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Introduction

It was on the back of a finished relationship that I first went to Florence in 1998 with my friend David. We were startlingly unprepared for the trip, as if we were merely heading to Italy for a coffee. My memory is fragmentary – the flickering of celluloid – snippets of Piazza della Santissima Annunziata at dusk, the Loggia dei Lanzi with its haunting sculptures, an early morning visit to a flea market, fog low over the Apennines. The colour grade is markedly not of today, and yet one memory is as clear to me now as it was then, and that is walking into the small nondescript hotel in which we were staying and being halted by the sight of a woman restoring a fresco. A simple picture of cherubs and acanthus leaves, but the whole – the woman, the light, the act of restoration itself, the care – infused the scene with the inbreath of wonder, and, for a moment, I fell in love. A love more abstract than with the woman herself – this stranger whom I would never see again – a love more akin to existence. What Edward Morgan Forster would call the Yes ‘by the side of the everlasting Why’.

 

Forster’s first trip to Italy was in 1901 after leaving King’s College, Cambridge, when he embarked on a year-long tour with his highly critical and demanding mother. Theirs was not the Grand Tour of the eighteenth century, but a middle-class one that shunted the English tourist from pension to pension. An airless interior existence of heavy Victorian furniture and antimacassars and pictures of the old Queen. Prunes for breakfast, boiled beef for dinner. A microcosm, in fact, of England herself. Elderly genteel women with their good manners and good breeding looked over new guests to see who would ‘do’ and who was ‘ill-bred’, and there was always an English vicar on hand to guide stragglers away from any whiff of Continental transgression. Forster would later say he was slow to the charms of Italy and it’s not hard to see why. Most of the time he thought he was in Surrey.

Dissatisfied with the first hotel he and his mother stayed in in Florence, he wrote a letter to his friend Edward Dent, saying,

 

We go tomorrow to the Pension Simi, 2 Lungarno delle Grazie. We have been here three days . . . but my mother hankers after an Arno view.

 

And thank goodness she did. The simple premise that set the novel afloat. 

He began to make notes about this inimitable world and had, by the time he got to Naples the following year, amassed them into some form of order in what would be known as the ‘Lucy novel’. Back home in England and a few drafts later, the work was revised from ‘Old Lucy’ to ‘New Lucy’ and contained the Return to England section which hadn’t appeared before. Could the effect of Italy withstand the class conventions of home now that Lucy had returned ‘with new eyes’? It was an important inclusion. And then, Forster stalled. A sudden loss of interest had him set aside the novel in favour of writing two others – Where Angels Fear to Tread and The Longest Journey – as well as making plans for the more ambitious Howards End. So, what happened? Why was it so hard for him to write what is essentially a simple love story? A book that went from ‘bright and merry’ to ‘bilge’, ‘slight’ and ‘trite’ (his words) and never recovered favour. 

 

I came to A Room with a View, film first, in 1986 – a ravishing entry point. And deep in the resonance of that cinematic experience, I bought the novel at a bookstall under Waterloo Bridge. On reading, two things became immediately apparent: the brilliance of Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s screenplay (I thought she’d mined all the ‘good bits’, to be honest) and my ambivalence towards Forster’s writing. Below the title was a tagline hovering in the last rays of a Florentine dusk: ‘The tender story of a young girl’s awakening’. I put the book away and thought little more about it until a year or so later, when I learnt that Forster was gay. As, indeed, was I by then. Within the space of this discovery and my acknowledgement, the book transformed.

 

Despite Forster’s penchant for self-analysis and keeping diaries, he revealed little about his writing per se or about his personal life. What he did write was coded and oblique. But with Forster coming into adulthood in the wake of Oscar Wilde’s trial and imprisonment, there seems little doubt that the scandal – together with the oppressive shadow of his mother – made the idea of sexual relations with a man distant and terrifying, and at the same time laden with desire. Attractions remained unconsummated and almost childlike, and he’d end up wandering around museums gazing at nude statues in lonely frustration. (Incidentally, he was thirty-seven before he had sex – with a soldier on a beach in Alexandria in 1916. Not wholly satisfying.) His Cambridge ‘crush’ Hugh Owen Meredith (HOM), to whom A Room with a View was dedicated and on whom the character George Emerson was modelled, re-emerged during this time and, in a surprising volte-face, introduced chaste kisses and hugs into their friendship before heading off and becoming engaged to a woman. What Forster was seeking was connection. Body and soul. And a year before he completed A Room with a View, he finally believed he’d found it when into his life walked handsome seventeen-year-old student Syed Ross Masood, whom he was to tutor in Latin. Forster fell. Hook. Line. And sinker. Here was friendship. Here was intimacy. Here was everything he had ever hoped for. Only to discover that their ideas of love were different. Whatever sexual imaginings Forster had conjured, they were to remain just that – of the imagination. And in the tumult of this frustration, quietly humming in the background, was the question: who should Lucy wed? It’s a wonder he should even have cared. 

But care he did. And from that place of despair came a monumental cry to hope, to beauty, to optimism – his barbaric yawp over the Tuscan landscape. From this ‘slight’, ‘trite’ novel about a young woman’s choice came one of the most beautiful, poignant and poetic love stories, as relevant today as it was then. For what is at stake has always been at stake. That is, the freedom to love who we want, in the way that we want. 

Here was love against convention. Love against social expectation. Love against the constrictions of the church. Love against the fear of scandal – things Forster knew about. Lucy is not Forster in disguise as some have suggested; Lucy is the peg on which he hangs his belief in change, in life coming right in the end, in authentic connection.

It is a book written in a time of transition and although the changes were not happening fast enough for women – they still didn’t have the vote and for upper-middle-class women like Lucy they were expected to marry their equals or above, and to defer to the opinions and decisions of men. But Victoria had given way to Edward. Socialism was gaining ground. Railways were expanding and the safe enclaves of the upper classes were being encroached upon by the lower classes. The church maintained its hold, especially on women, but it was facing an increasing secularism. Old was being forced to yield to the new. Art galleries were on the rise. And here Forster, with exquisite humour and insight, upends a world resistant to these changes; this is a mischievous commentary on the English class system, especially the snobbery of the middle-class traveller, who, despite the shift in time, can still be detected at any airport or Eurostar departure lounge today: 

 

‘It’s very naughty of me, but I would like to set an examination paper at Dover, and turn back every tourist who couldn’t pass it.’ (Miss Lavish)

 

Comedic set pieces abound. A book light in tone, yet complex in theme. Chapter headings place us in the middle of the action – no time is wasted, coincidence is tolerated. And, of course, the contrasting elements that came to define Forster’s work are right here: decorum versus passion. Light versus shadows. Religion versus nature. Intellect versus feeling. The educated versus the not. Loving fathers versus absent fathers (Forster’s father died before he was two). Muddle versus clarity. And, of course, rooms versus views. 

In one of the great theatrical ensemble openings, we meet the main characters, although Cecil will appear in the later England section. Action takes place inside the Pension Bertolini in Florence, which is based on Forster’s Pension Simi. Lucy Honeychurch is travelling around Italy with her older cousin and chaperone, Charlotte Bartlett, who believes she is ‘a woman of the world’ in her own small way (very small). They are seated around a communal dining table with people who, they think, are of a similar class. They are bemoaning the fact that the landlady promised them rooms with a view which they don’t have. 

Suddenly, an older man leans across the table and says,

 

‘I have a view, I have a view.’

Miss Bartlett was startled. Generally at a pension people looked them over for a day or two before speaking . . . She knew that the intruder was ill-bred, even before she glanced at him.

 

The intruder is Mr Emerson, a retired journalist. Not born into wealth, he is a socialist, a loving father and a freethinker, who has brought up his son George ‘free from all the superstition and ignorance that lead men to hate one another in the name of God’. He suggests that he and his son swap their rooms with Lucy and Miss Bartlett because ‘women like looking at a view’. But Miss Bartlett refuses. In walks Reverend Beebe, whom the two women know from Tunbridge Wells and who later suggests that no harm could have come from changing rooms.

‘There are people who do things which are most indelicate, and yet at the same time – beautiful,’ interjects one of the Miss Alan sisters.

The rooms are swapped. Lucy and Charlotte get their view. And so begins the novel. 

We have the conundrum of class, the rules of social engagement, the reaching out to connect. We have the introduction of the question mark, the ‘everlasting Why’. But mostly what is emphasised here is the room as bastion of English awkwardness and snobbery, behaviour antithetical to real human connection, all encased in the delicious crust of humour.

By the end of the chapter:

 

Miss Bartlett only sighed, and enveloped her [Lucy] in a protecting embrace as she wished her goodnight. It gave Lucy the sensation of a fog, and when she reached her own room she opened the window and breathed the clean night air, thinking of the kind old man who had enabled her to see the lights dancing in the Arno, and the cypresses of San Miniato, and the foothills of the Apennines, black against the rising moon.

 

Here is view as a gift. Italy, the great healer of the cold English heart. Be it a woman watching another restore a fresco in a shaft of afternoon light, or a young would-be writer at the turn of a new century believing in a world in which he might be free. Warmth, beauty, love, union. The opportunity of change. Old order shifting to the new. Yes, an idealist’s view, and one that doesn’t consider the long oppressive hand of the Catholic Church. But Italy was kind to her American and English outsiders, turning a blind eye to indiscretions in a way she would never have done for her own.

 

When I was thinking of writing a novel set in Florence, this was the first book I turned to. For the glorious prose, the poetry and the unforgettable characters that Forster manoeuvred deftly across the board of the story. I included a 1901 section in celebration of him and this book. And, also, as an acknowledgement of the freedom I have to write in the way I want and about what I want, something Forster could only have dreamt of.

But he did manage to smuggle in a nugget of gay contraband in the guise of Reverend Beebe – ‘He seems to see good in everyone. No one would take him for a clergyman’ – a character who, along with Lucy, interested Forster a ‘good deal’. Beebe sits between both room and view, a complex man who champions Lucy but who also ‘inwardly curses the female sex’. Of Beebe, Forster tellingly wrote:

 

His belief in celibacy, so reticent, so carefully concealed beneath his tolerance and culture, now came to the surface and expanded like some delicate flower. ‘They that marry do well, but they that refrain do better.’ So ran his belief, and he never heard that an engagement was broken off but with a slight feeling of pleasure.

 

How much of this was Forster over the years? Or is he casting aspersions on the church and its hypocrisy, an institution he broke away from when he was back at King’s College? Forster sprinkles his gay in-jokes modestly: see the placement of A Shropshire Lad – ‘Never heard of it,’ says Beebe quickly – by the homosexual poet A. E. Housman. And in a clear homage to Walt Whitman’s homoerotic bathing scene in Song of Myself, Forster turns the Sacred Lake at Summer Street into a version of Whitman’s, with Beebe, George and Lucy’s brother Freddy frolicking naked in glorious abandon. Half in, half out of the water, George is described as ‘Michelangelesque’ – an adjective that could only mean that he is hot.

Is Beebe in love with George as some have suggested? It’s an interesting take and one I’m happy to run with. Is it the impossibility of his imagined union by the end of the book that makes the reverend retreat into bitterness and to seem ‘suddenly inhuman’? It is a startling shift and not a wholly successful one in my opinion. But that is for readers to make up their own minds. It is a minor blip in what is overall a clear-eyed spectrum of joy. 

 

The final scenes are the turning point. So they should be. The mood is darker; love and truth are in jeopardy. Tender moments, now, between Lucy and my favourite character, the poet and seer Mr Emerson. Far too many quotable lines to lay down here, but of the end I shall say no more than this:

 

‘You can transmute love, ignore it, muddle it, but you can never pull it out of you. I know by experience that the poets are right: love is eternal.’ (Mr Emerson)

 

A Room with a View was published in 1908 to favourable reviews. Even Virginia Woolf declared it had soul. But one voice remained critical: Forster’s. Fifty years later, his derisive gaze had softened somewhat, and he managed to refer to his novel as not his favourite, but the ‘nicest’.

That same year, in a letter to his friend Malcolm Darling, Forster wrote:

 

I can’t write down ‘I care about love, beauty, liberty, affection and truth,’ though I should like to.

 

Oh, but you did, Forster. You did.

 

Sarah Winman, 2024
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