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Soames Forsyte: A Comprehensive Character Analysis

Soames Forsyte is a pivotal character in John Galsworthy's acclaimed literary series, "The Forsyte
Saga." As the embodiment of the upper-middle-class Victorian values, Soames represents the
complexities of human nature intertwined with societal expectations and materialism. This article
delves into the intricacies of his character, exploring his motivations, relationships, and the broader

themes he encapsulates throughout the saga.

The Background of Soames Forsyte

Soames Forsyte is introduced as a successful solicitor, a member of the Forsyte family, which
epitomizes the prosperous bourgeoisie of late 19th and early 20th century England. His character is a
reflection of the prevailing attitudes towards wealth, property, and social status during this period. Born
into a family that valued material success, Soames is shaped by his upbringing, leading to his eventual

obsession with ownership and control.

Key Traits of Soames Forsyte

Soames is characterized by several defining traits:

¢ Materialism: Soames views the world through the lens of ownership. He equates love and

relationships with possession, leading to a narrow understanding of human connection.



« Selfishness: His desire for personal satisfaction often overrides the feelings of those around him.

This trait is particularly evident in his relationship with his wife, Irene.

 Insecurity: Beneath his confident exterior lies a deep-seated insecurity. His need for control

stems from a fear of inadequacy, which manifests in his relationships.

¢ Traditionalism: Soames adheres to the values of his class, valuing propriety and social status

above all else. This rigidity often leads to conflict with more progressive characters.

Soames and the Theme of Ownership

A central theme in "The Forsyte Saga" is ownership, and Soames is its most vivid representation. His
obsession with property extends beyond material possessions; it infiltrates his relationships and
emotional life. He views Irene not as a partner but as an object to be owned. This perspective results

in a tumultuous marriage marked by control and resentment.

1. Ownership of Relationships: Soames’s desire to possess Irene leads him to marry her against her
will, believing that his wealth and status grant him the right to do so. This notion of ownership extends

to his children, whom he sees as extensions of his identity and social standing.

2. Conflict with Irene: Soames's relationship with Irene is fraught with tension. Despite his initial
infatuation, his inability to understand her desire for independence ultimately drives them apart. His

attempts to control her lead to alienation, and she becomes a symbol of the freedom he cannot attain.

3. The Symbolism of Property: Soames’s legal profession and his obsession with property law serve
as metaphors for his desire to control not just physical spaces but emotional ones as well. His success
as a solicitor represents the societal values of the time, emphasizing the importance of wealth and

stability over genuine emotional connections.



Soames's Relationships

Soames’s relationships provide insight into his character and the broader themes of the saga. His

interactions with various characters highlight his complexities and contradictions.

Soames and Irene

The relationship between Soames and Irene is central to understanding his character. Initially, Soames

is captivated by Irene's beauty and charm but fails to recognize her individuality and desires.

- Marital Strain: Their marriage becomes a battleground for control, with Soames exerting his will over
Irene. The dynamic is characterized by a lack of genuine communication and understanding, leading to

Irene’s eventual emotional withdrawal.

- Betrayal: Soames's inability to accept Irene's affair with another man, Philip Bosinney, reveals his
possessive nature. Rather than confronting his feelings of inadequacy, he resorts to vindictiveness,

further alienating Irene.

Soames and the Forsyte Family

Soames's relationships within the Forsyte family also illustrate his character's complexities. As a
representative of the family's values, he embodies their materialistic tendencies while simultaneously

becoming a source of tension.

- Generational Conflict: Soames represents the older generation's adherence to tradition, contrasting
sharply with the younger Forsytes, who begin to question the values of materialism and ownership.

This conflict is depicted through the evolving dynamics within the family.

- Isolation: Despite being surrounded by family, Soames often feels isolated. His obsessive nature and

rigid values create a barrier between him and others, leading to a lack of genuine connection, even



with those closest to him.

Soames's Evolution Throughout the Saga

As "The Forsyte Saga" progresses, Soames undergoes significant changes that reflect broader societal

shifts. His character development is marked by moments of introspection and regret.

Confrontation with Reality

Soames’s journey is punctuated by moments of confrontation with his own choices and values. As the
narrative unfolds, he grapples with the consequences of his actions, particularly regarding his

relationship with Irene.

- Realization of Loss: In the later parts of the saga, Soames begins to recognize the futility of his
possessive nature. His loss of Irene serves as a catalyst for self-reflection, prompting him to question

the very values he once held dear.

- Search for Redemption: Despite his flaws, Soames is not entirely devoid of empathy. His character
hints at the possibility of redemption, as he begins to understand the importance of connection and

love beyond ownership.

The Finality of Change

By the conclusion of the saga, Soames’s character embodies the tension between tradition and
change. His evolution reflects the shifting values of society, where materialism gives way to a more

nuanced understanding of relationships.

- Legacy of Regret: Soames’s journey culminates in a poignant realization of his failures. His legacy is

not one of triumph but rather a cautionary tale about the dangers of excessive materialism and the



need for genuine emotional connections.

- Symbol of a Changing Era: Soames stands as a symbol of a fading era, representing the struggle
between the old and the new. His character encapsulates the tensions of a society on the brink of

transformation, making him a complex and compelling figure in Galsworthy's narrative.

Conclusion

In summary, Soames Forsyte is a multifaceted character whose complexities reflect the broader
themes of "The Forsyte Saga." His obsession with ownership and control, coupled with his
relationships and eventual evolution, serve as a lens through which to examine the societal values of
his time. As a representation of the upper-middle-class Victorian ethos, Soames's journey is one of
introspection and change, ultimately highlighting the importance of genuine human connection in a
world dominated by materialism. Through Soames, Galsworthy crafts a powerful commentary on the

human condition, making him an enduring character in literary history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main characteristics of Soames Forsyte in 'The Forsyte
Saga'?

Soames Forsyte is depicted as a wealthy, ambitious, and somewhat self-centered individual. He is a
successful businessman who values property and material success above all else, often to the

detriment of his personal relationships.

How does Soames Forsyte's character reflect the themes of ownership



and possession?

Soames embodies the theme of ownership in the saga, viewing both his possessions and people,
including his wife, as extensions of his wealth and status. His obsessive need to control and possess

leads to conflict and ultimately isolation.

In what ways does Soames Forsyte's character evolve throughout the
story?

Throughout 'The Forsyte Saga,’ Soames experiences moments of introspection that challenge his
values. His relationships, particularly with his wife Irene, force him to confront his possessive nature,

leading to a gradual, albeit painful, transformation.

How does Soames Forsyte's relationship with Irene highlight his flaws?

Soames's relationship with Irene showcases his flaws, particularly his inability to understand love as
something that cannot be owned. His obsession with controlling her leads to emotional turmoil,

revealing his deep-seated insecurities and lack of genuine affection.

What role does societal expectation play in shaping Soames Forsyte's
character?

Soames is heavily influenced by the societal expectations of the Victorian era, which prioritize wealth,
status, and propriety. His adherence to these values drives many of his actions, often resulting in

conflict between his desires and societal norms.

How does Soames Forsyte serve as a representation of the changing
values in early 20th-century Britain?

Soames represents the old guard of the Forsyte family, clinging to traditional values of capitalism and
materialism. His character contrasts with the emerging ideals of personal freedom and emotional

connection, symbolizing the tension between old and new societal values.
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