapted for television, broadcast on radio, and even transformed into an opera. Yet, in recent times, it has languished somewhat, overshadowed and underestimated. It is my hope that this new edition will restore its rightful place, bringing the book closer to contemporary readers and rekindling its enduring relevance.

It is remarkable that Forster was only twenty-five years old when he conceived of this story, which he started working on right after graduating from King’s College, Cambridge. It is this book that gave him the confidence and the faith that he could, and indeed must, continue to write fiction. Within its pages was cultivated the distinctive literary voice and style that would become the hallmark of Forster’s oeuvre. The novel was promptly followed by two other major works: The Longest Journey (1907) and A Room with a View (1908).

Writers are dedicated eavesdroppers, listening to snatches of conversations around them – from the most trivial tittle-tattle to a random slanging match, nothing is too ordinary or unimportant. Two qualities are essential in an author’s life: reading widely and listening widely. It is therefore not surprising that the idea for Where Angels Fear to Tread originated in an overheard conversation. Forster happened to listen in on two English ladies chatting about a recent scandal that had shocked their community. Someone they knew – another English lady – had married an Italian man much poorer and younger than herself, horrifying her friends and neighbours alike. Forster gave this exchange his full attention, making notes on how human beings revel in the ‘mistakes’ of others, how beneath our harshest judgements lurk the shadows of not only envy and jealousy, but also the wish to see them pay the price for daring to do what we could not ourselves.

This is not an autobiographical novel, yet there are notable overlaps with Forster’s background. Only a year old when he lost his father, the novelist was raised by women – his mother and various aunts. Throughout his entire life Forster remained close to his mother, but the relationship was fraught with challenges and at times highly controlling and claustrophobic. As much as he loved and adored his mother, the author felt suffocated in her presence. Alice Clara ‘Lily’ was overprotective, possessive, judgemental and set in her ways. Theirs was a small family unit shaped as much by stories as silences. Forster’s homosexuality was never talked about – a taboo they would prefer to gently tiptoe around. Years later, the roles would be reversed: in old age, Lily was increasingly frail and Forster became her sole carer. The struggle for individuality and independence, the emotional hold that family can have on us and the conflict between the yearning to leave and the obligation to stay are central to Where Angels Fear to Tread, as they were in Forster’s own life. 

The novelist visited Italy for the first time in the early years of the twentieth century, accompanied by his mother. The sunny, southern European country would leave a lasting impact on him. It wasn’t merely the food, the music, the weather, the vibrant hues, the sensuality, or even the breathtaking landscapes that stirred something in his soul – it was something far more profound. He was struck by what he regarded as the sharp contrast between the Italian and the English ways of life.

The emotional, spiritual and physical bonds between a person and a place were fundamental to Forster’s work. Intuitively and intellectually, he was a master at evoking the genius loci – the spirit of a land. Where Angels Fear to Tread takes its readers on a fascinating journey between two separate settings. On the one hand is the fictional Italian town of Monteriano, loosely based on San Gimignano in Tuscany. On the other is Sawston, ‘within easy reach of London’, a product of the imagination but closely shaped by the author’s personal experiences of the English countryside and its customs. What follows is a nuanced, clever, compassionate and insightful literary account of what life is like – or could be like – within each setting. One of the most astonishing aspects of Forster’s work is how he never fails to pay attention to things that are left ‘unsaid’ – the invisible threads running under the surface. From daily habits to the vivid evocation of human emotions, from food and weather and music to deeply rooted prejudices, Forster demonstrates how place, any place, is not passive background or scenery, but an active participant in every aspect of our lives.

The tension between ‘here’ and ‘elsewhere’ has often mesmerised writers, poets and philosophers, going all the way back to Ancient Greek philosophy. Forster himself was so captivated by the possibility of a different existence in another place that he had originally wanted to name his novel ‘Monteriano’, only to be persuaded by his publisher to choose instead Where Angels Fear to Tread. Yet his fascination with the idea of an ‘elsewhere’ flows through the story with emotional and intellectual force. The comparison between two cultures could have risked shallow generalisations and oversimplifications, but when E. M. Forster does it the outcome is enthralling in its nuances and subtleties. He was not only brilliant in depicting family dynamics and close relationships but also fractures in societies.

The story begins at a train station. Lilia Herriton, a young, free-spirited widow, is about to travel to Italy with her neighbour Caroline Abbott. The change of scenery is supposed to be good for her – such is the shared hope among her relatives who are unsettled by, if not embarrassed of, her independent ways. She, too, wishes to get away for a while. Take this fierce analysis of Sawston, for instance: ‘I had got an idea that everyone here spent their lives in making little sacrifices for objects they didn’t care for, to please people they didn’t love; that they never learned to be sincere – and, what’s as bad, never learned how to enjoy themselves.’

No one expects Lilia to go to Italy and fall in love – first with the country, and then with a handsome man called Gino, who is twelve years her junior and of a status that is ‘beneath’ hers. It is a clear act of transgression – one that shocks her relatives, unleashing a series of interventions on their part. Against the backdrop of Edwardian England with its restriction of sentimentality, Gino represents not only an idealised and romanticised love, or the possibility of it, but also freedom. He sings without inhibition and fearlessly, unlike average Englishmen ‘who always have a little feeling against music, and sing only from the throat, apologetically.’

Through the eyes of Lilia, Italy is charmingly warm and deliciously welcoming. Emotions are out in the open, practically celebrated and certainly not suppressed. There is room for joy, beauty, hedonism and pleasure. If England is Apollonian, Italy is brazenly Dionysian.

 

There is something majestic in the bad taste of Italy; it is not the bad taste of a country which knows no better; it has not the nervous vulgarity of England, or the blinded vulgarity of Germany. It observes beauty, and chooses to pass it by. But it attains to beauty’s confidence.

 

Forster knows not to let the story end here. Without giving away too much of the plot, it is worth noting that he is aware of the kaleidoscopic nature of truth. England, but for whom? Italy, but for whom? One’s experience in each place changes radically depending on gender, race and class. Forster understood the powerful forces of inequality, particularly of gender inequality. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he had an innate sensitivity to the difficulties experienced by women, consistently honouring their struggles with empathy, dignity and respect. He set Lilia on a deeply personal pilgrimage in her early thirties, perhaps mirroring Dante’s transformative journey through the realms of the soul, both its depths and its shallows. Yet he remained acutely aware that Lilia, as a woman, could never traverse the world with the same freedom that Dante had. Whether wandering as a flâneuse through the side streets or narrow alleys of a city, or crossing borders as a traveller, a woman moves within an invisible lattice of constraints that a flâneur might not even have to be aware of. ‘Italy is such a delightful place to live in if you happen to be a man.’ Women at this time – even those of the middle and upper classes – had limited agency, subjected to additional layers of restriction and discrimination, their actions and decisions often shaped by fear of stigma and stereotyping. 

In the end, Lilia is not without her doubts and Gino is not the perfect man and ideal partner he seems to be. The clash of cultures takes a toll on them, too. As Philip Herriton, sent by the family to prevent the marriage, says to Gino: ‘I have come to prevent you from marrying Mrs Herriton, because I see you will both be unhappy together. She is English, you are Italian; she is accustomed to one thing, you to another. And – pardon me if I say it – she is rich and you are poor.’

Dualities play a vital role in this novel – only to be questioned, examined and ultimately dismantled. England versus Italy, male versus female, sanity versus madness, captivity versus freedom, convention versus eccentricity, public versus private, proper versus improper: characters are continuously pulled in opposite directions. Take Lilia: there is courage in her actions, but she is not without prejudices and biases of her own as the privileges she has long taken for granted, imposed by her class and culture, cloud her perspective and narrow her awareness. Even though, in the end, she marries for love, this, too, is complicated for she seems to be captivated by what Gino represents for her – the idea of him rather than the reality. All the while she remains in favour of the social hierarchy, advising her husband not to mix with those who do not come from a similar background: ‘But, Gino dear, if they’re low class, why did you talk to them? Don’t you care about your position?’

This is one of the many reasons why I admire this novel. There are no perfect heroes or heroines here. Forster weaves complex, multifaceted characters with internal struggles and tangled contradictions. Simply being a woman does not cultivate a deep regard for equality in Lilia, just as coming from poverty does not unfailingly render Gino an advocate for fairness. They are both flawed and selfish, unsettled and searching, capable of love and insensitivity, hurting and healing. 

Forster was particularly gifted at coalescing streams of contrasts, including tragedy and humour. One of my favourite moments is the opera scene: ‘But there is an opera? Right up here?’ ‘Why, yes. These people know how to live.’ I find the choice for the performance interesting: Lucia di Lammermoor by the Italian composer Donizetti. The libretto, which was loosely based upon Sir Walter Scott’s The Bride of Lammermoor, revolves around a young woman named Lucia who falls in love with her family’s sworn enemy. She is terribly torn between loyalty to her ‘blood’ and the desire to follow her heart. Literature lovers may notice a common theme here: in both Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, the troubled heroines attend the same opera. I wonder if in choosing Donizetti’s renowned piece, Forster was making a subtle reference, sending a literary salute to the ghosts of Flaubert and Tolstoy? If so, the allusion is more than a cheerful salute; in all three of these novels, the women are made to suffer for their independence and self-reliance, enduring the weight of social scorn and psychological punishment designed by the patriarchal order. These female protagonists, however different with regards to place and era, similarly chase tragedy in chasing personal freedom. 

Forster’s work is essential for our fractured times and polarised world. His writing retains strong cultural roots, razor-sharp social observations and political preoccupations, as well as an unflinching commitment to a universal humanism. Keenly attuned to the firm hold society exerts over its members, and never naive about the challenges this poses, he nevertheless remained sanguine and uplifting, encouraging his readers to take ownership of their own paths. Compassion, empathy, freedom and dignity were all pivotal values throughout his life. Born at a time when empires were coming to an end, nationalist movements were gaining momentum and the status quo was dissolving with a speed beyond grasp, his literary voice is one that we need to hear more attentively today. A committed pacifist, a critical-minded liberal, a man far ahead of his time, he was also quite shy and generous. Virginia Woolf would write the following words about him in her diary: ‘I am impressed by his complete modesty . . . There is something too simple about him – for a writer, perhaps, mystic, silly, but with a child’s insight; oh yes, & something manly and definite.’

Kind-hearted, sensitive, mystic, silly . . . intelligent, sharp-eyed, insightful and profoundly wise . . . E. M. Forster continues to captivate us. 

 

Elif Shafak, 2024
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