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James, Henry: A French gentilhomme (1876/77)1 

''What I envy you is your liberty," observed M. de Bellegarde, „your wide range, your freedom to 
come and go, your not having a lot of people, who take themselves awfully seriously, expecting 
something of you. I live," he added with a sigh, „beneath the eyes of my admirable mother." 

"It is your own fault; what is to hinder you ranging?" said Newman. 
'There is a delightful simplicity in that remark! Everything is to hinder me. To begin with, I 

have not a penny." 
"I had not a penny when I began to range." 
"Ah, but your poverty was your capital. Being an American, it was impossible you should re-

main what you were born, and being born poor – do I understand It? – it was therefore inevitable 
that you should become rich. You were in a position that makes one's mouth water; you looked 
round you and saw a world full of things you had only to step up to and take hold of. When I was 
twenty, I looked around me and saw a world with everything ticketed 'Hands off!' and the deuce of 
it was that the ticket seemed meant only for me. I couldn't go into business, I couldn't make money, 
because I was a Bellegarde. I couldn't go into politics, because I was a Bellegarde – the Bellegardes 
don't recognise the Bonapartes. I couldn't go into literature, because I was a dunce. I couldn't marry 
a rich girl, because no Bellegarde had ever married a roturière, and it was not proper that I should 
begin. We shall have to come to it, yet. Marriageable heiresses, de notre bord, are not to be had for 
nothing; it must be name for name, and fortune for fortune. The only thing I could do was to go 
and fight for the Pope. That I did, punctiliously, and received an apostolic flesh-wound at Castelfi-
dardo. It did neither the HoIy Father nor me any good, that I could see. Rome was doubtless a very 
amusing place in the days of Caligula, but it has sadly fallen off since. I passed three years in the 
Castle of St Angelo, and then came back to secular life." 

"So you have no profession – you do nothing?" said Newman. 
"I do nothing! I am supposed to amuse myself, and, to tell the truth, I have amused myself. 

One can, if one knows how. But you can't keep it up for ever. I am good for another five years, 
perhaps, but I foresee that after that I shall lose my appetite. Then what shall I do? I think I shall 
turn monk. Seriously, I think I shall tie a rope round my waist and go into a monastery. It was an 
old custom, and the old customs were very good. People understood life quite as well as we do. 
They kept the pot boiling till it cracked, and then they put it on the shelf altogether." 

"Are you very religious?" asked Newman, in a tone which gave the inquiry a grotesque effect. 
M. de Bellegarde evidently appreciated the comical element in the question, but he looked at 

Newman a moment with extreme soberness. "I am a very good Catholic. I respect the Church. I 
adore the blessed Virgin. I fear the Devil." 
 
 
 
Eine Druckversion dieser Quelle findet sich in Hohls, Rüdiger; Schröder, Iris; Siegrist, Hannes 
(Hg.), Europa und die Europäer. Quellen und Essays zur modernen europäischen Geschichte, 
Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag 2005, S. 268. 
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1  James, Henry, The American, in: The Atlantic Monthly, 1876-1877; zit. n. der Ausgabe der New Ameri-

can Library of World Literature, New York 1963, S. 87-88. 
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Auf diese Quelle bezieht sich ein einführender und erläuternder Essay von Malatesta, Maria, Ein 
Amerikaner in Paris. Der amerikanische Selfmademan und die europäische Aristokratie im Werk 
von Henry James im zuvor genannten Sammelband, S. 264-267. 


