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Preface

The purpose of this study of the novels of Henry James can be
expressed quite briefly: to investigate the imagery of tﬁé ’stories
written betmeen 1881 and 1900 in order to determine whether or not
symbolic structures will support the contention that James was a novelist
of greater moral and social significance than some recent criticism has
Jjudged him to be, I limit the investigation to the years 1881-1900
because the later novels, by which I mean the novels after 1900, when
James's art took a distiﬁctvlyw different turn, have lately received an
unusual amount of attention, and because, with a few exceptions, Jamests

novels and stories before the publication of The Portrait of a Lady in

1881 seem, to me at least, to be the work of apprenticeship.

My emphasis is meaning rather than imagery, and consequently
the arrangement within the chapters presents the data of scholarship
before the discussion of the symbols, I am awere of the possible
cﬁarges thet this method exposes me to: I may be accused of having
labored to find in the novels an imagery which supports the discoireries
I made in the materials outside the James text; I may be admonished
that other investigations would reveal different possibilities of
meaning. | After amring my reader that my procedure was always to
start with the text, I can only refer him to that area and place on him
the burden of demonstrating the validity of his objection. In only one

case do I feel upon reconsideration of the material that there may be
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a metaphorical pattern in addition to the one I present: the symbol
of the shoe in The Spoils of Poynton deserves attention which I might
have given it. But bsurely this image will only say again what the
symbolism I have found in the story affirms: the dry, sterile, obtuse,
grasping nature of a society in which intense competition for household
furnishings can determine moral conduct,

No matter how careful one is in preparing an analysis like
that of this study, the final results are still academically suspect,
I suppose, With all due respect to one's objectivity, professorial
comments will undoubtedly suggest that an element of the subjective must
inevitably be noticeds I can construct no defense against this charge;
it is Jjust and valid, Certainly there is subjective interpretation here,
“That's where the human still came in" is the way Mr. Frost puts it
somewhere, and I believe that literary study must remain human and,
therefore, literary,

I am pleased to acknowledge the percipience and diligence with

‘which Dr. George He Ford guided this study and read the manuscript.

» Without the benefit of his sound and comprehensive knowledge of the
novel, I could not have brought my investigation to its presemt order,
but Dr. Ford is not %o be held responsible for the conclusions which the
investigation has prompted, I wish also to thank Dr, P, V. Kreider and
D Whin S. Clork for their careful reading of the manmuscript,
and the staff of the library of the University of Cincinnati for their

eager and intelligent assistance.
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iii

It is w.i.f.h deep sorrow that I record my regret that this
study will not be read by my former teacher and friend, the late
F. O, Matthiessen, the foremost student of James in our time. It is
not necessary here to honor the rich humanity of Professor Matthiessen,
but I hope that, in some small sense, this thesis will seem to
perpetuate his devotion to all that was most distinguished in the

history of American culture.

Edwin H, Sauer

University of Cincinnati

April, 1951
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CHAPTER ONE
The Moral and Social Earnestness
of Henry James
1
To speak of a revival of interest in Henry James, as we

frequently do at present, is to imply a preceding period of dissatisface~
tion or neglect. Yet the student of modern fiction is likely to reject
this implication as prejudiced or unhistorical, for Henry James has
always had his share of perceptive readers and admirers; there have been
favorable critical appraisals of James in every generation since the
publication of the novels, The writer who can elicit tributes resulting
from the penetrating analysis of such distinguished literary figures as
William Dean Howells, Edith Wharton, Robert Louis Stevenson, Joseph
Conrad, and William Crary Brownell in his lifetime; Ford Madox Hueffer,
Joseph Warren Beach, Percy Lubbock, and Rebecca West in the period
immediately following his death; and Edmind Gosse and Pelham Edgar in
the early nineteen-twenties, can hardly be thought of as a novel

discovery of recent years.l There has been a constant audience for

lpributes from the literary personages listed here can be found in the
following works: William Dean Howells, "Mr. Henry James's Later Work,"
North American Review, CLXXVI, 125-37 (January, 1903); CCIII, 572-8L
(April, 1918); also reprinted in The Question of Henry James, F. W, Dupee,
ed., (New York, 1945), pp. 6~19; Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance (New
York, 193L), pp. 169<96. For the story of the friendship of James and
Stevenson, see Janet Adam Smith, ed., H James and Robert louis Stevenson,
A Record of Friendship and Criticism, (Tondon, 1948); Joseph Conrad, Notes
on Life and Letters (New York, 1921), pp. 11-19; William Crary Brownell,
7Henry James,? in American Prose Masters (New York, 1909), pp. 339-L400;
Ford Madox Hueffer, Henry James, A Critical Study (New York, 1916); Joseph
Warren Beach, The Method of Henry James (Wew Haven, 1918); Percy Lubbock,
ed., The Letters of Henry James (New York, 1920) and Percy Lubbock, _Tl_zia_
Craft of Fiction (New York, 1921); Rebecca West, Henry James (New York, 1916);
Edmnd Gosse, Aspects and Impressions (New York, 1922}, pp. 17-53; Pelham
Edgar, Henry James: Man and Author (New York, 1927).
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James's fiction, and it has been an informed and discriminating one,.

Our notion of James's temporary eclipse during the late
nineteen~twenties and the nineteen~thirties probably arises from our
having witnessed then the most sustained critical attacks on his work.

It was, of course, a period of abrupt and daring assertions in nearly
every sphere of man's activity -~ the political and economic as well as
the cultural ~- and the continued uncertainty of the succeeding decade
delayed for a while the restoration of balance and sufficient critical
reflection, The thirties were a time when a writer like James T. Farrell
could acquire a reputation as a serious literary artist, and plainly
there was little room for Henry James in such surroundings., Still, even
in those dark years, there were occasions for praise: in 1934 Hound and
Horn, a literary monthly, published a Henry James issue witich brought
forth commentary from Edmund Wilson, Marianne Moore, Francis Fergusson,
Stephen Spender, Newton Arvin, R, P. Blackmur, Robert Cantwell, Edna
Kenton, Glenway Wescott, and others,?2 Obviously the hostility to James
which would have promoted his decline met with some resistance, enabling
us to observe again that the opinion‘ of those critics who represent and
support most significantly the interests of a society at only a particular
moment of its history is not a valid instrument for measuring an suthor's ‘
appeals The readers of fiction who were reluctant to abandon James
prepared the way for critical reaction to James's opponents, and the

reaction was not long delayed.

2Hound and Horn, VII, (April: May 193L), pp. 361-562.
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The greater part of this study will consist of detailed
examinations of James's use of symbols in his novels and stories to
demonstrate how such analysis can provide full understanding of his
concern with moral problems. In the present chapter, however, an
historical review of criticism about James will be presented in order to
prepare for the detailed examination., Here the object will be to review
briefly the variety of disagreement concerning James's moral and artistic
intentions in order that the ultimate conclusions of this study will‘ be
seen in proper perspective, Before coming to the matter of symbols, then,
it will be necessary to consider whether or not readers have found any
moral concern in James's novels and stories,

The disparagers of Henry James have by now been so generally
discredited that one raises their names with some sense of dealing in
the archaic and obsolete, Vernon louis Parrington, Van Wyck Brooks,
Granville Hicks3 - these names seem faded and ineffectual to us now;
their strictures have been disposed of by the carefully detailed and
genuinely pert:hien’c studies of such critics as F, 0, Matthiessen,

Yvor Winters, lionel Trilling, F. R. leavis, Philip Rahv, L. C. Knights,

3V. L. Parrington, "Henry James and the Nostalgia of Culture," in
Main Currents in American Thought (New York, 1930), Vol. 3, pp, 239-ll;
Van Wyck Brooks, The Pilgrimage of Henry James (New York, 1925);
Granville Hicks, The Great Tradition (New York, 1933), pp. 105-2l.
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Quentin An@erson, and numerous others.h These lattey men have been in
the foreground of what has been called "the James revival" (though
somewhat inaccurately, as we have noted above), and they have helped us
to understand that much of the adverse criticism of Henry James stems
from a failure of imagination or from distressingly limited notions of
the nature of reality,

Perhaps the most formidable of those who have written adverse
eriticism of James -- formidable in the sense that he has had the
greatest influence, at least in the academy ~- is Parrington, who is
the voice of party-line liberalism as it applies itself to the history of
American literature. In most of our universities, Parrington's book,

Main Currents in American Thought (1930), is considered indispensable

reference equipment to survey courses in American literature, and many
class lectures are often only quick summaries of his position.

And yet it is doubtful that any commentator on American
letters has ever been more persistently in error than Parrington.
Hardly any of his judgments remain unchallenged, and every new conflict
reveals the over-all inadequacy of his book, His fatal shortcoming is,

huatt-hiessen's principal work on Henry James is Henry James: The Major
Phase (New York, 19LL), but there are additional entries under
Matthiessen's name in the bibliography; Yvor Winters, "Maule's Well or
Henry James and the Relation of Morals to Manners,® in Maule'!s Curse
(Norfolk, 1938), pp. 169-216, Because of the nature of this thesis, I have
had slight opportunity to use Mr, Winters's essay on James, but I should
feel seriously delinguent if I were not to mention that it seems far
superior to me to all other studies of equal length; lLionel Trilling,
"The Princess Casamassima" in The Liberal ination (New York, 1950),
PP. 58-92; F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition %——Hew York, Ne De), ppe 126=72;
Philip Rahv, ed., The Bostonians (New York, 1945), Introduction, pp. v-ix;
also, Rahv, ed., The Great Short Novels of Henry James (New York, 19kkL);
L. C. Knights, "Henry James and the Trapped Spectator" in Explorations
(New York, 1947), ppe. 17L-89.
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as Lionel Trilling has demonstrated, that he had an oversimplified
conception of the real world,

There exists, he believes, a thing called
reality; it is one and immutable, it is wholly external,
it is irreducible, Men's minds may waver, but reality

- is always reliable, always the same, always easily to be
known, And the artist's relation to reality he conceives
as a simple one, Reality being fixed and given, the
artist has but to let it pass through him, he is the lens
in the first diagram of an elementary book on optics,

When Parrington considered that a writer had "turned away"
from this fixed reality, he felt justified in an immediate condemmation
of the literary work. Reality to him was the world of the frontier —-
the world of physical action, of rugged, everyday idealism, of social
and political altruism, This world was hostile to exercises of the
mind and imagination, which it could only regard as extravagant, unreal
and ultimately useless, Parrington denied the greatness of virtually
all the American writers whom a later criticism has extolled, in
particular Hawthorne, Melville, and James, leading Professor Trilling
to make what can surely be regarded as a just estimate of Parrington's
usefulness,

Parrington said that he had not set up shop as a
literary critic; but if.a literary critic is simply a reader
who has the ability to understand literature and to convey
to others what he understands, it is not exactly a matter of
free choice whether or not a cultural historian shall be a
literary critic, nor is it open to him to let his virtuous
political and social opinions do duty for percipience. To
throw out Poe because he cannot be conveniently fitted into

a theory of American culture, to speak of him as a biological
sport and as a mind apart from the main current, to find his

5Trilling, "Reality in America," The Liberal Imaginatibn (New York,
1950)’ PPe h‘So
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gloom to be merely personal and eccentric, "only the

atrabilious wretchedness of a dipsomaniac," as Hawthorne's

was ™no more than the skeptical questioning of life by a

nature that knew no fierce storms," to judge Melville's response

to American life as less noble than that of Bryant or Greeley,

to speak of Henry James as an escapist, as an artist similar to

Whistler, a man characteristically afraid of stress -- this is not

merely to be mistaken in aesthetic judgment; rather it is to

examine without attention and from the point of view of a

limited and essentially arrogant conception of reality the docu-

ments which are in some respects the most suggestive testimony
to what America was and is, and of course to get no answer

from them,%

With James, Parrington was particularly severe. He called his
chapter "Henry James and the Nostalgia of Culture," and it is, it seems
to me, a notable crystallization of Parrington's general positions!

For one who thought himself a realist, Parrington has written an
amazingly impressionistic essay, It develops without reference to a
single work of James; there are no concrete illustrations from the text
of any one of the novels or short stories to support major points of
argument., We read such a statement as "he was a self-deceived romantic,
the last expression of the genteel, who fell in love with culture and
never reé.lized how poor a thing he worshipped, "8and we want to object,
from our experience with the whole Jamés, that there did not exist in
James's day, a more penetrating critic of "culture.® If we have read
Henry James thoroughly, if, in particular, we have read carefully the
novels and stories written between 1881 and 1900, then we can only be

mystified by Parringtont's assertion that James "worshipped" the genteel

6Ibido’ PPe 9-'100
TParrington, op. cit., ppe 239-ll.

8Toid., p. 2LO.
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tradition and was blind to its imperfections and inconsistencies, If
there did not exist the strong, positive, corroborating evidence of

the Notebooks, the letters, and the autobiographical books to testify
to James's constant distress with the evils of his society, we would

still have the eloquent testimony of The Bostonians, The Princess

Casamassima, The Reverberator, "GCollaboration," "Greville Fane,"

"louisa Pallant," "Owen Wingrave," In The Cage, and many other tales,
When we read in Parrington that "It was the first mistake of Henry James
that he romanticized Europe, not for its fragments of the medieval
picturesque, but for a fine and gracious culture that he professed to
find there, ") we are constrained to vigorous protest against what seems
Y0 be Parringtonts unfamiliarity with the complete text of James,
James's Letters alone will demonstrate quite otherwise, but one does
not have to go even that far, In what possible sense is the treatment

of Earope in The Portrait of a Lady, The Awkward Age, What Maisie Knew,

"A London Life," "The Modern Warning," "The Pupil" romanticized or

shown as having "a fine and gracious culture®? The very opposite is

true; each of these tales contains as stern an indictment of characteristic
European modes of behavior as literature can offer, FEdmand Wilson points
out that in those novels and stories of James which deal with what has
generally been called "the international theme" it is America and the

American who usually get the better of it.1® As Philip Rahv puts it,

9o, cit.

10Edmnd Wilson, "The Ambiguity of Henry James," in The Question of
Henry James. ed. by F. W. Dupee, (New York, 1945), p. 183.
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_"he truth is that his quarrel with his native land was a lover's
quarrel. nll His disappointment, like Swiftts, did not preclude love or
~enforce detachment, Henry James's long sojoum in Bngland was not
exclusively a pursuit of the "culture" of an aristocratic society, and
it did not render him insensitive to the virtues of his fellow Americans
or incapable of depicting them with realistic accuracy in his novels,
Philip Rahv says that "it was for the sake of Europets historical
‘opulence! that he left his native land, "12but for the student of
‘James's work the ultimate amthority should be a letter which Henry
addressed to his brother William on October 29, 1888,

I can't look at the English-American world, or
feel about them any more, save as a big Anglo-Saxon total,
destined to such an amount of melting together that an
insistence on their differences becomes more and more idle
and pedantic; and that melting together will come the
faster the more one takes it for granted and treats the
life of the two countries as continuous or more or less
convertible, or at any rate as simply different chapters of
the same general subject....l have not the least hesitation
in saying that I aspire to write in such a way that it would
be impossible to an outsider to say whether I am at a given
moment an American writing sbout England or an Englishman
writing about America (dealing as I do with both countries,)
and so far from being ashamed of such an ambiguity I should
be exceedingly proud of it, for it would be highly
civilized,l

Like Goldsmith's Lien Chi Altangi, Henry James was not less a citizen
of his native land for being also a citizen of the world., He made of

his residence abroad an immense advantage ,} for it assured the reliability

1lpnilip Rahv, ed., The Great Short Novels of Henry James, p. viii.

12pnilip Rahv, "Attitudes toward Hemry James," in Dupee, oPs Cites Pe 279

13Percy Lubbock, eds., The Letters of Henry James (New York, 1920),
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of his reporting the contrasts between the old world and the new.
James saw the good and bad in both ways of life; he respected virtue
and castigated evil irrespective of their geographical settings.
Parrington's failure to see this is inexplicable, and it is this
failure which makes the startling imperception of his conclusion
possible,

He [Jamesj was concerned only with nuances, He
lived in a world of fine gradations and imperceptible
shades, Like modern scholarship he came to deal more and
more with less and less,...Yet how unlike he is to
Sherwood Andersin, an authentic product of the American
consciousnessil

ii
Van Wyck Brooks's study of Henry James (The Pilgrimage of

Henry James, 1925) is so well-known as scarcely to need summary here,l5
Its central thesis is that, although there is unquestiongble success
in the earlier novels of James, thé later work (Brooks speaks of
The Spoils of Poynton, 1897, as the first novel of the later period)
deteriorated because James alienated himself from his native country
and thus from the Sacred Fount of his genius.

There are persuasive refutations of Brooks's thesis -- that by
Alfred Kazin is perhaps 'the most thoughtfullé--but it is interesting to
observe the extent to which Brooks himself disagrees with Parrington.

His work is detailed and thorough, and though later readers of James have been

lb’Parrington, op. cit., p. 2ll.

1511: should be mentioned that Brooks has done other work on James, ILyon
Richardson's Bibliography of James in Dupee, ope cite, pe 283, gives the
complete list,

léAlfred Kazin, On Native Grounds (New York, 1942), pp. 281-83.
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disposed to challenge his ultimate conclusions about the last productions
of James's career, it is not possible for them to say that those conclu-
sions represent a failure in diligence,

What must be emphasized, and what makes Brooks's study of
considerable assistance though of 1i§1it.ed general interest to the

findings of this thesis, is that Brooks's conclusions apply only to the

later work; for the novels and stories preceding The Spoils of Poynton
he has unqualified praise. Far from representing James as an aimless
aesthete who failed to handle the stuff of reality with any conviction
that his vbooks should serve social utility, Brooks, along with Ford
Madox Huei‘fer,l?saw that James'!s mission was to civilize America -- t0
develop the individual American consciousness %o the richest and most

responsible extent,

He is the friend of all those who are endeavoring
to clarify their own minds, to know their own reasons, to
discover their real natures, to make the most of their
faculties, to escape from the lot of mere passive victims of
fate, His tragedies are all the tragedies of not knowing;
and those against whom he directs his shafts are the repre-
sentatives and advocates of mass opinion and of movements
that mechanize the individual, He was the first novelist of
the distinctively American line of our day: the first to
challenge the herd instinct, to reveal the inadequacy of our
social life, to present the light of the highly personalized
human being in the primitive community. And James succeeds,
where so0 many later novelists have failed, succeeds in
presenting the struggle for the rights of personality ~- the central
theme of all modern American fiction - becausg he is able to
conceive personalities of transcendent valueol

17Hueffer, op. cit., pp. 61-2.

lBBl’OOkS, Ope. gj_-‘?_o s PPe 103-11'
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Critics of The Pilgrimage of Henry James have been able to
demonstrate that Brooks was thoroughly dishonest in that hé, as Kazin
puts it, "virtually falsified passages from James's own books to 'prove!
what he wished to believe."l? Quotations from the novels are made to
stand for James's own views, says Kazin, and excerpts fmn%h? Letters and K
autobiographical books are used without reference to the time at which
they were written, .There are unfortunate misreadings, Brooks often
failing to grasp the full complexity of a passage and thus arriving at
conclusions which are quite alien to James's real meaning. Furthermore,
Brooks's analysis of the later novels is hast;j'r, and, in a sénse,
non-literary, for he manifests the greatest impatience with James's
interest in method and technique.zo

Brooks, as an interpreter of Henry James, made the mistake
so frequent in his contemporaries: he chose to see the life of art as
somehow isolated from common human experience., The assumption is that
the artist, by virtue of dedicatiox%to his craft, is made incapable of
sharing and understanding the everyday concerns of his fellowmen, The
life of art and "the life of life” are seen as antitheses; it has been

inconceivable to much Americen criticism that the artist, while

19%azin, op. cite, p. 288,

20ppr example, Brooks, thinking to discredit James, quotes the remark
of Hy G, Wells that "James begins by taking it for granted that a novel
is a work of art that mist be judged by its oneness, judged first by its
oneness." (Brooks, op. cit., pe 129,) But surely this view of the novel
is the one which criticism has come to accept as the most informed and
enlightened one, To attack James for his insistence that each novel must
achieve a unity of effect, that, as James wrote in a letter explaining
The Awiward Age (a book which Brooks dislikes), the novel must be composed
Hof presented episodes architecturally combire d and each making a piece of
the building" (lubbock, The Letters, I, p. 333) is to attack him for his
virtues rather then his faults,
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i2

engrossed in the production of his poem, his novel, his painting or his
symphony, can participate fully in the social realities of the
commnity life; it has not been understood that devotion to his art can
illuminate and clarify the problems of cooperative existence. The
dichotomy between art and life which some American critics have insisted
on is a vestigial frontier distrust of the mind, an unwillingness to
allow the significance of any kind of fastidious effort. Art and the
material upon which it works exist in a reciprocal relationship with one
another —- a writer is more authoritative in the command of his subject
when he has most fully controllad the instrument of presentation, What
Van Wyck Brooks missed altogether in James is the lesson for all
criticism that, in Kazin's words, "the devotion to his craft...had
imparted as much moral significance to his art as his art had illuminated
hidden meanings in human 1ife.“21.

But the errors of Parrington and Brooks are considersbly less
objectionable than those of Granville Hicks, who, in The Great Tradition

22
(1933), adds an offensiveness of tone to his treatment of James. One

is not sure how mach of The Great Tradition its author would now be

willing to defend; presumably some of it has been repudiated since it
was written when Hicks was a member of the Communist party, which he no
longer is, At any rate, the doctrinaire Marxist position is obvious,

with Hicks rigidly insisting that all art must be a form of action and

2lKazin, op. cit., pe 288,
22Hické's book had a tremendous vogue in the depression years and was

accepted in various quarters as a battle~cry for a new social seriousness
in American letters, :
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That the artist must be “a participant rather than an observer, "23
What this means, supposedly, is that the artist must be committed in
his work exclusively to the eradication of social disorders; and so
stringent a view can only lead Hicks to the not unexpected celebration
of the Muckrakers and John Dos Passos above all other American writers.
This is all part of the heresy which insists on seeing the novel as an
exact copy of life rather than, like the poem, as an image of life,

and it explains Hicks's dismay at discovering that the world of James's
novels is not his (that is, Hicks's) world, I should like to look
rather carefully at Hicks's corments on James, for they are, in their
inmocence, strikingly representative of what are to me recurrent
aberrations in modern criticism,

Hicks's particular biases can be seen in the manner in which
he utilizes the James biography., After observing that James “preached
and practiced"zh the doctrine of the "sanctity and sufficiency of art,"25
Hicks goes on to say that such a doctrine has never been popular at any
time or in any place but that one would hardly have expected an
American of the post-Civil War period to be among its recruits. This
leads him to assert James's isolation from his fellowmen but, more
interestingly, to see the acceptance of that doctrine as being

conditioned by James's economic status,

23Hi0k3, ODe _e_:_i-ﬁo, pe 109,
‘ 2I‘Ib:i.d. s Pe 106,
Bloc. cite

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1

Only an unrepresentative American of that day could,
one feels sure, have belonged to such a company {the adherents
to the doctrine of the sanctity and sufficiency of art .}
Unrepresentative Henry James, thanks in large measure to his
father and grandfather, undoubtedly was. His grandfather had
made a comfortable fortune in business, had invested his money
wise%, and had left his descendants free to live as they saw
fite
Why “unrepresentative®"? If it was possible for American

business men of the nineteenth century to make a comfortable fortune,
invest their money wisely and thus leave their descendants free to live
as they saw fit -- and we have the emergence of the great wealthy
American families of the period to prove that it was —=- then in what
~sense is James unrepresentative of his time and out of touch with the
historical and cultural developments which came together to assure his
family's prosperity? Hicks can only mean that James was unrepresenta-
tive of a particular class of men, the men who were not well off; and
the corollaries for Hicks would then be two: (1) that a man without
means could not possibly be dedicated to the "sanctity and sufficiency
of art" and (2) that being "unrepresentative" of that class of men
which has to work for its daily bread, James was prevented -~ as Hicks
says later -- "from throwing himself into any contemporary strﬁggle. n27
The basie assumption underlying Hicks's observations is simply that if
one is "“unrepresentative" of the working classes -- if fortune has

arranged matters for one in such a way that he does mot have to earn a

livelihood -~ then one is incapable of producing any art of usefulness,

100, sit

2Tloc. cite
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significance and power, Readers of Henry James's eritics kmow that,
in recent years at least, virtually all of the objections to James
have been as naive and as arrogant as this one,

Hicks can be downright cruel in his use of the biography
of James. Repeating his assertion that James did not take part
"in any of the great movements of his day," Hicks writes, "not even
in that supreme struggle that had absorbed so many of his contempo-
raries, Hicks is referring to the Civil War, of course, and the
inference is plainly that Jamests failure to participate was a matter
of his own delinquency. The fact is that Jeames was declared
physically unfit for military service because of a serious injury
sustained in his youth, an injury v}hieh gave him, as Percy Lubbock

29H0wever, James did not

tells us, "many years of uncertain health,"
live apart from the struggle between North and South. His two youngest
brothers took part in the fighting, "Wilky receiving a grave wound of

which he carried the mark the rest of his life. w30 Readers of the second

of James's autobiographical volumes, Notes of a Son and Brother, (191k) el

know James's recollections of the intensity of the war years and the

meaningfulﬁess for him of the military experience of his brothers, and

21pid., p. 109,
29ubbock, The Letters, I, p. 9
PLoc. cit.

3lyenry Jamss, Notes of a Son and Brother (New York, 191h).
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such readers remember the eloquence and political sagacity of Henry
Jamest!s beautiful tribute to the dead I.d.ncoln.32 Indeed, it is note=
worthy that Hicks cannot deny the eagerness of James to take part in
angther great movement of the last years of his life, World War I.
"He threw himself into war activities with the most amazing fervor,
in view of his age and the state of his health, and his zeal on behalf
of the Allies sufpassed the zeal of most Englishmen, nd3

But without reference to what James was writing to his friends
about the decadence and vulgarity of England as late as 191k, 34 5 oks
goes on to pursue his disparagement.

It must have been gratifying to him to feel that
at last he had identified himself with the people in whose
midst he had established himself, and to celebrate his

success he became a British citizen. Fortunately death
came long before the danger of disillusiormente-

Disillusionment in England was hardly possible for the man

who had written "A London Life," The Tragic Muse, What Maisie Knew,
and The Awkward Age, but it is interesting to note that another writer
on James, and not an unreservedly friendly one, Wiss Rebecca West,

takes an entirely different view of James's war activities.

327hid., ppe k2931,
\ 33Hicks, Ppe cite, pe 120,

3igee the Letter to Sir Claude Phillips, July 31, 191k, in Iubbock,
The Letters, II, pp. 376-78.

Bicks, op. cite, Ps 120
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By innumerable beautiful acts, by kindly visits to
French and Belgian refugees and wounded soldiers, by gifts of
money and writings to war charities, he raised an altar to
the dead who had died for the countries he had always loved
at the hands of the country whicg ever since he was a student
at Bonn, he had always loatheds>

Hicks is obliged to insist at any cost on James's detachment

from social conflict, and thus when he comes to The Bostonians and

The Princess Casamassima, in both of which James's concern with social

and political matters is as direct and as i’ull—bédied as that of any of
his contemporaries, Hicks must at once declare them failures. 4&nd why?
Because "in both he was less concerned than usual with the leisure |
class, and in both he ventured, contrary to his usual practice, into
the field of social theories,"3'

This reasoning in circles is quite as pronounced when Hicks

attempts to account for the "failure®" of The Bostonians, The book

could not succeed since "he was quite unfitted because of his ignorance
of the fundamental issues in the struggle for feminine independencé.“BB
Like many other readers of the novel, Hicks has failed to grasp the full
complexity of James's treatment, a complexity which is often a matter

of what Bimund Wilson called "the ambiguity of Henry James." Certainly
it is this ambiguity which Hicks does not allow for in his interpretation

of The Princess Casamassimas

36?[6815, _O_Eo 23:-2., Pe 117.
3hicks, ope Cites Pe 113
B bid., p. 11k

3 i1son, op. cit., passim.
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What he proposed to do was to defend civilization
against the attacks of the dispossessed majority by demon-
strating that this majority has a stake in the finer things
of life, as cultivated by the privileged minority., This
thesis forced him to deal not only with ideas that he did
not grasp but also with types of character he did not
understand., The only way for him to0 conceal his ignorance
was to make his hero, Hyacinth Robinson, completely excep-
tional both as a member of the working class and as a radicals
he did succeed in making Hyacinth plauﬁéble s but in doing so
he defeated his fundamental intentione

One is disposed for the sake of the argument to accept Hicks's

view of what James intended in writing The Princess Casamassima and to4

overlook the undemonstrated assertion that James was forced to deal with
types of character he did not understand (one wonders if Hicks means
this to apply to the characters of the novel who are members of the
leisure class), But surely it is impossible to reconcile the various
parts of Hicks's last sentence, If Hyacinth Robinson could be made
plausible in sj:ite of his completely exceptional characteristics as a
member of the working class and as a participant in revolutionary .
activity, then surely James must have seen both in Hyacinth and in the
socity of which he was a member a political and economic ambiguity
which made fixed positions and carefully defined class lines inmossﬂ;le.
How then did he defeat his intention, since Hyacintht!s plausible |
exceptionalness is concrete realization of his stake, as a member of
the dispossessed majority, in the finer things of life?

The Princess Casamassima and The Bostonlans are gifficult

hoHiC)ks’ op. 9_@_0, Pe llh.o
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books == in their own way, as difficult as the later novels, and it
will not do simply to repeat again and again of them, and always
without any kind of substantiation, the dictum of which Hicks is so
fond: +that they could not be successful "because they involve
varieties of experience he that is, James was incapable of
ﬁnderstanding."hl

Such repetition leads Hicks into curious contradictions.

Discussing The Tragic Muse, he tells us that "Nick Dormer's political

career never seems a real temptation, or even a real alternative, for
the reason that the political life of England is never presented to us
as a comprehensible and important form of human a.c’oiv:i.‘by."l"2 But of
course not; that is precisely James's point -- that the politiéal life
of England is neither comprehensible nor important as Nick watches it
being practiced. Nick speaks a powerful indictment of how political
activities are conducted; success is a matter of whose oratory is

most theatrically and sentimentally effective.

"] speak beautifully, I've got the cursed
humbugging trick of it. I can turn it on, a fine flood of it,
at the shortest notice. The better it is the worse it is =
the kind's so inferior., It has nothing to do with the truth
or any search for it; nothing to do with the effort really to
understand or really to discuss —- with intelligence or
candour or honesty. It's an appeal to everything that for
one's self one despises...to stupidity, to ignorance, to
prejudice, to the love of names and phrases, the love of
hollow idiotic words, of shutting the eyes tight and meking a

Moo, cit.

thbid., p. 115,
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noise, Do men who respect each other or themselves talk

to each other that way? They know they'd deserve kickingl

A man would blush to say to himself in the darkness of the

night the things he stands up on a platform in the garish

light of day to stuff into the ears of a multitude whose
intelligence he pretends he rates high."

It is hard to see how Hicks's political commitments would
permit him to reject the revolutionary usefulness of that speech;m‘
but reject it he does and goes on to speak of "Nick's fagixely patriotic
emotions, “hswhich I, at least, am unable to find any manifestations of
in the novel,

Hicks goes on to make other startling contradiections. For
example, after asking us to consider "where is such alife led as he

describes?", L6 Hicks takes our scorn for granted in offering us James's

own answer to the question.

hBThe Novels and Stories of Henry James, New and Complete Edition
(Iondon, 1921-23), XII, ppe 91-2. This is the edition of James's work
used throughout this thesis, ,

m"'I‘}:u-zr@ can be no doubt that James had a very low opinion of English
politics, at least in the early eighteen nineties, In 1893, in a letter
to Robert louis Stevenson, he is particularly strong in his condemnation:
" 1Politics,! dear politician -~ I rejoice that you are getting over
them, When you say that you always 'believed' them beastly I am tempted
to become superior and say that I always knew.them so, At least I don't

see how one can have glanced, however cursorily, at the contemporary .
newspapers...and had any doubt of it, The morals, the manners, the
materials of all those gentlemen are writ there more large than any record
is elsewhere writ, and the impudence of their airs and pretensions in the
presence of it revolts even the meekness of a spirit as resigned to every-
thing as mine, The sordid fight in the House of Comwone the other night
seemed to me only a momentary intermission of hypocrisy, The hypocrisy
comes back with the pretended confusion over it." (Lubbock, The Letters,
I, pe 207.,) Hicks does not refer to this letter, which was written just
three years after the publication of The Tragic Muse.

Whicks, ope cites pe 115
4Opi4., p. 117
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If the life about us for the last thirty years
refuses warrant for these examples, then so much the worse
for that life;...there are decencies that in the name of the
general self-respect we must take for granted, there's a
e e e T e e

3

There is nothing to be scornful of in that statement.
Dr, Johnson, to cite only one other critic, would have spproved it. To
take certain decencies for granted in the name of the general self-
respect is the essence of the civilized community, and no society would
get beyond barbarism without a rudimentary intellectual honor to which
its artists and itvs philosophers and statesmen would have, for a certain
time at least, to pretend, James could hardly have stated the artist's
fundamental obligation more forcefully, Here, however, is Hicks's
comment: "But this is the purest romanticism, this writing about what
ought to be rather than what isi nk8 What a curious position for the
critic attached to a positive program of moral and social reform to
have manipulated himself intol |

Tt is not surprising, then, that Hicks's arrogance and self-
contradiction lead him into a snobbish pity for Ja.mes near the end of
his remarks. He tells us that James wanted soxﬁeone to understand him,

to show him where "in the universal scheme of things, such a work as

his belongeds nk9 He wanted, says Hicks, "someone to justify hime w50

W71pid,, pe 1184
Y9Tbid., pe 121,

Oroc. cits
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If so, then Henry James has, in recent years, acquired what
he wanted, for the world of scholarship and criticism seems more than
eager to iry to accomplish the task., The writing on James at present
is exceeded in amount —- as far as American writers are concerned -
only by that on Melville; for example, as I write this chapter, EMLA,
after publishing two recent articles on James, promises two for the
very near future.5! This quantity of writing not only justifies James,
it also justifies itself, for such a great deal of activity can hardly
be anything but an assurance that our scholars and critics, determined
on conspicuous rewards for their efforts, see the richness of substance

. that is there, They are not likely to be deterred by Hicks'!s next
comment o |
There have been men who thought they understood
James and tried to state the justificationof his career.

There has been a kind of James cult., But the majority of
readers, however thoughtful and patient, have rejected him.52

The majority of serious readers are at present doing nothing
of the sort. In the last decade there have been inexpensive reprints

of nine of his novels: The Portrait of a lady, The Wings of the Dove,

The Turn of the Screw, The Princess Casamassima, (reprinted in two

separate editions), The Bostonians, Daisy Miller (available even in a

pocket book edition), Washington Square, The Ambassadors, and, of course,

Slpublications of the Modern e Associatione See the issues LXIV,
December 19549; LXV, September 1950 and December 1950; LXVI, March 1951.
In addition to essays on James, these editions contain, in the announcements
of forthcoming articles, titles of essays still to appear.

52Hicks, op. Cite, De 121
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The American (which can be secured also in a number of text-book

editions, )5 3 In addition to the full-length novels, there have been

published collections of the novelettes (The Great Short Novels of

Henry James, edited by Philip Rahv)?Y and of various categories of

novels and short stories (Stories of Writers and Artists and The

American Novels and Stories of Henry James, both edited by F. O

Matthiessen, > Bight Uncollscted Tales of Henry James, edited by Edna

Ken-bon,56 and The Short Stories of Henry James, edited by Clifton

Fadiman, )27
Furthermore, it has been reassuring to see that popular
media of entertainment have been able to make use of James, Two of

his novels -~ Washington Square and The Turn of the Screw -~ were

recently adapted for the commercial theater and as plays, titled

respectively The Heiress and The Innocents, had considerable success

both in New York and on the road. The Heiress was then made into a
motion picture and won virtually all the awards of motion picture

drama critics in the year of its appearance. dJames's shorter novel

The Aspern Papers has also been given motion picture treatment.

s35[‘he Portrait of a Lady, The Wings of the Dove, The Turn of the Screw,
Washington Square, and The Princess Casamassima are now in Modern Library
sdibions. The last named novel was previously re~published in New York by
The MacMillan Co., 1948, Both The Ambassadors and Daisy Miller are
regularly available in the Harper's Modern Classics Series, Harper and
Brothers, New York, and so far as I have been able to determine the most
recent edition of The American is that of Rinehart Editions, No, 16,
Rinehart and Co., Inc., New York.

Shpnilip Rahv, ed., The Great Short Novels of Henry James, (New York, 19k, )

55F. O, Matthiessen, ed,, Stories of Writers and Artists (New York, 19L5)
and The American Novels and Stories of Henry James (New York, 19L7)e

565dna Kenton, ed., Bight Uncollected Tales of Henry James (New Bruns-
'WiCk, Ne Jo, 1950).
57c14fton Fadiman, ed., The Short Mries of Henry James (New York, 1945).
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But the most amagsing development of all has been Henry James's
success on television! There is pleasant irony for devoted readers of
James in being able to call attention to the fact that three of his tales ==

The American, The Ambassadors, and "The Pupil" - have been dramatized on

national television channels, the second and third presemtations as the
result of requests from television owners who enjoyed the first. Surely
this does not seem to indicate public rejection of James.

The fault of the criticism of Granville Hicks, like all
literary criticism which uses political theory as its exclusive point
of reference, is that it fails to deal adequately with thé full dimension
of ideas. It fails, that is, as Henry James never did, to see all the
implications of a given man's historic position. Concepts exist in a
state of tension, of action and reaction; however noble and salutary
they may be, they are not isolatable from emotion and historic develop-
ment. To attach oneself to a social concept is not to remove oneself
from the reaim of doubt and insecurity; if one fails to acknowledge the
protean character of all ideas, one has failed in his first responsi-
bility to the particular idea which commands his allegiance., To fail
to see that any code of political idealism is a body of fluid
principles rather than a fixed, unalterable credo ig to fail to under-
stand the dynamics of ideological tension, the inevitability of the

~ conflict of forms, and the cultural necessity of reaction. The trouble
with criticism like that of Granville Hicks is that it has been one-
dimensional and un-complex..‘ What literary criticism has needed in
America in recent years is not more politiecal conviction but more

imagination,
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iii
The years 1881-1900 were the most productive years of Henry
James's career, He turned out during this time eight full-length novels,
half é. dozen novelettes and an indeterminate number of short stories.
Furthermore, his principal experience of writing for the theater falls

within this period; in his collection of The Complete Plays of Henry

James,sa Leon Edel designates the years 1890~1895 as “the dramatic years, n59
that is, as the time when James's talents were concentrated on dramatic
composition., Four collections of critical and reflective essays

appeared between 1881 and 1900: Portraits of Places, 1883, Partial

Portraits, 1888, Picture and Text, 1893, and Essays in london and
Elsewhere, 1893o60 The stories deal with a wide variety of subject: to
this period belong most, though not all, of the stories of the inter-
national theme, the stories of the supernatural, the stories of artists
and writers, and the stories of severe social criticism. Obviously it
is difficult to comment adequately on such a bulk of work; the immense
productiveness of the period offers so many aspects of study that, as
F. R. leavis says, "nothing less than a book of formidable length
could pretvend to adequacy"61 or, one might add, could do justice to

James,

581e0n Fdel, ed., The Complete Plays of Henry James (Philadelphia
and New York, 19h9).

59Tbide, Pe Se

60Edi1$ions of these non-fictional works of James used in this thesis
are listed in the bibliography. ’

6116317‘18, 92’ 2?:-20’ Poe 126.
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In giving insufficient attention to this period of James's
career his critics have unfortunately not done justice to him., Until
very recently the major works of the years 1881-1900, with only a few
exceptions, have been ignored altogether or dismissed as narratives of

slight interest, The Portrait of a lady, The Turn of the Screw,

The Spoils of Poynton, "The Lesson of the Master" -- these have been

virtually the only stories of the period which have had the scrutiny

of critics and general readers alike; The Bostonians, The Princess

Casamassima, The Reverberator, The Tragic Muase, What Maisie Knew,

In The Cage, The Awkward Age -~ these works have had to be re-discovered

for a time which has just begun to see how indispensable they are to the
total evaluation of Henry James,

It is not difficult to account for the neglect of these
stories, particularly on the part of those who want to find fault with
James, They are relatively free of the involutions of style and the
complexity of structure associated with the last books of James's
career —- they contain little, that is, of what Edmund Wilson called
the "Jamesian gas"62 -~ and consequently they lend themselves less
easily to attack and parody. Above all, they are "deep'stories --

"deep " in the sense of possessing several layers of meaning., The

reader of What Maisie Knew, "Owen Wingrave," The Awkward Age,

"Lord Beaupre," or (and especially The Turn of the Screw) is never fully

62Wi:t.son, op. cit., p. 182,
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satisfied that he has realized all the possibilities of significance

in the tales, and the same thing is true of nearly every other work

of this period, Unsuspected insights and revelations lie hidden in
James's stories, not because it was James's intention to obscure or
bewilder but because he insisted on viewing his material from as many
angles as the subject suggested, Then, too, there is a sense in which
James's story is never fully told. James believed that the act of
reading must be a creative response, that the reader should be expected
to do part of the job, He is specific about this in the Preface to

The Turn of the Screw,

Only make the reader's general vision of evil
intense enough,...and his own experience, his own
imagination, his own sympathy.,.will supply him quite
sufficiently with all the particulars, Make him think
the evil, make him think it for higgelf, and you are
released from weak specificationse"

Not even James's critical readers seem always to have been
willing te perform acts of creative reading «- this would certainly

seem to be true of Parrington, whose judgments on all of the novels

and stories are so general as to cover dnly two pages in Main Currents

in American Thm;gklt_éh ~~ and, as a result, only the surface meanings

63James, The Novels and Stories, XVII, p. xxiv.

61‘Parrington, OPs Cite, Ppe 239-4l. The essay on James appears in the
third volume of Parrington's work, the volume left incomplete at his
death, Consequently there is the possibility that the remarks on James
? may have been revised had Parrington himself seen the book through the
Eress. However, the essay on James belongs to the section which is
regarded as having been finished, and I see no reason why it is not to be
accepted as the final word on James of Parrington's volume.
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of the novels have been considered, In dealing with James, critics
have often demonstrated a bluntness of perception, an unwillingness
to probe into areas which the details of the dramatic narrative must
almost certainly have suggested to their imaginations, and conse-
quently they have offered a false picture of James to their public,
David Daiches said only a few years ago that %James has been unfor-
tunate in that few critics have discovered how to read him.”65 Only
recently has criticism begun to repair the damage of misreadings:

in contrast to the errors of Parrington and Hicks, I wish to cite the
studies of Alfred Kazin, Philip Rahv, and L. C. Knights®® as examples
of more thorough kinds of critical interpretation.

Kazin tells us that James "had transcended the commonplace
meaning of realism."67 0ne could begin té criticize James only at that
point where one left off criticizing his coni;emporaries.“68 James might
have been a source of great annoyance to some of his readeré and even to
the literary world of his time, he might have been "a comic figure to
shallow minds," but, if so, it was because of "a phenomenal ability
to wind himself deeper and deeper into the complexities of

consciousness.“70

65David Daiches, "Sensibility and Technique," The Kenyon Review, V,
19&3, Po 5790 )

6650e notes l and 17, this chapter,
67Kazin, Ops Cite, DPe LTe

581_}3@_@., Pe 49

91bid,, p. L7e

Proc, gite
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On The Princess Casamassima Kazin makes a quite different

Judgment from that of Hicks,

He [James] had no politics, no experience.,.of
poverty and the poor, no sympathy with social revolution;
but he was the only American novelist of his time who,
illuminating almost by an artist's instinet what the
conscious citizen's mind would never understand, invested
the whole atmosphere of revolution and conspiracy in
The Princess Casamassima with an imperishable significance
+++oWhat shrewder prognosis of the embattled future was
written in James's generation?lZ

It was Jan;es's artistic seriousness which raised him above
his contemporaries, which gave weight, power and vélidity to his work
even when his subject was outside the realm of his experience. James's
ignorance of the poor and the world of revolutionary activity was
compensated for by the ease with which he conducted himself in the
realm of the aesthetic imagination. James would have rejected the
notion that the facts of one's biography must of necessity condition
the degree of authority with which a writer is able to treat his
material, If the artist is serious enough and if his imagination is
active enough, then he can get a very real impression of experience
other than his own. James says this so well in his essay "The Art of
Fiction' that the entire passage should be attended here.

Experience is never limited, and it is never
complete; it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge
spider-web of the finest silken threads suspended in the

chamber of the consciousness, and catching every air-borne
particle in its tissue. It is the very atmosphere of the

7lIbid., pe U8. The italics are mine,
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mind; and when the mind is imaginative = much more when it
happens to be that of a man of genius == it takes to itself
the faintest hints of life. It converts the very pulses of
the air into revelations. The young lady living in a village
has only to be a2 damsel upon whom nothing is lost to make it
quite unfair...to declare to her that she shall have nothing
to say about the military. [Jamas then gives the example of
the English woman novelist who presented in one of her novels
a completely accurate account of French Protestant youth,
after having seen only once a group of young French Protes-~
tants at dinner.] The glimpse made a picture; it lasted only
a moment, but that moment was experience....The power to guess
the unseen from the seen, to trace the implication of things,
to judge the whole piece by the pattern, the condition of
feeling life in general so completely that you are well on your
way %o know any particular corner of it ~- this cluster of
gifts may almost be said to constitute experiences...If
experience consists of impressions, it msy be said that
impressions are experience, just as...they are the very air we
breathe, Therefore, if I should certainly say to a novice,
'"Write from experience and from experience only,! I should
feel that this was a tantalizing monition if I were notl
careful immediately to add, 'Try to be one of the people on
whom nothing is 103’01'72

The fact that Kazin, like Lionel Trilling, !> is able to

consider The Princess Casamassima the most authoritative account in

James's time of the conflict between rich and poor as demonstrated in
revolutionary socialist activity is one additional testimony that
James himself was one of the people on whom nothing is lost,

The Bostonians, published in the same year as The Princess

Casamassima (1886), met with the same lack of sympathy, and Philip

Rahv's introduction to a recent edition of the novel shows how much

72Henry James, "The Art of Fiction," in Criticism, The Foundations of
Modern Literary Judgment, eds., Mark Schorer, Josephine Miles, Gordon
McKenzie (New York, 1948), pps L8-9.

73'1‘!'1115118, ODs» -G_?_.:E‘, PP 58‘92t
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the public was at fault. James never quite got over his disappointment
in the kind of reception which this novel received; in the Letters he
returns again and again to the subject, debating for some time with
himself before deciding to omit it from the New York edition of his
worksﬂh

But, as Rahv points out, 75 the novel could not possibly have
been warmly received, certainly not in America; it was too far ahead of
its time. Its subject and tone were antithetical to everything which
the dictatorship of gentility had established, and its fate "was the
same as that of Dreiser's early novels and other pioneer works that
attempted to cope with the materials of American life in the manner of
realistic fiction. u76 That James dared to treat the high seriousness of
New England transcendentalism with astringent irony was bad enough, but
that he chose so soon after the Civil War to pul the expression of that
irony in the mouth of a Southern intellectual who could not accept the
easy Northern humanitarian idealism -~ this was almost equivalent to
treason, Furthermore, the treatment of the Olive Chancellor-Verena
Tarrant relationship must have made the readers of the novel uncomfort-
able, Probably, as Rahv says, 77they were incapable of approaching it in
their minds with any degree of candor; still they could not have been

insensitive to James's plain indication of the sinister aspects of the

Thgee the letter to Edmind Gosse of August 25, 1915, in Lubbock,
The Letters, II, pp. L96-98.

75Rahv, ed., The Bostonians, p. vie

"loc, cit.
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relationship and of the clear intimation that Olive Chancellor's
interest in the other girl has very little to do with a belief in
Vérena's tremendous ability to further the cause of feminism., The
subjecﬁ of the book is of the kind that Howells might have found
congenial, Yet, Rahv says, "Howell!s writing of that time is tepid

and weakly romantic in comparison.“78

It was James alone who seriously undertook to adapt
the techniques and creative outlook of novelists like Balzac
and Turgenev to native materials....In The Bostonians....the
irony is turned to polemical uses, the polemical note being
symptomatic of the social and cultural change precipitated
by the War. It brought to a close New England's heroic age,
tthe age of plain living and high thinking, of pure ideals
and earnest effort, of moral passion and noble experiment.?
eos oAt bottom the criticism of American life expressed in
The Bostonians is...that 'in this country the people have
rights but the person has none,' This concern with the
status of the individual, with defending the integrity of the
personality and its right to its own discriminations and its
own experience, is the central thread that runs through all
of James's fiction,?

L. Co Knights states Rahv'!s conclusion in slightly different
terms in an essay titled "Henry James and the Trapped Spectator.“go
Like his editorial associate F., R. Leavis, Mr, Knights prefers the
James of the middle period, and he does a careful analysis in his

esasay of The Portrait of a Lady and In The Cage, both of which belong

to the period 1881-1900. The essence of his agreement with Rahv is his
view that "from an early period James was interested in persons whose

free and normal development -- the development that, given their

T81bid., pe viii.
PLoc, cit.

80knignts, op. cit., pp. 17489,
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endowment, one might have expected -~ is thwarted by the egotism of
others; nB1 and Knights asserts that as James's work proceeded he
became more and more concerned with the dilemma of "the trapped, the

caged, the excluded consn:::i.cm,sne'ss‘.."82

Knights acknowledges that there may be a biographical-
explanation of James's preoccupation with the trapped or isolated
creature, that James himself felt excluded from the world of adventure
and public dispute, but he insists that such isolation or detachment
need not be thought a shortcominge

It is ridiculous to speak as if his plight were
peculiar and unrelated to a more general predicament., It
wasn't merely that he saw more clearly than anyone else,

and recorded in his Prefaces, the increasing gulf between

the artist and the public of common readers, he senses

also the forces that, in his time, were making for %the

awful doom of general dehumanization.' And in his .

apprehension of the isolation of the individual....lése

showed himself the first of the 'modern' novelists.b93

If Knights is correct and the Henry James of the middle
period is the first of the modern novelists, ‘a writer who tried in his
work to arrest "the awful doom of general ctehu.m,ea.m’.z:e.i:inn";8h if Rahv

is right and James's work during the years 1881~1900 has as its central
theme the defense of "he integrity of the personality and its right to

its om disc1f'im:’t.na.’6:’l-<>m’:“,a5 and if such a novel as The Bostonians

8ltbid,, pe 161.
%100, cit.

831p1d., p. 189.
)

1oc, cite

85Rahv, ed., The Bostonians, pp. viii-ix.
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sounds a polemical note ‘which is symptomatic of the social and
cultural changes precipitated by the war"; 86 if Kazin is right when he

calls The Princess Casamassima a “prognoéis of the embattled future u87

unegualled in James's generation and investing "the whole atmosphere
of revolution and cdnspiracy...with an imperishable significance, u88
then it is impossible to accept the accusations of James's critics
when they assert that he has nothing to say about soecial and political
struggles, The renewed attention to the middle period of James's
career demonstrates that James was a writer of definite social and
moral responsibility committed to a positive stand on many of the
matters of public importance in his time rather than a writer who
wished to evade issues of public dispute., The re-~discovery by critical
readers of the formerly neglected novels and stories of the middle
period has made it possible for a mature and wéll—disciplingd criticism

to proclaim the full value and comprehensiveness of James's worke

iv
Criticism has attempted to arrive at the meaning of James's
novels in many ways, although the formalist approach has probably
always been the most rewarding., Historical and biographical studies
have yielded fresh and important insights, but those who would attempt

to see the maﬁ and his times in the fiction must always keep in mind

BéIbido, pe viii.

87Kazin, OP. Ei;b_o’ Pe 14—80
88 ’

Loc. cit.
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that they are dealing with the most objective of all novelists and
that James regarded a too-positive declaration in the work of an
author!s own position as a violation of artistic propriety. To be
sure, James wrote and talked about his work constantly, and we have
the Prefaces, the Notebooks, the letters, the autobiographical books,
the critical studies, and the nmumerous reminiscences of his friends to
inform us of the range of his interests and the nature and vigor of
his opinions. But the critic who claims to find in the novels of
James the explicit statement of the convictions of the author must be
very sure of his ground., What James permits one of his characters to
say is not of necessity what James himself believed, and although this
caution is so obvious as scarcely to need insertion here, critics
continue to make the error of hearing the voice of James himself
whenever one of the figures is saying something which the date of
James's biography would seem to support as James's own view, No less
a critic than Stuart P, Sherman makes this mistake when he accuses
James of being “a little deficient...in warm fraternal feeling, n89
~ In The Princess Casamassima, one of the rare places
in which he permits a view of the dark netherward of societly
to fall upon the eye of a sensitive observer, this is the
reported reaction: "Some of the women and girls, in
particular, were appalling -- saturated with alcohol and vice,
brital, bedraggled, obscene, 'What remedy but another deluge,
what alchemy but annihilation?! he asked himself, as he went

his way; and he wondered what fate there could be, in the
great scheme of things, for a planet overgrown with sauch vermin,

89Stuart P. Shema.n, #The Aesthetic Idealism of Henry James,"
in The Question of Henry James, ed., F. W. Dupee (New York, 19L5), pe 72
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what redemption but to be hurled against a ball of
consuming fire? n90
And Sherman goes on to make the judgment on James mentioned above,
But it is Hyacinth Robinson, a character in the novel, whose
reaction Sherman is distressed by, and there is no warrant in The

Princess Casamassima for believing that James permits himself to speak

through this unusual young man., Hyacinth!s reflections in this passage
are exactly appropriate to the kind of person he is, to the kind of
background which James gives him == he is surely one of the most
successfully dramatized heroes in James's entire galaxy -~ bul that the
reader of the novel is justified in believing that his views are those
of his creator is very doubtful,

Occasionally we do feel that the speech of a character has
been so dramatically arranged as to give it special advantage in the
narrative -- I think, in this respect, of several of the speeches of

The Tragic Mise, in which one feels that James may have been expressing

some of his minor irritations with current artistic practice in the wit
of Gabriel Nash (though that James is Nash I should certainly deny) and
his regard for artistic integrity in the wisdom of Madame Carré =-

and when we come upon such a speech we are permitted to speculate about
the author's rela’oioh to the view expressed, But even then the schooled
reader of James will restrain himself.’ He knows that in the James world
everything is shown, not told; he does not find Dicken's paragraphs of

soliloquy-like emosition'or Thomas Mann's long essays in philosophical

90pc. cite
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speculation, By his knowledge of the fastidiousness and control with
which James practiced his art, he is persuaded to guard against any

certainty about seeing the author as one of the dramatis personae of

the book,

Consequently many critics approach the novels of James
formally. They study the tone, the structure, the method of subject-
problem analysis, the style, and the language of the work; in accord
with James's theories of art they study its unity, its single-ness of
effect and‘ then try to ascertain the centrality of the author's vision,
Meaning and manner are inseparable in James; subject and form fuse in
the condition of all successful art, and the critic can only look at
the work from the outside, It is possible for Philip Rahv to speak as

he does of the meaning of The Bostonians because the satirical tone of

the novel can hardly be missed. It is possible for Alfred Kazin to

praise the "shrewdness“9l of The Princess Casamassima because of the

complexity of its structure and the flexibility with which James
handled the analysis of its central conflict. Method and technique
themselves yield meaning and tell us something about the author and
his times: if we are alert we may see the relation of form, symbol,
and vocabulary to Zeitgeist, the state of mind and the world condition

inherent in the character of personal language, the use of metaphor as

Weltanschauung,

The tone, structure, and general organization of the novels
of Henry James's middle period have much to tell us about the meaning

of the books; f,hese factors are the ones which must support the

Pkazin, op. cites Pe LBe
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contention of James's social and moral earnestness. Working with

these constituents, the critic of James may come to a valid notion of
what James himself stood for, and he can go on to test his findings in
the non-fictional writings. Presumably this is a pleasant occupation
which can do no real harm to anyone, and some truly profitable observa-
tions may result. But it is not really necessary to bring the author
in at all. What the book means should be sufficient for our interests --
if, that is, they are literary interests — and the more proper function
of our investigation is to see how each of the formal elements supple--
ments and re-enforces that meaning, I shall be able to show from my
analysis of a selected number of the novels and stories of the middie
period that they have serious statements to make about problems of
regular human concern, and it will be possible in nearly all caées to
demonstrate from entries in James!s Notebooks and from comments in his
Letters and critical essays that his intentions were such as formal
analysis of the works will announce them to have been. Without

ignoring other formal considerations, I propose to study the symbolical
language of these novels and stories, where I am sure specific clues to
the meanings of the novels reside.

Indispensable to the formalist approach to literary art is
the conviction that all literature is ultimately metaphorical and
symbolical; the assumption follows from the scientific study in our
time of the symbolical and metaphorical character of all language.

The concomitant for the formalist critic, then, is that the exploration

of meaning in literature is not complete until a systematic analysis
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of its metaphorical and symbolic content has been undertaken. Both
the quantity and the quality of the findings of such exploration will
always depend on the subtlety and general complexity of the work being
studied, which is only another way of saying that the results will be
more or less interesting depending on the quality of the author's mind.
Thus the student of Henry James's symbolic language does not need to
fear that his discoveries will be dull, For one thing, they can serve
as effective ammunition to silence the charge that James was socially
and morally "thin," The imagery of the tales of Henry James's middle
period will attest the scope and the constancy of James's psychical

anxiety; his symbols are symbols of morality.
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CHAPTER TWO

Symbolic Language as an Instrument
of Meaning
i

In his chapter on The Wings of the Dove in Henry James:

The Major Phase F, 0, Matthiessen discusses James's use of symbols, but
he insists that James was no sEbaliste.l James was aware, says
Matthiessen, of the French movement, but he had little in common with the
French poets., The major differeﬁce between his art and theirs is that he
did not start with the symbol., "He reached it only with the final
development of his theme, and then used it essentially in the older
tradition of the poetic metaphor, to give concretion as well as allusive
and beautiful extension, to his‘m;:;oughtc“a

This is an important distinction., It is not possible to
claim for James the highly conscious symbolic schematization which we
find in the novels of James Joyce, Virginia Woolf and Franz Kafka. In
his work the symbols grew out of meaning; they substantiate and
re-enforce the central ideational emphasis; they contribute to the tone and
texture of the novel. James's symbols are like those of Charles Dickens:

the fog hangs over Bleak House to establish dramatically the whole moral

atmosphere of the movel; the dust in Our Mutual Friend suggests, with the

same force as in the poetry of T. S. Eliot, the sterility and barrenness

lMat’chiessen, Henry James: The Major Phase (New York, 19Lh), pe Tl

2Ibide, pe T2
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of the experience of the people in the story; the marshes, which are

called "meshes" in Oreat Expectations, introduce the symbol of the net

to suggest the world of crime and violence in which most of the
characters of tﬁe novel are ensnared. In other words, Henry James, like
Dickens, is a symbolist in the sense that every writer since Homer has
been a symbolist: Setting out to create the art object, he saw reality
imaginatively in a series of metaphorical relationships., He was
impelled by the structure of his language and the order of the world
around him to the practice of figures of speech, He was aware, however,
that symbols must be used with great care, and he thought the symbolism
of some of Hawthorne's stories excessive.

In The Scarlet Letter there is a great deal of
symbolism; there is, I think, too much., It is overdone at
times, and becomes mechanical; it ceases to be impressive,
and grazes triviality. The idea of the mystic A which the
young minister finds imprinted upon his breast and eating
into his flesh, in sympathy with the embroidered badge that
Hester is condemmed to wear, appears to me to be a case in
point. This suggestion should, I think, have been just made
and dropped; to insist upon it and return to it, is to
exaggerate the weak side of the subject....In such a process
discretion is everything, and when the image becomes
importunate it is in danger of seeming to stand for nothing
more serious than itself,

Nevertheless, James must have realized that the use of metaphor
is inescapable in all forms of verbal expression. Anyone who uses
language in regular syntactical patterns must rely occasionally on
presentational symbols, either deliberately or otherwise. The practice

of metaphor can hardly be called an exclusively conscious or intentional

3Henry James, Hawthorne in English Men of Letters, ed., John Morley
(New York, 1879), pp. 113-15.
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device, John Middleton Murry says that "metaphor is as ultimate as
speech itself, and speech is as ultimate as thqught.“h In any work of
the creative imagination in language, then, the regular appearance of
bold, striking comparisons is to be expecteds

But it often occurs that we find that the same metaphor, or
a slight variant of it, is repeated throughout the poem, novel or play,
or we notice that the metaphors are drawn consistently from the same
area of experience and reality; we éet', that is to say, a pattern of
metaphor, and when such a pattern can be demonstrated we are permitted
to speak of the symbolic structure of the work, and of the way in which
the language of the piece supports its meaning, There is, furthermore,
the kind of literary construction in which a non-metaphorical object
keeps recurring so frequently at critical moments of the narrative as
to acquire dimension larger then its reality -- a descriptive factor
becomes involved in the tone and meaning of the work. The fog in
Bleak House, the snow in Joyce's “The Dead" are cases in point, and
these stories are said, for this reason, to have symbolic structure.

The impetus to the scrutiny of symbolic language in a |
literary work is provided in our time by both philosophy and science.
Alfred North Whitehead writes of man's need to express himself in

symbols,

Symbolism is no mere idle fancy or corrupt
degeneration: it is inherent in the very texture of human
life. Language itself is a symbolism,...Mankind, it seems,

hJoh#n Middleton Murry, Countries of the Mind, Essays in Literary
Criticism (London, 1931), DPe le
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has to find a symbol in grder to express itself, .Indeed

expression is symbolism.5
Thus the initial reason for attention to the symbolism of the novel is
simply the fact that the novel makes use of language; and criticism of
the novel, says Mark Schorer, "must begin with the base of language,
with the word, with figurative structures, with rhetoric as skeleton
and style as body of meaning, ub

No more distinguished support of the initial contentions of
this thesis with regard to the importance and significance of symbols
could be supplied than that which is to be found in the various
writings of Mrs, Susanne Langer.7 Mrs., Langer has demonstrated the
availability of symbols for opening up wide new fields of philosophic
speculation; the problem of meaning, which, she says, has all but
eclipsed the problem of observation, is a new generative, epistemo-
logical theme, "The triumph of empiricism in science is jeopardized by

the surprising truth that our sense-data are primarily symbols. u8

Mrs., Langer deals at length with the artistic symbol, and she
rightly warns against any discussion of symbolism in a literary work if
the discussion does not see the symbol in relation to the other elements

which go to make up the entire work. Furthermore, she feels that

5A1fred North Whitehead, Symbolism, Its Meaning and Effect (New York,
1927), ppo 61“20

6\ark Schorer, "Fiction and the 'Matrix of Analogy'," The Kenyon
Review, Vol. XI, (Autumn 1949), p. 539.

7Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key (New York, 19L8).

8bid., pe 16s
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artistic symbols are, in a sense, ™untranslatable'; "their sense is
always bound to the particular form which it has taken. It is always
implicit,"d
An artistic symbol -~ which may be the product of
human craftsmanship, or (on a purely personal level) something
in nature seen as 'significant form' -~ has more than discur-
sive or presentational meaning: its form, as such, as a
sensory phenomenon, has what I have called 'implicit! meaning,
like rite and myth, but of a more catholic sort. It has what
Le A. Reid called 'tertiary subject-matter,! beyond the reach
of 'primary imagination' (as Coleridge would say) and even the
tgecondary imagination' that sees metaphorically. ‘'Tertiary
subject-matter is subject-matter imaginatively experienced
in the work of art...something which cannot be apprehended
apart from the work, Bhough theoretically distinguishable from
its expressiveness.'l
Such a statement makes clear the immensity of dimension
within which a fully comprehensive analysis of artistic symbols in a
work of art would have to operate. But in the kind of exercise which
this thesis proposes the ultimate objective is apprehension of meaning,
and the analysis of symbolic structure is only for the purpose of
coming to a better umlerstanding of what the intellectual propositions
are which in the novel make a particular kind of symbolic pattern .
appropriate., Any study of the use of symbols per se is likely to be
either idle or non-literary, and any study of the symbols to learn
more about the author is almost certain to be clinical and suspect.

The legitimate literary concern in these matters is to see how the

philosophical or political speculations of the author determined the

9Tbid., pa 212,

100p1d., pe 213,
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metapho:f, among other things -~ how the authorts commitment to a
specific body of content imposed a suitable coherence of form., The
symbolism of Henry James is not isolatable from any of the other
effects of the novel and must be sudied in conjunction with them., The
stricture of Professors Rene Wellek and Austin Warren is applicable here.
In terms of our scheme it E.mageryl is a part of the
syntactical, or stylistic, stratum. It must be studied,

finally, not in isolation from the other strata but as an
element in the totality, the integrity, of the literary workell

Obviously this kind of study requires a particularly diligent
kind of textual observation; one does not come to conclusions about the
symbolic structure of a novel after the first reading. Furthermore, the
person who undertakes such a study must be scrupulously clear in the
meanings which he assigns to the terms of his investigation and analysis.

Terms like metaphor, symbol, and image will occur repeatedly in these

pages, and this is a propitious opportunity for defining them.
Aristotle!s definition of metaphor in the Poetics has a final

kind of wvalidity.

But the greatest thing of all by far is to be a
master of metaphor, It is the one thing that cannot be
learned from others; and it is also a sign of original
genius, since a good mebaphor implies the intuitive percep-
tion of the similarity in dissimilars,l?

1llpene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature (New York, 1949),
Pe 218.

12pristotle, Poetics, in Greek Literature in Translation, eds.,
Whitney J. Oates and Charles T. Murphy (New York, i947), Pe 659

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



16

Every word of the last subordinate clause is important, especially the
epithet "intuitive", which asserts the spontaneous, immediate, and non-
inferential cognition of metaphorical relationship. Herbert Read's
definition of metaphor seems a particularly accurate modern one,

It [metaphor] is the synthesis of several units of
observation into one commanding image; it is the expression
of a complex idea, not by analysis, not by abstract statement,
but by a sudden perception of an objective relation. The
complex idea is translated into a concrete equivalent.lB
That metaphor is inevitable in language is obvious; man is

scarcely able to communicate without it. So necessary do some metaphors
become to everyday speech that they lose their metaphorical quality.
When we talk about the "foot of the bed", for example, we are not aware
any longer that we have spoken figuratively — we have used what is
generally called a "dead" or “faded" metaphor -—- and Professors Wellek
and Warren, folléwing the leads of I. A. Richards, George Campbell,

and Hedwig Konrad, insist on a distinction between what Richards calls
the "omniprgégnt principle of language® and the specifically creative
metaphor used for emotional effec‘b.lh It is only the latter kind which
is the interest of this study, but it is instructive to call attention
to the "faded" metaphor here, because, in most cases, the "faded"
metaphors were once poetic and creative; and their continued usefulness
attests to the prevailing metaphorical content of all language. But the

presence of metaphor in the imaginative use of language, that is, in

13Rerbert Read, English Prose Style (london, 1949), Pe 25.

thellek and Warren, op. cit., ps 201.
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literature, is even more marked, the metaphor performing a number of
functions necessary to the mental activity of original expression.

These functions are specified by Murry.

Metaphor appears as the instinctive and necessary
act of the mind exploring reality and ordering experience.
It is the means by which the less familiar is assimilated to
the more familiar, the unknown to the known: it 'gives to
alry nothing a local habitat:.on and a .ﬂame', so that it
ceases 1o be airy nothing,l

No attempt will be made to differentiate in this study
between metaphor and simile, The modern tendency is to use the word
metaphor in a general sense to mean both kinds of figure. Read says
that simile and metaphor differ "only in degree of stylistic refinement® ,16
and, perhaps, as Murry suggests, it would be well to abandon both terms

in favor of the more flexible word “image",

The word “image", precisely because it is used to
cover both metaphor and simile, can be used to point towards
their fundamental identity; and if we resolutely exclude
from our minds the suggestion that the image is solely or
even predominantly visual, and allow the word to share in the
heightened and comprehensive significance with which its
derivative M"imagination" has perforce been endowed -- if we
conceive the "™image" not as primary and independent, but as
the most singular and potent instrument of the faculty of the
imagination = it is a more valuable word than those which it
subsumes: metaphor and simile,

Murry's suggestion can make for greater economy and precision

in literary analysis, but the term "metaphor" cannot be dispensed with

lBMurry, OPe 25_.1'4_0, Do 24
léRead’ QR. 9_3:-20, p. 28.

17%11‘1',?‘, QP _?é-_Eo, Pa ke
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here, even though the word "image" will also be occasionally employed,
The words will be used synonymously, and either of the two can be used
to make clear the special distinction of the symbol. For the symbol is
the metaphor or image used persistently in a piéce of literature, The
distinction is a purely guantitative one: a symbol comes into being
when the metaphor or image recurs repeatedly in the work; and a marked
coordination of symbols into an elaborate structural pattern will result
in an intricate symbolic system, such as that which we get in the poetry
of Yeats's last period.
| | The claim cannot be made that James designed an elaborate

structure of symbols with certain images from novel to novel always
representing fixed imaginative concepts. A coherent symbolic system of
this sort is more likely to be found in the work of a poet, for the
writer of fiction will almost certainly feel that any technique so
complex as to require constant reference to preceding stories must
eventually defeat the purpose of the single narrative. Writers of
fiction, like Henry James, have generally preferred to employ the
symbol, either consciously or unconsciously, only as an instrument of
meaning - meaning direct and clear., The novelist will eschew verbal

- obscurity, though at the same time requiring efforts of concentrated
attention on the part of his readers, He will use the symbol, as Henry
James always did, not as a manifestation of aesthetic trickery or
scintillating verbal skill - not, that is, as an indication of how
brilliantly something can be said -- but as an integral, inseparable.

part of what was to be said,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Lg

ii

Such a study as this thesis proposes to undertake is not
without eritical precedent. It would be impossible and unprofitable
to list here all of the recent studies in the imagery of various
writers and historical periods, but a few should be cited to demon-
strate the range of activity within which eritics who employ the method
have been engaged. Everyone knows, for example, Miss Caroline F, E,
Spurgeon's study in the imagery of Shakespeare,18 though not all are
agreed that her findings are conclusive, Another monumental study of
Shakespeare!s i.ﬁagery, the title of which indicates the author's
awareness oi" the dimensions of the space within which he may properly

operate is Shakespeare'!s Bilder: Ihre Entwicklung und Ihre Funktionen im

Dramatischen Werk by Wolfgang Clemen.19 Clemen's book, appearing the

same year as Miss Spurgeon's (1936), surpasses hers altogether in an

understanding of what imagéry is for, Clemen is concerned with imagery
- only as a device of dramatic presentation and poetic intention -~ as one

of the tools of superior craftsmanship., Miss Spurgeon views imagery as

a vehicle which conveys the author's personality. English criticism has

18caroline F. E. Spurgeon, Shakespeare!'s Imagery (New York, 1936).
I introduce Miss Spurgeont's name with some misgivings, for the academic
reputation of her book has been anything but constant, Miss Spurgeon's
investigation was exhaustive and informed, but it started from questionable
assumptions., Miss Spurgeon wanted to find out something about Shakespeare
the man from reading his plays. She was not satisfied to let the accumula-
tion of images in a particular play tell her something about the meaning of
that one play; she went on to make deductions about the interests and en-
thusiasms of Shakespeare's private life, Miss Spurgeon believed that the
writer who attempts such a task as she set before herself must be equipped
with the very kind of data which is non-existent in Shakespeare's case =
the substantiating authority of biography, letters, notebooks, records, and
histories to prove that an author's interests were what the study of his
imagery has asserted them to be.

19V§>1fgang Clemen, Shakespeare's Bilder: Ihre Entwicklung und Ihre
Funktionen im Dramatischen Werk, Bonner Studien Zur Englischen Philologie

{Bonn, 1936)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



50

produced several studies of Shakespeare's symbolism which stay within
the text; two are by G. Wilson Knight, 20 who would prefer his work to
be called "interpretation® rather than criticism. Mr, Knight limits
himself to the work itself ihstead of venturing into the hazy geography
outside it., Similarly, the study of P, V. Kreider,zl which makes a
careful investigation of the repetition of figures in the plays, draws
conclusions which attest Shakespeare'!s powers of thought and dramatic
skill,

Both L. C. Knights?? and E, M., W. Tillyard®3 utilize their
somewhat brief analyses of the symbolic content of Shakespeare in making
restrained and persuasive judgments on the plays. These men also know
the limits wherein they are privileged to work, and we do not get from

. them any "disclosures" about Shakespeare the man.

Two shorter studies in the symbolism of the Elizabethan period =~
both by critics who have demonstrated their command of the techniques of
traditional scholarship -- are "Symboiic Color in the Literature of the
English Renaissance" by Don Cameron 1313.1.e.=:n:ZLL and "Shakespeare as a

Symbolist Poe‘l;"25 by Cleanth Brooks, Critics who study symbolic patterns

20G, Wilson Knight, Myth and Miracle: An Essay on the Mystic Symbolism of
Shakespeare (London, 1929); also, The Wheel of Fire: Essays in Interpretation
of Shakespeare!s Sombre Tragedies (London, 1930),

lpam1 Ve Kréider, Repetition in Shakespeare's Plays (Princeton, N.J., 1941).

22Knigh‘bs, op. cite The first four essays in Explbrations (New York, 19L7)
are studies in Shakespeare: "How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth?" "Shakew-
speare's Sonnets", "Prince Hamlet," "Shakespeare and Shakespeareans."

23E, M, W. Tillyard, Shakespeare's History Plays (New York, 19L6).

thon Cameron Allen, "Symbolic Color in the Literature of the English
Renaissance," Philological Quarterly, XV (1936), pp. 81-92.

2SCleanth Brooks, "Shakespeare as a Symbolist Poet," The Well Wrought Urn
(New York, 194T). ,
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have found especially fruitful areas in Shakespeare, but there exist
essays on the symbolism of writers in all periods of literary history.

A few titles will suffice to show the length to which critical practice
has been carried, There are, for example, Helen Flanders Dunbar's
comprehensive study of Dante, Mario Praz's discussion of the metaphor of
the particularly rich period of the early seventeenth century, Richard
Foglets "Empathic Imagery in Keats and Shelley," Mark Schorer!s
elaborate dissection of the metaphor of three English novels -—

Persuasion, Wuthering Heights, and Middlemarch ~- and Allen Tate'!s often=-
n26

anthologized article, "Hardy's Philosophical Metaphors.
A recent book on Milton's imagery, however, falls into customary

errors, Theodore Howard Banks inlhﬁ.lton's Imagery27 tells us that he
28
"

wants to examine '"not the writer's art but his character. Mr, Banks
believes that Milton's images "reveal his preoccupations and beliefs,

his likes and dislikés, his knmowledge or ignorance, his experience or
lack of it, in short his personality."®’ The book undertakes "to explore,

through an analysis of the subject matter of Milton's images, the various

aspects of his complex character."3° The faultiness of Bank$ts findings

26ge1en Flanders Dunbar, Symbolism in Medieval Thought and its Consuwmia-
tion in The Divine Comedy (New Haven, 1929); Mario Praz, Studies in
Seventeenth Century Image Studies of the Warburg Institute, TI1 (London,
1939); Eichard H. Fogle%%‘npathic Imagery in Keats and Shelley," PMLA, LXT
(1946), pp. 163-91: Mark Schorer, op. cite., Allen Tate, "Hardy's Philosophical
Metaphors® in Criticism, The Foundations of Modern Literary Judgment, eds.,
Schorer, Miles, McKenzie, (New York, 19L8), DPe 1827

2TTheodore Howard Banks, Milton's Imagery (New York, 1950).
28Ibid" Pe xiie

Loe. cite

BOLOC . g_i_'_?_'
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have been carefully demonstrated in a review of the book prepared for
Modern Language Notes but as yet unpublished by F. Michael Krouse, 3L
but I want to repeat my emphasis here that such a study as that of
Banks starts from questionable assumptions, since it uses the imagery
apart from the total work which alone gives it significance., The
validity of the findings of both Miss Spurgeon and Mr, Banks could be
tested, it seems to me, only in the psychological laboratorye.

There are innumerable other studies of imagery, to be sure =
far more than this thesis has the space to list -~ but certainly a
sufficient warrant has been provided for a similar attention to the
novels of Henry James's middle period., So conscioﬁs an artist as James
was certain to make use of as many traditional devices of literary
composition as he had assimilated, and that we shall find a wealth of
symbolism in his work can be taken for granteds But, of course, the
justification for the study of the imagery of any writer must finally
be demonstrated by the results -- specifically by the light which an
analysis of symbols throws on the meaning and coherent wholeness of the
wWorke

It should be apparent from what has gone before that no claim
is made here that the method of approaching the meaning of a literary
work through investigation of its symbolic structure will or should
supplant more traditional methods of inquiry. The study of the symbols
in a novel has obvious limitations; for example, it can tell us

311 wish to acknowledge the kindness of Dr. Krouse in permitting me to
see this review in advance of its publication in Modern Language Notes.
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vir’m,}ally nothing about the sources of both the form and the content
of the novel and not very much zbout the cultural milieu out of which
the work grew, Consequently the study of patterns of metaphor is not,

N in any sense, a substitute for other forms of critical and scholarly
activity, all of which can throw light on a given text.

Neither, however, can the critic or scholar who wants to do
a really thorough analysis of a work of fiction dispense altogether
with attention to the symbols of the story. Awareness of symbolic structure
in a work will help us to see not only what the ideas of a novel were but
also the degree of clarity and understanding which the author brought to
the expression of those ideas. The study of the symbols of a novel is
more than an exercise in interpretation; it is part of the duty of
evaluation.

The purpose of any kind of textual analysis is critical judgment,
and the study of symbolic language as an instrument of meaning must
clarify and establish the degree of an author's accomplishment. The
success with which the symbolic structure of a novel joins in the central
integration of a novel's parts to assert in a positive and unmistakable
nanner the ideas of the work is the wltimate interest of the kind of
exeamination of the novels of Henry James which this thesis undertakes.

An immediate demonstration of the method may help to elucidate the

contentions of what has gone before in this chapters

iii

Tn the Preface to The Aspern Papers (1888) Henry James speaks

of the difficulty of social intercourse in Italy, which is the scene of

his short novel.
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We peep at most into two or three chambers of their
hospitality, with the rest of the case stretching beyond our
ken and escaping our penetration., The pious fiction suffices;
we have entered, we have seen, we are charmed. So, right and
left, in Italy -~ before the great historic complexity at
least -- penetration fails; we scratch at the extensive surface
we meet the perfunctory smile, we hang about in the golden air.E
Interpreting the novel, a recent critic speaks of it as a

story which "tells Qf a deep duel between a modern democratic violator
of the private lives of famous folk and a late-surviving representative
of the traditional aristocratic thesis that constituted privacy is a
defensible and an inalienable luxury -— and the winner of the duel is the
aged lady. 133 Thus both the setting and the theme of the novel suggest
the difficulty of penetration —- of getting through something which is
hidden or withdrawn.

As James tells us in the Preface, the novel had considerable
basis in fact == or at least in a legend which was passing for faci:.-'m
Jane Clairmont, the half-sister of Mary Godwin Shelley, had retired to
Florence, Italy, and had lived there until she was quite old, her only
companion a younger female relative, herself middle-aged. The legend
had it that the old lady possessed certain valuable papers of Shelley's,
papers eagerly sought by the whole literary world but most actively by
an ardent American Shelleyite who, in order to gain possession of the

documents which, by the way, the old lady had persistently refused to

32James, The Novels and Stories, XVII, p. Vi.

330sborn Andreas, Henry James and the Expanding Horizon (Seattle, 19L8),
Pa 1)470

31‘James, The Novels and Stories, XVII, p. vii,
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show to other seekers, became a lodger in the large bare Italian house
which Jane Clairmont and her companion inhabited. Beyond this point
the legend was offensive to James.
‘ It remained in a manner interesting, but became to
my ear a trifle coarse, or at least rather vague and obscure,

It mentioned a younger female relative of the ancient woman

as a person who, for a queer climax, had had to be dealth with;

it flickered so for a moment and then, as a light, to my great
relief, went out,

James fﬁllows the details of the legend very carefully,
however, The narrator of his story is the ardent Shelleyite (the poet
of Jamest!s story is called Jeffrey Aspern), and he persuades the old
lady andvher niece =~ called Miss Juliana Bordereau and Miss Tina
Bordereau in the novel =~ to take him into their almost empty old
Florentine home as a roomer, Miss Juliana agrees to his proposal, not
knowing the real intention behind his request, because she fears that
she is near death and wants to leave her niece somewhat provided for
financially, since she doubis the girl's full competence to take care
of herself and also apparently feels some remorse for havirg withdrawn
the giri so completely from human society that Miss Tina has lost poise
and social ease, Therefore, she accepts the lodger only if he is
willing to pay an exorbitant rent, and this he willingly agrees to do
because he knows the great value of the papers he is seekinge

Inside the house he is at first almost completely ignored by
the ladies, and it is only gradually that he aequires a tenuous friend=-

ship with Miss Tina., Eventually, however, Miss Juliana indicates her

35Tbide, Do iXe
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willingness to talk with him occasionally, and the literary biographer
is struck with the intensity of what he considers her vulgar greed for
the rent he pays and also with her desire that he and Miss Tina should
be more often in one another's company. At the old lady's suggestion
he takes Miss Tina on a tour of the city which she had léng forsaken,
and he reveals to her the true reason for his sojourn in Florence. She
assures him that her aunt does indeed have many valuable Aspern papers
but that they are kept locked and hidden and that she, Tina, does not
know where they are or how they could ever be approacheds She becomes
hig partial confederate, however, and promises to do what she can to
prevent any destruction of the valuable documents., Meanwhile Miss
Juliana learns that he is a literary biographer.

Just as t}ie gentleman's money is beginning to run low and he is
getting desperate to complete his mission, Miss Juliana becomes ill, She
lies almost lifeless in an inner room of the apartment of the two ladies,
and entering the outer parlor with Miss Tina one night he becomss
convinced that the papers are hidden in a large desk which it seems
possible for him to open without great difficulty. When Miss Tina leaves
the room momentarily, seeming to invite his examination of ‘the room, he
begins his inspection of the desk, though he intends only to look and not
to take, He is aware almost at once that he is being observed,

I looked over my shoulder. It was a chanCe, an
instinct, for I had really heard nothing. I almost let my

luminary drop and certainly I stepped back, straightening
myself up at what I saw, Juliana stood there in her
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nightdress, by the doorway of her room, watching me; her
hands were raised, she had lifted the everlasting curtain
that covered half her face, and for the first, the last,
the only time I beheld her extraordinary eyes. They glared
at me; they were like the sudden drench, for a caught
burglar, of a flood of gaslight; they made me horribly
ashamed, I shall never forget her strange little white
tottering figure, with its lifted head, her attitude, her
expression; neither shall I forget the tone in which as I
turned, looking at her, she hissed out passionately,
furiously: 6
"AH you publishing scoundrell n3

The gentleman goes away from Florence for a short time and
during his absence Miss Juliana dies and is buried. When he returns
to the Bordereau place, he is met by Miss Tina who informs him £Mt
the papers are still intact and that there are quite a number of them,
more than she realized., But they are not to be passed on'to him except
on a condition which she plainly infers. Her aunt had been trying to
tell her something in the last hours of her life, Miss Tina declares,
and the gist of Miss Juliana's intention was that it would be quite
all right to pass the papers on to the lodger if he were a "relation®
of Miss Tinat!s, The pathetic woman blurts out her idea to the

astonished man,
"If you weren't a stranger., Then it would be the
same for you as for me. Anything that's mine would be yours,

and you could do what you like. I shouldn't be able to
prevent you -- and you'd have no responsibility. n3

Overcome with shame and distress, she bursts into sobs, "I'd

give you everything, and she'd understand, where she is -~ she'd forgive me " 3

31pid., p. 10k
31 1bide, pe 117

381bid., p. 119
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Tina tells her uncomfortable auditor, who can only stammer out that
such an arrangement just "wouldn't do" and goes out into the lagoon
in a gondola to overcome his embafrassment. The next day when he sees
Miss Tina again, not willing\to agree to her condition but feeling sure
that he can invent some way to keep himself free and still gain
possession of the papers, he is told that she has burnt them "one by
one, in the kitchen. n39 Thus the attempt to penetrate that which has
been hidden and kept from view has failed, and the dark secret of the
letters remains unknown.

In the figurative language of the novel there is a corres—
ponding "darkness." The pattern of metaphor employs the image of a
mask or veil. The contrast of light and darkness begins with the
first pages of the novel, and the concrete image of the mask is used
for the first time at the end of Chapter One when Mrs. Prest, the lady
who suggests the disguise of his entering the Bordereau home, comments
on the meticulousness with which he has prepared himself for the
adventure, "Certainly you've the courage of ybur curiosity. But it
will be awkward about your letters; they won't come to you in that
g&g&."ho After this initial use of the image, I am able to count
fifteen later uses, either of the word itself or of the "masking® idea
in the reference to veils, hoods, shutters and shades, and all within
the mere 120 pages of the text which I am using. There are, to be sure,

other instances of metaphor in the narrative., Early in Chapter Two we

39Ibid., Pu 1250

Ymid., p. 12,
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find the sentence "I had drawmn her by an invisible thread®, L byt the
only other use of this image occurs in the final chapter of the tale
when James has his narrator write, "I was almost awestricken by the
astuteness with which the good lady found herself inspired, transparent
astuteness as it was and stitching, as the phrase is, with white thread. nbi2
But two uses of an image do not constitute a pattern of sufficient
interest, and we can abandon any further inquiry into the extent to which
this figure develops a symbolic¢ structure. Similarly in Chapter Two we
find a metaphor from music. "I had now struck the note that translated
my purpose, and I needn't reproduce the whole of the tune I played. nh3
But one looks in vain for any repetition of this figure throughout the
narrative,

It is only through the repetition of the mask metaphor that

we have a symbolic statement of the central meaning of The Aspern Papers,

and it is interesting to select some examples of the use of the image
for illustration. After the initial use of the mask, the suggestion of
something veiled or hidden reappears in Chapter Two in a less positive
form as the maid-servant of the Bordereau house attends the narrator.
James employs what can possibly be thought a variant of the mask as he
writes that she was "very young and not ugly and wore clicking pattens

and a shawl in the fashion of a hood, ™! ang in the same chapter it is

Mlid., pe 17.
h2rpi4., po 118,
W1pid., p. 19.

thbid. 9 P 1lhe
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significant that the first act of ﬁhe narrator in the old dark house is
that he "threw open the shutters of one of the divisions of the wide

high window,"lS Wishing to penetrate the darkness of that which is hidden,
he brings in light,

A startling use of the metephor occurs with the introduction
into the story of Miss Juliana, "Then came a check from the perception
that we werentt really face to face, inaénmch as she had over her eyes
a horrible green shade which served for her almost as a lnawsk.-")"'6
Throughout the story, except for once, Miss Juliana is never to be
without this green §hade; she sees and her own eyes are seen only in
the moment when she discovers the lodger attempting to en;c,er her deske
The green shade, or mask, is never forgotten when Miss Juliana is on
the scene; it establishes the darkness of her motive as well as the
darkness of her physical situation and of the hidden papers. Almost
immediately after he brings the mask into the story for the second time
James carries the figure to what would seem to be its ultimate and
most severe variation.

I believed for the instant that she had put it on
expressly, so that from underneath it she might take me all
in without my getting at herself, At the same time it

created a presumption of some ghastly death's head lurking
behind it.4(

As Miss Juliana and her lodger discuss the financial

arrangement of his stay ih the old Italian place, James has his

L‘SI\bidg’ po 18.
hél'bid., Pe 21,

l"“(Ilfbid., Pe 224
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narrator say that "her baffling green shade continued to cover her
attitude, nli8 and he feels confident that "the Misses Bordereau

would take none but the most veiled interest in my proceedings.“w

The shubtters of the house are used as an expansion of the darkness
) which the mask image has introduced. The old ladies live behind

masked windows, apparently passing their days in the dark. "Their
motionless shutters became as expressive as eyes consciously closed,
and I took comfort in the probability that, though invisible them—
selves, they kept me in view between the lashes."SO There is further
suggestion of the hood — or, for that matter, of the shade and mask =
when the narrator tells Miss Tina that "You and your poor aunt are

n51

worse off than Carmelite nuns in their cells, and the image is used

for precise dramatic statement when we are told that "Juliana had

forborne to 1lift for innocent eyes the veil that covered the temple

of her glory,"5?

bandage“53 and the darkness which surrounds Juliana receives additional

Later the green shade is spoken of as a “mystifying

emphasis when the narrator writes of her that she "looked at me as from

the mouth of her eave."S b

haIbid., pe 26,

h9Ibido s pO 310
SoIbidc ¥ ] PP . 24.0‘10
51Ibido, Pe h90

521pid., pe She

531bid., p. 6l.

SuIbidt, Pe 719
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Explicit use is made of the image as the old lady comes to
her sick bed. The narrator of the tale follows Miss Tina into her
bedroom where she lies wrapped in darkness,

I remember that what I said to her as I stood for

a moment beside the old woman's bed was: "Does she never

show you her eyes then? Have you never seen them?" Miss

Bordereau had been divested of her green shade, but -- it

was not my fortune to behold Juliana in her nightcap —-

the upper half of her face was covered by the fall of a

piece of dingy lace-~like muslin, a sort of extemporised

hood which, wouhd round her head, descended to the end of
her nose, leaving nothing visible but her white withered
cheeks and p});gkered mouth, closed tightly and, as it were,
consciously,
Only in the single moment when she discovers her lodger trying to open
her desk does Juliana appear without her mask, "Juliana stood there
in her night-dress, by the doorway of her room, watching me; her hands
were raised, she had lifted the everlasting curtain that covered half
her face, and for the first, the last, the only time I beheld her
extraordinary eyes. w56

But the use of the symbol is not dropped with the death of
Juliana., Coming back to the Bordereau place after the funeral, the
literary biographer finds Miss Tina, and there is a suggestion of the
hood -~ perhaps even of the mask -~ in her appearance, "Her white face,

in the frame of her mantilla, looked longer, leaner than usual, n57

and as she begins to reveal the conditions under which she will present

ESIbido, Pe 92.

50Ipid., p. 10k,
*TIbid., p. 108,
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the Aspern papers to him, the narrator notices that her face "had taken
50 very odd, so strained and unnatural a cast, w58 That is, he is not
looking at the real countenance of Miss Tina but at a contortion of ib;
he is looking, in short, at a mask., Miss Tina, following the lead of
her aunt, has learned to mask the dark aspect of her intention., The
painfulness of having to watch the poor spinster as she breaks down in
revealing to him the gesture which she demands in compensation for
surrendering the documents causes the lodger to become conscious of
changes in his own facial expression, as though he too must mask himself.,
"She must have been conscious, however, that though my face showed the

greatest embarrassment ever painted on a human countenance it was not

set as a stone, it was also full of compassion, w59

There is a splendid contest of conflicting shades as the story
closes, After rejecting her advances, the narrator turns to Miss Tina
the next day, not fully aware of what his attitude toward her is to be,
He finds her greatly changed as a result of his rejection; all darkness
has been dispelled,

She stood in the middle of the room with a face of
mildness bent upon me, and her look of forgiveness, of
absolution, made her angelic, It beautified her; she was

younger; she was nolt a ridiculous old woman. This trick Oféo
her expression, this magic of her spirit, transfigured her,

58 rpid., pe 115
59 Tbide, Pe 1194

60!95.(10, Pe 1250
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But it is only for a moment, She lets him know immediately that she
has burned the papers =- all of them; and so the darkness which the
possession of Jeffrey Aspern's secrets has always engendered in the
possessor returns to overwhelm the narrator as the manifestation of
a lack of generosity.
The room seemed to go round me as she said this
and a real darkness for a moment descended on my eyes.
When it passed Miss Tina was still there, but the trans-

figuration was over aléd she had changed back to a plain
dingy elderly person, 1

62 returns

The narrator of the story ®scarcely able to bear his losst,
to his native precincts without the papers which had been the sole
objective of his association with the two ladies. The secret of the
Aspern papers is forever masked.

Now it is obvious that the symbolism plainly supports and is
inseparable from the theme of the story —- the search to discover the
secret of the hidden papers., Bub this would be a minor and scarcely
remarkable function of the symbolism if it were the only one. A more
careful scrubiny of the use of the maskkmetaphor will indicate that it
is the instrument of a meaning which is not discernible in the bare
details of the narrative progression,

Mr, Andreas is right when he sees The Aspern Papers as. a

comment on two conflicting ways of life, but his interpretation is an

6lIbid. » DPe 126,

————
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under-reading of the text.63 Jor if the novel is the story of "a deep
duel between a modern democratic violator of the private lives of famous
folk and a late-surviving representative of the traditional aristocratic
thesis that constituted privacy is a defensible and an inalienable

luxury®, 6l

then an ironic treatment of James'!s first-person narrator
was surely demanded, Since he is not handled ironically, I think we
mist accept without question the sincerity of the narrator's conviction
that the Aspern papers belong to the world. There is no judgment in
the story on the professional aggressiveness of the young man; he is
/ the bringer of light into a world of darknss, and if his variety of
A
light happens to glare in the Bordereau pléce, the reason is that the
masks of the two ladies have separated them too decisively from life,
Henry James, to be sure, was never the friend of violators
of human privacy, but neither was he hospitable to the kind of self-
imposed seclusion which would require a celebrated lady who lived only
in the past of her peculiar kind of glory to deprive another person,

in this case the niece, of the minimum opportunity for self-realization,

If there is judgment in The Aspern Papers, it is a double judgment;

though it may be improper for the young man to probe into the secrets
of the past, it is even more objectionable that Miss Juliana should
deny herself an equilibrium of responsibility to both pasi and present.

This interpretation is made necessary, it seems to me, by

63Andreas, Ope _G_];.;b-., P 1)470

Shoe, cit.
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the final events of the story, with the application of the mask symbol
to Miss Tina, Having come into the possession of her aunt's papers,
Tina has also come into the possession of the mask; and just as the
mask represented in Miss Juliana a failure in generosity and consideratiomn,
so now it must work to signify the selfishness of Miss Tina's intention
to profit from them even at the cost of a violation of the personality of
another, What she is counting on is that the young man will want the
papers so badly that he will agree to her ungenerous conditions, This
is why her face "had taken so very odd, so strained and unnatural a
cas’c."65

On the day after his refusal, however, he finds.her greatly
changed; "her look of forgiveness, of absolution, made her angelic."66
The selfishness of the previous day is gone, she seems "transfigured. w67
For a moment it occurs to the young man that he might indeed be able to
pay hér price. The mask has disappeared; she seems the soul of generosity.

But a moment later she tells him that she has burned the papers;
she was incapable of making him the generous, charitable and humanely
considerate gift of them; Miss Tina has been transformed into another
Miss Juliana =~ she will isolate herself wholly now from communion with
others, but her seclusion will be even more desolate and shadowy than

was her aunt's for she has no memories and no papers of her own. She

has been utterly victimized by Miss Juliana's greed, and her end is

65James, The Novels and Stories, XVII, p. 115.

661bid., p. 125

v ——

oo, cit
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darkness, "As she said this...a real darkness for a moment descended
on my eyes," and when the darkness had passed, the transfiguration
which the young man had noticed in her when it seemed she might
gselflessly surrender the papers was gone; "“she changed back to a plain

dingy elderly person, w68

iv

If this interpretation of The Aspern Papers holds, then it

can be seen that the symbolism of the tale is a wvehicle which carries
a highly moral statement, nothing less than a denunciation of any
restriction of the rights of an individual personality. The censure
of Miss Juliana for the self-indulgence which causes her to prevent
Miss Tina's chance for experience until too late is unmistakable, I
think; the greedy desperation to which they both finally are driven
stems from her renunciation of the duties of kindness, This is
another instance in the work of Henry James of what Rahv calls, as we
have already seen, the "concern with the status of the individual,
with defending the integrity of the personality and its right to its
own discfiminations and its own experience,fﬁ69which is the "“central
thread that runs through all of James's fiction. "70 A more laudsble

concern for the writer of fiction can hardly be imagined, but it is

68 1pid., p. 126,

'69Rahv, ed., The Bostonians (New York, 19L45), pp. viii-ix.
70Loc, cit.
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only one, it seems to me, of a number of moral themes which appear
persistently in the novels of the middle period of James's career,
all of which can best be ascertained through an inspection of imagery.

Of these thémes, there are four major moral concerns:

l. James's distress with the growing decadence of society
as he observed it and his repugnance when faced with the

prevailing vulgarization of taste.

2., James's anxiety over the change in the status of women
and his willingness to deal with the full moral and

psychological implications of the alteration,

3., James's preoccupation with the question of whether or
not art could offer a legitimate refuge in a socially
disordered world, and his apparent conclusion that the
life of art forces an almost intolerable loneliness on

the artist, which is nevertheless the strength of his art.

lis James's view of the good life, which he saw as the
most nearly complete response possible to the varieties
of experience, as the individual's willingness to explore
and endure all the implications of one's destiny, and as
the nearly stoical moral earnestness of accepting without

protest the full consequences of one's decisions.

It is with the symbols which convey these moral attitudes in
the novels which James wrote during the years 1881-1900 that this

thesis proposes now to deals
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CHAPTER THREE

The Decadence of Society and the
Vulgarization of Taste
i

There are astonishing revelations in the letters of Henry
James, one of the most unexpected being that though he chose to live
in England, James was never blind to the faults of his adopted country.
He repeatedly made severe indictments of British politics and society.
Through the seventies and eighties James was sharply aware of serious
social irregularities, the major one of these being for him the
failure of British aristocracy to accept the obligations of a ruling
class, The first note of dissatisfaction in Lubbock's edition of the
letters is to be found in a piece of correspondence addressed from
london to Miss Grace Norton on August 7, 1877. James laments

England's lack of spirit in international affairs,

I am not one of the outsiders who thinks [sic) that
the "greatness" of England is now exploded; but there
mingles with my interest in her prospects and doings in all
this horrible Eastern Question a sensible mortification and
sadness, She has not resolutely played a part -~ even a wrong
one, She has been weak and helpless and (above all) unskilfulj
she has drifted and stumbled and not walked like a great
nation., One has a feeling that the affairs of BEurope are
really going to be settled without her. At any rate the
cynical, brutal, barbarous pro-Turkish attitude of an immense
mass of people here...has thrown into vivid light the most
discreditable side of the English character. I don't think
it is the largest side, by any means; but when ong comes into
contact with it one is ready to give up the race,t

lLubbock, The Letters, I, pp. 556,
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James's disappointment is obvious there; it is so sharp as to
allow him the bitterness of his adjectives "cynical, brutal, barbarous";
but in December of the same year, in another letter to Miss Norton, he
is even more severe, going so far as to speak of England'!s "decline,"
Addressed from Paris, James's letter first calls attention to continental
matters, and then makes his comment on England.

It remains to be seen how England will take the

Russian success, But one has a feeling now -- to me it is a

very painful one - that England will take anything; that

over-cautious and somewhat sordid counsels will always
prevail, On the continent, certainly, her ancient prestige
is gone; and I almost wish she would fight in a bad cause,

if only to shew that she still can, and that she is not one

vast, money-getting Birmingham., I really think we are

assisting at the political decadence of our mighty mother-
land....But I must say that even the “decline" of England
seems to me a tremendous and even, almost, an inspiring
spectacle, and if the British BEmpire is once more to shrink

up into that plethoric little island, the process will be
the greatest drama in history,2

In all of James's writings there is scarcely a more interesting
document, yet how different the attitude from what the attitude of Henry
James is commonly supposed to have been. Certainly it is not the manner
of a man deficient in social responsibility, and, in the light of such
material, one is at a loss to understand the accusation that James
Yromanticized" England, The criticism of modern commercialism is not

blunted; James saw in England the debilitating effects of materialistic

enterprise; it had robbed a nation of its heroic nobility, and the last

%Ibide, p. 58
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indication of that nobility would be seen only in England's fall,
The decline is an even closer reality as James writes apprehensively

to Miss Norton on January 2L, 1885,

The possible malheurs -~ reverses, dangers,
embarrassments, the "decline", in a word of old England,
go to my heart, and I can imagine no spectacle more
touching, more thrilling, and even dramatic, than to see
this great precarious, artificial empire, on behalf of
which, nevertheless, so much of the strongest and finest
stuff of the greatest race (for such they are) has been
expended, struggling with forces which perhaps, in the
long run, will prove too many for it, If she will only
struggle, and not collapse and surrender and give up a
part, which, looking at Furope as it is today, still may
be great, the drama will be well worth watc from
[such] a good, near standpoint as I have here.

James!s fear that England would not struggle came obviously
from his very unflattering view of the British aristocracy during this
period. Criticism of a social class could hardly be more bitter than
that of the English upper class which appears in a letter addressed
to Charles Eliot Norton from Milan on December 6, 1886, James wrote

a scathing attack,

The subject of the moment, as I came away, was the
hideous =—--~ divorce case, which will besmirch exceedingly
the already very damaged prestige of the English upper class.
The condition of that body seems to me in many ways very
mach the same rotten and collapsible one as that of the
French aristocracy before the revolution -~ minus. cleverness

and conversation; or perhaps itt!'s more like the heavy,
congested and depraved Roman world upon which the barbarians

came down., In England the Huns and Vandals will have to

3bid., pe 1llhe
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come up — from the black depths of the (in the people)

enormous misery... At all events, much of the BEnglish life

is grossly materialistic and wants blood~letting.,

The voice of that letter resembles the voice of a Swift or
a Voltaire or even that of a modern revolutionary, and it is the wvoice
of a number of James's novels and s‘cories of the middle period, The
letter to Norton is an explicit statement of what became the major
theme in most of the novels which James published between 1881 and the

end of the century: The Princess Casamassima, The Tragic Muse, The

Spoils of Poynton, What Maisie Knew and The Awkward Age. The sense of

James's interest in social problems which we gét from this letter and
the nbvels and stories of the same period simply does not square with
the notion of James presented by Parrington and Hicks.

Percy Lubbock insis’osstha.t, a8 James grew older, he tempered
this criticism until, with the outbreak of World War I, he was writing
of the need to perpetuate English institutions as they had always been,
and of course it can be shown that James's impatience with the English
did not blind hiﬁ to their virtues at any time. "Considering that I
lose all patience with the English about fifteen times a day," James
wrote to Charles Eliot Norton on November 13, 1880, "and vow that I
renounce them forever, I get on with them beautifully and love them

well, w0 For him the English remained “the great race -- even at this

brpia,, p. 12L,
_SIbido, Pe XXV,

6Ibido, Po 7h0 -
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moment of their possible decline,"! The English character had been the
product of a wide variety of shaping forces. "I think it takes more to
make an Englishman, on the whole, than to make anyone else — and I say
this with a consciousness of all that often seems to me to have been
left out of their conq)osition.“s

Lubbock would have us see James's quarrel with the English as
something of a lovers! quarrel, and certainly it is true that James seems
to lose sight of a number of the horrors as his years of residence in the
British Isles accumulate. And yet as late as July 31, 191k, less than two
years before his death, he wrote from Rye to Sir Claude ’Phillips the most
vitriolic eriticism of all, This is the tone of a man who could see in
England, through the richness and comprehensiveness of his education
and experience, the pervasive corruption of those forces of material
wealth and its consequent vulgarity‘ that had driven him from his home
land, For the final truth is not that James left America; he was driven
out by the crass Gilded~Age commercialisni which had incensed Henry Adams
and Mark Twain, James's letter to Sir Claude -- as Alfred Kazin says of

The Princess Casamassima = is a "shrewd prognosis of the whole embattled

future.”9

With it all too is indeed the terrible sense that
the people of this country may well -~ by some awful brutal
Jjustice -~ be going to get something bad for the exhibition
that has gone on so long of their huge materialized stupidity
and vulgarity. I mean the enormous national sacrifice to
insensate amusement, without a redeeming idea or a generous
passion, that has kept making one ask one's self, from so far
back, how such grossness and folly and blatancy could possibly

7Ibido‘, PPe 7’-1-"'5.
BIbid., PDe Th=5.

9Kazin, Ope Cibte, pe L.
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not be in the long run to be paid for. The rate at which
we may witness the paying may be prodigious ~- and then no
doubt one will pityingly and wretchedly feel that the
intention, after all, was never so bad -~ only the stupidity
constitutional and fatal, That is truly the dismal
reflection,t

The same convictions are to be found in the Notebooks. One of
the most interesting entries concerns James's reading in 1895 a book

titled Notes sur londres by the Contessa di Puglia, who signed herself

“Brada, ol James quotes copiously from the little book and announces

his general agreement with its subject.

Skimming through this, I say, I was greatly struck
with all that may be of dramatic, of fertile in subject, for
the novel for the picture of contemporary manners, in 2
features of current English life on which he [_James did not
know the identity of the writer at this time] insists, One
of them is perhaps fuller than the other; but what strikes me
in both of them is that they would have as themes, as données
dealt with, with the real right art, a very large measure of
a sort of ringing and reverberating actuality. What I speak
of, of course, is manners in this country. What !Brada?
speaks of in particular, as the 2 most striking social notes to
him, are Primo, The Masculinization of the women; and Secondo,
The demoraligzation of the aristocracy -- the cessation, on their
part, to take themselves seriously; their traffic in vulgar
things, vulgar gains, vulgar pleasures —- their general
vulgarization.l

The published edition of the Notebooks contains more than two -

pages of material copied by James from Notes sur londres, prefaced by

Jamests comment that "the idea of his little book is the revolution in

10Lubbock, The letters, II, pe 377s
Bttt ot

ll"Brada" (Puliga, H. C. contessa di) Notes sur londres (Paris, 1895).

12yatthiessen and Mardock, The Notebooks, pp. 191-2.
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English society by the avénement of the women, "3 This was hardly a new

idea for James, with The Portrait of a Lady and The Bostonians already

behind him, "I saw it long ago," he writes, "and I saw in it a big
subject for the Novelist."lh On the subject of the decadence of English

aristocracy, "its ceasing to have a style, to take itself seriously‘,"l5

James thought sufficiently well of the book to quote a long paragraph,

several sentences of which will illustrate the nature of Brada'!s work.

A vouloir &tre trop libérale et de bon accueil, 3 se
moquer elle-méme de ses vieux préjuges, ltaristocracie
anglalse joue une grosse partie, et sans &tre un grand
prophéte on peut cr01re que dans sa forme actuelle ses
Jjours sont comptes. Tout est permls & une caste fermde
qui est persuadee de sa supériorité, mais du moment qulelle
abdique elle-méme, prétend a la 11berte d'allures du premier
plebien venu, on ne sait plus trés bien ce qu'elle signifie,
et il est a crglndre qu'un beau Jour on ne le.lui demende un
peu redement , 1

Interrupting his comments on and quotations from the "Brada®
book, James inserted in the Notebooks a project for a short tale which
later became the novel The Awkward Age, the subject of which is the
decadence of a society which permits its young girls too much freedom.l7

But a number of projects were suggested by Notes sur londres,

particularly a vast satirical novel dealing with the general theme of

aristocratic decay. This novel was never written, but some of James's

Poid., pe 19k
Yioe, cits

l5§§12., Pe 195,
16"Brada", Ops Cites P 55

1TMatthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, p. 192
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}ﬁral fervor got into both What Maisie Knew and The Awkward Age and was
never again to be totally absent from his major novels, James's

description of the novel he might have written is memorable,

I seem to see the great, broad, rich theme of a
large satirical novel in the picture, gathering a big armful
of elements together, of the train dont va English society
before onets eyes == the great modern c collapse of all the
forms and ‘'superstitions' and respects, good and bad, and
restraints and mysteries - a vivid and mere shadowy general
hit at the decadences and vulgarities and confusions and
masculinigzations and feminizations ~=- the materializations
and abdications and intrusions, and Americanizations, the
lost sense, the brutalized manner -~ the publicity, the
newspapers, bthe §eneral revolution, the failure of
fastidiousness,

ii

As we have seen in an earlier chapter, Henry James was

always at a loss to explain the fact that The Bostonians and The

Princess Casamassima, both published in 1886, failed to receive the

popularity which he had anticipated for them, and he could only
console himself in a letter to Howells, with the faith that "Very
likely too, some day, all my buried prose will kick off its various

tombstones at once."l9 He thought of The Bostonians and The Princess

Casamassima as distinctly different from his previous work and
considered that they extended his range of subject into areas which he

previously found forbidding. In both these works he is dealing with

181bid., DPe 1960

19Lubbock, The Letters, I, pe 135
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the social aberrations which the "Brada" book was to call his attention

to nine years later; for the central theme of The Bostonians is the

N
"avenement, or rather, the masculinization of women, n20 a subject which,

as it occurs in a number of James'!s tales, will receive more detailed

treatment in the next chapter, and the theme of The Princess Casamassima
is the contrast between an ariétocracy so uncertain of its position that
some of its members engage in the revoklutionary activity which threatens
their existence, and the black depths of the enormous misery which
supplies london's active socialists.

The Princess Casamassima is of somewhat limited interest to

the student of Janies's imagery, for it is one of the most straightforward
of the novels. The original critical estimate of the book, which was
largely responsible for the novel's failure to win a large reading public,
has persisted almost to the preseﬁt day. However, two recent reprintings
of the novel have brought it to the attention of many new readers, and
it is undergoing a quiet but substantial revival., Nevertheless, there

is only a little which this study can say about The Princess Casamassima,

although Lionel Trilling's estimate of the novel as an amazingly authentic
account of revolutionary activity in Victorian England is relevant to the
general subje:ct of this chapter and a challenge to the judgment of -
Granville Hicks which was considered earlier,%t Trilling regards the

book as a work of great moral power in which James demonstrated his deep

and serious concern with the most provocative developments in politics

and social adjustment,

20yatthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, p. 19ke
21

Trilling, ?2' _c_:J:EO, Pp. 58“'92.
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And the charge that is sometimes made against the
later work, that it exists in a social vacuum, clearly does
not pertain here. In these novels |The Princess Casamassima
and The Bostonians| James is at the point in his career at
which society, in The largest and even the grossest sense,
is offering itself to his mind with great force, He under=-
stands society as crowds and police, as a field of justice
and injustice, reform and revolution. The social texture of
his work is grainy and knotted with practicality and detail
esesThe Princess Casamassima is a novel which has as its very
center the assumption that Europe has reached the full of its
ripeness and is passing over into rottemnness, that the
peculiarly beautiful light it gives forth is in part the
reflection of a glorious past and in part the phosphoresence
of a present decay, that it may meet its end by violence and
that this is not wholly unjust, although never before has the
old sinful continent made so proud and pathetic an assault
upon our affections,

Jamests Preface to The Princess Casamassima is highly

revealing, He was unwilling to know less than the whole Iondon. He
writes that "there are London 'myst.éries....for every spectator, and
it's in a degree an exclusion a.nd a state of weakness to be without
experience of the meaner conditions, the lower manners and types, the
general sordid struggle, the weight and burden of labour, the ignorance,
the misery and the vice, n23 |

The fine artistic conscience of James is evident in the
decision as to how best he might present the world of socialist intrigue,
To realize the full effectiveness of the conirasts which provide the |

theme of the movel, the socialists and their spheres of activity would

have to be presented in éomewhat indefinite outline, for sharp

221p34, s PPs 59-61.

23James, The Novels and Stories, X, p. viii,
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accentuation would only minimize and over-simplify the conflict between

an irresponsible aristocracy and a determined proletariat. James came

to this conclusion in the Preface,

My scheme called for the suggestive nearness (to all
our apparently ordered 1life) of some sinister anarchic under-
world, heavimg in its pain, its power and its hate; a presenta-
tion not of sharp particulars, but of loose appearances, vague
motions and sounds and symptoms, ;}uﬁt perceptible presences
and general looming po:ss:‘s.‘b:i.lit:i.e.ss..2

One of the means by which James accomplishes his end in The

Princess Casamassima is the metaphor of the novel., The contacts of his

hero Hyacinth Robinson with the "“sinister, anarchic underworld" are
realized again and again in a water-imagery. The metaphor of water is
first introduced in the initial conversation between Hyacinth and Paul
Muniment, who represents most dramatically in the book the working class
and its socialist activity. Paul, who says that "he lives over the
water too; in the far south of London," speaks of his invalid sister
Rose as being "in bed just the same as a little slippery trout's in-
the water, ">

When Rose enters the story in the next chapter, James picks
up the figure again. Hyacinth questions her about Paul's revolutionary

activity.

2b’Ib:i,cl. s Pe xxviie

2sIb:‘.d., P 106 and p. 110,
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Hyacinth stared., ' "But isntt he tremendously
deep in —-" What should he call the mystery?
"Deep in what?® .
"Well, in what's going on beneath the surface."26
And when her brother enters the room a moment later, Rose says, "You
must have crossed the water with her ladyship, w27 that is, he must
have gone out of his own world into the aristocratic one,
The image of the fish serves Paul on two later ocecasions,
He tells Hyacinth that he is "as dark as a fish, n28 and, more
explieitly, in speaking of the manner in which Captain Sholto performs
for the Princess, Paul calls him a cat's paw or "a deep-sea fisherman,
"if you like better still,...He throws his nets and hauls in the little
fishes == the pretty little shining, wriggling fishes, They are all
for her; she swallows 'em down. " Hyacinth, Paul tells him, is one of
the "tadpoles. 29
The French Revolution is spoken of in the novel as "a sunrise
out of a sea of blood. n30 Mr, Vetch, the old friend of Hyacinth's
tenement days, says to the young man, "I watched you as a child on the
edge of a pond watches the little boat he has constructed and set
afloat. "3l Questioning Paul about his motives, Hyacinth asks, "If you
object for yourself to a change, and are so fond of still waters, why

have you associated yourself with a revolutionary movement? n32

261bid,, pe 13Le

2Tloc, cit.

281bid., p. 20k

29Ibids, Pe 229

30James, The Novels and Stories, XI, p. 126.
3Tbide, pe 13kLe

32@}_@., Pe 189
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Almost every time that Hyacinth and Paul are together James
makes us conscious of water., The river is used to superb scenic ad-
vantage as they take an excursion together, and it is not extravagant
to claim that the following non-metaphorical passage suggests the full
richness of meaning when water is used figuratively in the novel —-
water to symbolize the shimmering, indefinite currents of activity

among the poverty-stricken classes.

It was decided at last that the two young men should
go down to Greenwich, and after they had partaken of bread and
cheese with Rosy they embarked on a penny steamer, The boat
was densely crowded, and they leaned, rather squeezed together,
in the fore part of it, against the rail of the deck, and
watched the big black fringe of the yellow stream., The river
had always for Hyacinth a deep beguilement, The ambiguous
appeal he had felt as a child in all the aspects of London came
back 4o him from the dark details of its banks and the sordid
agitation of its bosom: the great arches and pillars of the
bridges, where the water rushed and the funnels tipped and
sounds made an echo and there seemed an overhanging of
interminable processions; the miles of ugly wharves and ware-
houses; the lean protrusions of chimney, mast and craney the
painted signs of grimy industries staring from shore to shore;
the strange, flat, obstructive barges, straining and bumping
on some business as to which everything else was vague but that
it was remarkably dirty; the clumsy coasters and colliers
which thigkemed as one went down; the small loafing boats whose
occupants somehow, looking up from their oars at the steamer,
as they rocked in the oily undulations of its wake, appeared
profane and sarcastic; in short all the grinding, puffing,
smoking, splashing activity of the turbid flood....lLater as
they lay in the brown crushed grass on one of the slopes of
Greenwich Park and saw the river stretch awsy and shine beyond
the pompous collonades of the Hospital, he asked him if there
were any btruth in what Rosg had said about his being sweet on
their friend the Princess. 3

33Ibid., ppe 165-6
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The chapter abounds in instanceglof water uséd figuratively.
Hyacinth, 1ying there on the grass, has "a sudden, quick flood of
association, w3l Paul, teasing him, calls him "a bloated little swell"35
and speaks of the distant Iondon as a "sink of iniquity."36 Later when
Paul and the Princess meet, we are.told that "each seemed to drop a
plummet into the othert!s mind, w37 and Paul tells his guest that he knew
that she would "™turn on the foun‘bains.“38 But the most sustained use of

the water imagery occurs Just after the beginning of the Fifth Book

when Hyacinth contemplates the future and his fate.

In these hours the poverty and ignorance of the
multitude seemed so cast and preponderant, and so much the
law of life, that those who had managed to escape from the
black gulf were only the happy few, spirits of resource as
well as children of luck: they inspired in some degree the
interest and sympathy that one should feel for survivors

and victors, those who have come safely out of a shipwreck
or a battle, What was most in Hyacinth's mind was the idea
eesbhat the flood of democracy was rising over the world;
that it would swet sweep all the traditions of the past before
iteess When this high, healing, uplifting tide should cover
the world and float in the new era, it would be its own
fault,,.if want and suffering and crime should continue to

be ingredients of the human lot,..At the same time there was
joy and exultation in the thought of surrendering one's self
to the wash of the wave, of being carried higher on the
sun~touched crests of wind billows than one could ever be by
a dry, lonely effort of one's own. That vision could deepen
to ecstasy; make it indifferent if one's ultimate fate, in
such a heaving sea, were not almost certainly to be submerged
in bottomless depths or dashed to pieces on immovable rocksS...
There was no peace for him between the two currents that
flowed'-' in his nature...They continued to toss him from one
side to the other,3?

1bid., p. 191,
PIbid., pp. 192-3.
3Tbid., pe 193
3 1bide, po 206s
38_:@_:_1_Q., Pe 203,

391_b_ic_1. s PPe 235~7. TItalics are mine.
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When Hyacinth becomes convinced of his inability to serve the
revolutionary movement effectively, he speaks to his friend Millicent
Henning in the full operating power of the metaphor, %"All this has had
the effect an object has if you plunge it into a cup of water —- the
water overflows. Only in my case, it's not water, but a very foul
liquid indeed, Pardon the bad odour."™® In other words, Hyacinth feels
dissociated from the world of poverty and distress (the world of the
water image) which he had engaged to serve, and any overflowing of that
world through the agency of himself can only be foul and corrupting and
of no benefit to anyone,.

The metaphor of the foul liquid enters the narrative again in
its final pages., James writes of Hyacinth,

In all his previous meditations the growth of his
reluctance to act for the tparty of action' had not been the
fear of a personal stain, but the simple growth of yearning
observation., Yet now the idea of the personal stain made him
horribly sick....to suffer it to start out in the life of her
son was in a manner to place her own forgg}lten, redeemed
pollution agsin in the eye of the world."

And on this final day of his life, it is to the river that Hyacinth

goes again, the weather being "grey and damp, though no rain fell. nh2

He passed slowly to and fro over Westminster
bridge and watched the black barges drift on the great
brown rivers,...All he had ever liked in her [Millicent
Henning] came back to him now with a finer air, and there
was a moment, during which he again made time on the bridge
that spans the lake in the Park, seemingly absorbed in

4OTpid., pe 300,
WlTbide, pe 3726

haLoc. cite
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the pranks of a young ass in a boat, when he asked himself
if at bottom he hadnt't liked her better almost than any one.)*3

Tt might seem from the foregoing that the water imagery of

The Princess Casamassima has only aesthetic and technical functions

- that it serves merely to suggest the indistinct, constantly fluctuat-
ing, fluidly vague world of the downtrodden and their attempts to
relieve their misery, But the moral comment of the author is not to be
missed, For Jamest!s metaphor is part of his indictment of the upper
classes for their failure of perception. To be unwilling to see is
always an evil in the moral universe of Henry James, and the full
strength of his judgment of aristoc‘ratic society in the eighties is to

be discovered in his assertion through the technique of The Princess

Casamassima that society had only its self-satisfied complacenoy and
self-righteousness to blame for its being threatened by revolutionary
intrigue. The indistinctness with which James presents the underworld
of Hyacinth Robinson and:his socialist friends is meant to be indicative
of the hazy, blurred, shimmering notion which the ruling classes of
James's day had of those basic social disturbances which were the |
result of moral, political and economic derangement. Indeed Jameé tells
us what he intended.
let me at the same time not deny that, in answer
to probable ironic reflexions on the full license for
sketchiness and vagueness and dimness taken by my picture,

T had to think myself in advance of a defence of my nartistic
position." Shouldn't I find it in the happy contention that

b31hid., pe 373

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



85

the value I wished most to render and the effect I wished
most to produce were precisely those of our not knowing,
of society'!s not knowing, but only guessing and suspecting
and trying to ignore, what "goes on" lrreconcilably,
subversively, beneath the vast surface?

The metaphor of the novel, then, operates on several levels,
It supports both the structure and the tone of the work, but, more
importantly, it is the agency through which James's moral view of
"English society is made dramatic and more obvious; Technical methods
are employed to fullest advantage in the novel, with all of the novel's
effects —- meaning, theme, tone, language -~ coming together in a

strict coherence of form,
iii

In a recent issue of Scrutiny Marius Bewley called What Maisie
Knew (1897) "the most magnificent portrayal in the language of the
unfolding diécretionary powers of a human being."h5 It is one of the
very best of James's shorter novels, a compelling study of the corrupting
power of a society which has lost its capacity for self-sacrifice. The
characters of the novel are mired in the idolatry of self, and their
highly ingenious machinations to assure self-gratification at the same
time that they attempt to clothe themselves in easy respectability
create a pressure of evil which terrifies the reader. Bewley'comments

on the whole decaying ugliness of this society.

hh'James, The Novels and Stories, X, p. xxix. Italics are mine.

hSmari'us Bewley, "Appearance and Reality in Henry James," Scrutiny,
XVII (Summer 1950), p. 113.
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: What Maisie Knew presents us with a world of
horror, but the essence of that horror consists in the way
we are able to isolate the grotesqueness of moral evil as it
caricatures and distorts human action and motive -- to
isolate it through the innocent eyes of a little girl whose
vision is not sufficiently dulled by conventional experience
to absorb the singularity of the irregular world in which
she lives,...In Maisie we have one of the most fully ligﬁged
moral worlds that James ever offered for our inspection.

That is, we get a double picture in What Maisie Knew., To drive home

his picture of social and moral corruption, James used the point of
view of a child, and the spectacle of the horrors is thus increased
for us. But at the same time, we get a picture of the effect which
this world has on the child -~ the child matures by seeing evil, is
initiated into the realm of moral decision and responsibility, and
iearns that she must make her own moral choices,

Only The Spoils of Poynton is discussed in the Notebooks in

more detail than What Maisie Knew.m James was fascinated with the

possibilities of his little tale, the story of a child who "with two |
fathers, two mothers and two homes, six protections in all...shouldn't
know 'wherever' to gé."hg He called it an "ugly little comedy"w .and
wrote that the full horror of the tale could be worked out only if he

made certain that "EVERYTHING TAKES PLACE BEFORE MAISIE, w50

L6,

UTyatthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, Index entries, pp. L21-2,

L‘BJaumas, The Novels and Stories, XVI, p. 90.

U9¥atthiessen and Mardock, The Notebooks, p. 263
5

OIbid., p. 238,
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The unpleasant parents of a little girl named Maisie have
received a divorce just as the story opens, with the Court decreeing
that the child is to remain six months with each parent. The parents
hate one another viciously and use the child as an instrument for
hatred and slander of eé.ch other, They take care of Maisie when their
turns come "nor for any good they could do her, but for the harm they
could, with her unconscious aid, do each other.“szL

At her mother's, Maisie comes under the supervis;i.on of Miss
Overmore, an attractive governess, Meeting her father in the Park one
day, Maisie is not surprised that he seems to be attracted by Miss
Overmore, and when it is time for Maisie to go to her father, Miss
Overmore goes along and is permanently established in Beale Farange's
home, Another governess, Hrs. Wix, then takes ;ver for Maisie's
mother, and she supplies the child with the first real maternal
tenderness that Maisie has ever haci. Maisie warms to her, but at the
end of six months she must go to her fathert's, where she finds that
Miss Overmore has been living during the entire time of Maisie's
absence, This time Maisie stays with her father beyond the six months
period, Miss Overmore giving the little girl the impression that Maisie's
mother does not want her, Furthermore, Miss Overmore tells Maisie thaﬁ
"] don't know what in the world, darling, your father and I should do
without you, for you just make the difference, as I.'ve told you, of

keeping us perfectly pzz‘oper."5 2

S]'Ja.mes, The Novels and Stories, XVI, Pe 5.

‘ 52Ibid¢, De 38a |
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However, Mrs, Wix arrives at the Farange household to tell
Maisie of the forthcoming marriage of her mother and Sir Claude. This
prompts Miss Overmore to reveal that she is already married to Maisie's
father, It is a marriage of very brief happiness, however, and
Mrs., Farange (called Mrs, Beale in the story to distinguish her from
Maisie's mother) quickly develops an interest in Sir Claude, who comes
to make the acquaintance of Maisie, His own marriage with Maisie's
mother is soon a failure, for Lady Claude participates in a succession
of love affairs, all highly tempestuous and sordid. Similarly, Maisie's
father, Mr, Farange, develops an arrangement with Mrs. Cuddon, a
dark-skimmed and frightening Countess of great wealth.

Mrs, Beale's interest in Sir Claude is soon so intense that
she begins to use Maisie as the means for bringing them together. Only
Mrs., Wix protests the child's exposure to the illicit passion of the
two, but when the couple are finally free of their respective partners
and attempt to use Maisie as a flimsy pretext of propriety when they
join one another abroad, it is Maisie herself who atiempts to obstruct
their plan. She wishes to remain with Sir Claude, but she will do so
only if he breaks with Mrs, Beale. This he refuses to do, and so
Maisie departs at the end with Mrs, Wix.

James's denunciation of the moral callousness cf Maisie's
parents and step-parents is not to be missed in the novelj he was
apparently unable to bring himself to an unequivocal sympathy with
any of the characters except Maisie, for there is even a suggestion

that ¥rs, Wix is absurdly in love with Sir Claude. To be sure, the
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novel is more than an attack on divorce, azlthough James, as the next
chapter will demonstrate, always disapproved the practice. The major
emphasis of the novel is the predicament of Maisie herself, | and the
obvious lesson of the shocking events we are asked to witness is that
a child who must come to moral maturity in such surroundings as these
is always perched hazardously on the brink of hysteria and psychological
breakdown. There is a limit to what the sensitivity of a child can
endure, James says in this tale, and if Maisie just bérely comes through
to a moral (though very lonely) safety, her ‘success is personal and
individual, Maisie manages finally to avoid pé-fsonal entanglement with
ugliness, but the next little girl might fail. In emphasiging, as he
always does, the predicament of an individual character, however, James
has not forgotten to fill in the details of his background, and it is
there that we get his scorn for the much-marrying parents and step-
parents. '

The symbolic language of the novel supports its moral bias.
The most persistent images are those of expansion, of developing
outwards, of dilation, of long corridors, of endless vistas -- that is,
of growth and the potentiality for growth., Both the child's passivity
and her unlimited receptiveness in the face of so much evii are suggested

by the following figure:

Everything had something behind it: 1ife was like
a long, long corridor with rows of closed doors. She had
learned that at these doors it was not wise to knock —- this
seemed to produce from within such sounds of derision.

5B’Jamess, The Novels and Stories, XVI, P. 32.‘
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A year of Maisie's life is spoken of as "a cup brimming over
with the sense that now at least she was learning. nSh She travels along
"the long telescope of Gower Street, n55 She followed Sir Claude Uwith
the sense of an ample filling-out of any void created bj symptoms of
avoidance and of £light."5® The first intimations of a developing
relationship between Mrs, Beale and Sir Clamde come to Maisie in the

metaphor of space and distance.

How and when and where, however, were just what
Maisie was not to know -~ an exclusion, moreover, that she
never questioned in the light of a participation large
enough to make him, while she shared the ample void of
Mrs, Beale'!s rather blank independence, shine in her
yearning eyes like the single, the soveg?ign window-
square of a great disproportioned room.

Objects constantly grow in time and space. "What she knew,
what she could know is by this time no secret to us: it grew and
grew at any rate, the rest of that day, in the air of what he took
for granted. u58 "0nly he had himself blown to a much bigger balloon
the large consciousness he then filled out. n59

The' evil which Maisie's parents had the gift of "thinking
or pretending to think of each other they poured into her little

60

gravely-gazing soul as into a boundless receptable" ™ and an

5l‘Ib:Ld., p. 61
SSIbido, Pe 1L9,

561bid,, p. 180,
57Ibide, Pe llike
58bide, pe 210,
59Tbid., pe 2384

601bidoa Pe 1he
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“objurgation" of Maisie's mother's "was a missive that dropped into
her memory with the dry rattle of a letter falling into a pillar-
box. w6l

Equally instructive are the images of fantasy and unreality.
In antithesis to the images of expansion and space -which- symbolize
Maisie's capacity to learn the full meaning of the evil society
which surrounds her, the images of shadows and strangeness suggest the
child!s failure to understand, She fixed "just the stare she might
have ﬁad for images bounding across the wall in the ‘slide of a magic-
lantern, Her little world was phantasmagoric -- strange shadows
dancing on a sheet. "2 Wspe found in her mind a collection of images
and echoes to which meanings were attached -- images and echoes kept
for her in the childish dusk, the dim closet, the high drawers, like
games she wasn't big enough yet to play. n63 "The great strain
meanwhile was that of carrying‘by the right end the things her father
said about her mother -~ things mostly that Moddle, on a glimpse of
them, as if they had been complicated toys or difficult books, took
out of her hands and put away in the closet. nbl

The congruence of the metaphor of the novel to the theme
of the child's expanding moral consciousness is made explicit about
two-thirds through the book, The images must grow and extend and

spread out to their farthest limits because Maisie must absorb the

“ic. cit,
621bid.,‘po Fe
631bid., po 1l

6h1pid,, p. 12
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maximum instruction of her surroundings,

As she was condemned to know more and more, how
could it logically stop before she should know Most? It
came to her in fact as she sat there on the sands that she
was distinetly on the road to know Everything....what in
the world had she ever done but learn and learn and learn?®
The Everything she comes to know is, specifically, the

sexual irregularities of the parents and step-parents, The full
meaning of their passions and intrigues is brought home to her as
Sir Claude joins Mrs. Beale on the continent and Maisie learns that
they are sharing the same room, The Sir Claude she has admired
above all her other "protectors" is, as Mrs. Wix says, "a slave to
his passions."66 Furthermore, when 8ir Claude tells her, on the
morning after his arrival, that he has not yet seen Mrs. Beale,
Maisie, who has every reason to believe that he has come directly
from Mrs. Beale's room, has "the faintest purest coldest conviction
that he wasn't telling the truth.”67 The reader's full recognition
of his having been with Mrs, Beale in her quarters is assured by a
clever piece of dramatization, Maisie and Sir Claude are about to
g0 to a.café for breakfast.

Maisie was already at the door; he glanced round
the room, "A moment -- my sticke.® But there appeared to be

no stick., "No matter; I left it -~ ohl" He remembered with
an odd drop and came out. .

651Thid., pe 249,
661bid4’ Do 278,
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"You left it in Iondon?" she asked as they went

downstairs, ‘
"Yes -~ in Iondon: fancyl"
"You were in such a hurry to come," Maisie explained.
He had his arm round her, %"That must have been the
reason, n68

The breakfast is a hideous business, Maisie, sensing again
the deception of Sir Claude, realizes that he is a man afraid of
himself. He betrays that he has already been in communication with
Mrs.(Beale, though he is not sufficiently perceptive to notice Maisie's
awareness of his blunder. He stumbles on into an embarrassing request
that Maisie be willing to give up Mrs. Wix and come to live with him
and Mrs, Beale, indicating, as he does so, that the governess will
refuse to condone their relationship and, therefore, leave them. As a
matter of fact, he doubts that any governess will serve them,

e probably shouldnt't give you another governess.

To begin with we shouldn't be able to get one == not of the

only kind that would do. It wouldn't do =~ the kind that

would do," he z{ggerly enough explained., "I mean they
wouldn't stay.

Maisie, however, cannot choose easily., At the repetition of

Sir Claude's request, "she felt the coldness of her terror, and it
seemed to her that suddenly she knew, as she knew it about Sir Claude,

what she was afraid of, She was afraid of herself, nf0 She is afraid,

that is, of an involvement with Sir Claude which will be not at all

different from the passionate associations of her parents and step-

681pid,, pe 285,

69Ibid. s PPe 297=8.

054, pe 299,
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parents, It is the moment of Maisie's sexual awakening - not only
to her own potentiality but to the whole sordid display she has been
exposed to, She can sense the dreadful possibility that Sir Claude
may in time direct his passion at her; her terror results from her
knowing, however hazily, the danger to herself -- a danger made all
the more positive because she is fully aware now of being attracted
to him, Her realization of the true nature of the relationship
between Sir Claude and Mrs, Beale has produced a sexual excitement
in her which makes her conscious of an attraction for Sir Claude,

She gives in to that attraction; she surrenders to sexual
desire, In the scene at the railway station which follows their
breakfast together, Maisie yields to a delirious s’oate,wpich allows
her, half in jest and half in earnest, to beg Sir Claude to take her
at once to Paris, OSir Claude interprets her action as meaning that
she is willing to give up Mrs. Wix, but he is not prepared for
Maisie's condition, |

"Yes, I've chosen," she said to him, "I'll let
her go if you = if you ="
She faltered; he quickly took her up. "If I,
if I —2n
. 8If you'll give up Mrs. Beale,"
- "Oh§" he exclaimed; in which she saw how much,

how hopelessly he was afraid. She had supposed at the

cafe that it was of his rebellion, of his gathering motive;

but how could that be, when his temptations -- that

temptation, for example, of the train they had just lost -

were after all so slight? Mrs. Wix was right. He was
afraid of his weakness =~ 0f his weakness,

7lIbid¢ s Po 306,
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It is that weakness which saves Maisie., For there can be
no doubt, it seems to me, that James, in the intensity of the events
that follow, means us to believe that Maisiet's declaration of love
for Sir Claude is sexual love, Before Maisie is subjected to the
bad-tempered dispute over her between Mrs. Beale and Mrs, Wix,

James has told us, subtly though nonetheless specifically, the real
nature of Maisie's plan, We must not fail to notice Maisie's command

of the following scene:

"If I give up Mrs. Beale ~=71

w11l go straight out with you again and not
come back till she has gone,"

He seemed to wonder. "Till Mrs. Beale —-7"

He had made it sound like a bad joke, "I mean
till Mrs, Wix leaves -~ in that boat."

Sir Claude looked almost foolish. "Is she going
in that boat?"

uT suppose so. 1 won't even bid her goodbye,"
Maisie continued. "I'11l stay out till the boat has gone.
I'l1l go up to the old rampart."

"The old rampart?®
: nI111 sit on that old bench where you see the
gold Virgin,"

UThe gold Virgin?® he vaguely echoed. But it
brought his eyes back to her as if after an instant he
could see the place and the thing she named -- could see
her sitting there alone, "While I break with Mrs. Beale?®

"ihile you break with Mrs. Beale,"72

Sir Claunde, however, does not rencunce Mrs, Beale, "He
can't, " Mrs. Wix ccments,73 and it is Sir Claude who hurries Maisie
and»the governess off together. When Maisie looks back at the balcony,

Sir Claude is not even there,

721pid., ppe 308-9 "

T31bida, pe 320.
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Maisie waited a moment; then "He wasn't there®

she simply said again, :

Mrs. Wix also was silent a while, "He went to
her, " she finally observed.

"Oh I know" the child replied,

Mrs, Wix gave a sidelong lgﬁk. She still had
room for wonder at what Maisie knew,! '

What Maisie knew is that she is now a young woman and that
she has just been through the first experience to make her conscious
of the need for "a moral sense." She has been saved from moral danger
less by the exercise of her own judgment than by the weakness of
another, but, whatever her future, she will no longer be in ignorance
of the true nature of the events which, as a child, she was mercilessly
required to behold., She now sees the horror of life with understanding
and precision, for it has come so close as almost to: engulf her, Her
desire to go away with Sir Claude and her insistence that he give up
Mrs, Beale were the signs 6f the influence of evil upon her. A child
thrust alarmingly into adulthood has been on the brink of moral
disaster because of the evil society in which it has had to live, The
metaphor of growth and expansion has shown us the expansion of Maisie's

consciousness to the point of her near-destruction.

What Maisie Knew, then, is an admirable example of James's

skill in fusing subject and language. The symbolic structure of the
novel works dramatically to re-enforce his indictment of the decadent
society which takes advantage of the innocence of a child in order to

pursue its own moral delinquency. But, as Pelham Edgar says, the book

Mrnia., pe 321,
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attempts also to show "How Moisie developed a Moral Sense, and James
is particularly anxious to give a true account of the way in which
childish innocence might react in the midst of irregular and impure
surround:ings.'ﬂs Appropriately, the movement of the novel is outward;
the horizon of Maisie's perception is lengthened; she grows physically,
intellectually, and morally at the same time that she travels and
meets a larger number of people. To give fullest dramatic wvalidity
to Maisie's growth and development, James employs a metaphor which
exactly matches the movement of his plot and at the same time aids in
the emphasis of his moral purpose —- to wkite a chastisement of "the
huge materialized stupidity and ‘vulga::':i.’c.y"76 of the English upper
class which could only jeopardize the moral life of the child and

hinder the freedom of the individual wille

iv
The Awkward Age (1899) has often been called the most
dramatically objective of James's novels, Relying on dialogue almost
to the exclusion of descriptive and expository passages, James
constructed his story in a series of scenes, like éoncentric rings
drawn around the theme.”! The novel was to be composed of a number of
%occasions, n78 as James called them, vand he was fully and deliberately

conscious that he was invading the sphere of drama.

75Edgar’ 220 Eé‘.?." Pe 123.

"0 ubbock, The Letters, II, pe 377e

77 James, The Novels and Stories, XIV, Pe Xix.
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The beauty of the conception was in this
approximation of the respective divisions of my form to the
successive Acts of a Play -~ as to which it was more than
ever a case for charmed capitals. The divine distinction
of the act of a play -~ and a greater than any other it
easily succeeds in arriving at —- was, I reasoned, in its :
special, its guarded objectivity, This objectivity, in turn,
when achieving its ideal, came from the imposed absence of
that "going behind, " to compass explanations and amplifica-
tions, to drag out odds and ends from the Mmare" story-
teller's great property-shop of aids to illusion: a resource
under denial of which it was equally perplexing and delightful,
for a change, to proceed,

The result of James's technical experiment is a novel from
which the author has vir'bualljr dissppeared, and the meaning of the
book must be garnered wholly from the happy unification of form and
subject which is again James's accomplishment, BEverything fuses in
this novel; consequently 1anguage is functional as its metaphor
accumulates to séate the moral dimensions of the society in which the
drama takes place,

As we have seen already, James has left no doubt in his
Notebooks about his purpose in writing The Awkward Age. The entry of
March L, 1895, occurs immediately after his first mention of "Bradat's"

Notes sur londres, and there can hardly be any question that James

intended the novel to illustrate what Matthiessen and Murdock have
called his "theory that English society showed some signs of decay. n80
The symbolic language of the novel 1s one of James's greatest

achievements in this respect. It is at once constructive and creative,

Ploc. cits

80Mat£hiessen and Mardock, The Notebooks, p. 193¢
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operating simultaneously on several levels of meaning., To miss the
function of metaphor in this novel is to miss a distinguished quality
of form rare in the history of fiction, To see its full working power
is to be aware of the pure aesthetic scrupulosity with which James
practiced his art. The Awkward Age is a truly unique novel,

It is not surprising that The Awkward Age has been one of the

least popular of James's books. It has been a consistent source of
bewilderment to his readers, and a letter to Miss Henrietta Reubell,

dated November 12, 1899, tried to clear up some of the difficulties.

I suppose I must at any rate mention that I had
in view a cerbtain special social (highly "modern® and actual)
"Iondon group and type and tone, which seemed to me to '
se preter a merveille [gic] to an ironic -- lightly and
simply ironicl -- treatment, and that clever people at least
would know who, in general, and what, one meant. But here,
at least, it appears there are very few clever peoplel One
must point with finger-posts -- one must label with pancartes
— one must explain with conférences! The form, doubtless,
of my picture is against it -~ episodes architecturally
combined and each making a piece of the building; with no
going behind, no telling about the figures save by their own
appearance and action and with explanations reduced to the
explanation of everything by all the other things in the
picture. Mais il parait qu'il ne faut pas faire comme ca:
perscenne n'y comprend riens ;L'en suis _pour mes frais - qui
avaient ét& considérables, tres considérablesl [g;.g] 81

The Awkward Age is the story of Nanda Brookenham, "the little

Tondon girl who grows up to 'sit with! the free-talking modern young

modern... and though the conversation is supposed to be expurgated for

8-"’Lubbock, The Letters, I, p. 333.
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her, inevitably hears, overhears, guesses, follows, takes in, becomes
acquainted with, horrors, 82 Her mother's drawing room is the gathering
| place for a group of brilliant and easy-living young people, chief of
whom are Vanderbank and Mitchy, each with an interest in Nanda. To the
Brookenham household comes Mr. Longdon, who remembers the manners of an
older generation. He sees in Nanda the very picture of her grandmother
whom he had once loved, and thus he is all the more shocked by the code
of freedom which permits her to move about casually in her mother's
drawing rooms
Vanderbank comes to be the choice of both Nanda and Mr. Longdon
for Nanda's hand, with Mr, Iongdon promising to will his rich fortune to
Nanda wheﬁ the marriage t-akes place, But Vanderbank refuses to marry
Nanda., "The young man hesitates," James wrote in his Notebooks, "because
he thinks she already knows too much; but all the while he hesitates,
she knows, she learns, more and more., He finds out somehow how much
she does know, and terrified at it, drops her: all her ignorance, to
his sense, is gone."83
Other characters give the novel exciting variety. The
character of Mrs, Brookenham, Nandat!'s mother, James once called the
best character he had ever done, Similarly the Duchess and her
daughter Aggie, who marries Mitchy and makes a failure of her marriage,

Nandats brother Harold, a genial young cad, Tishy, Lady Fanny and

822t thiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, pe 192e
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Ve Cashmore‘-- these people provide an appalling view of social
decline., Such people, say Matthiessen and Murdock, "dramatize the
lack of innocence in Mrs, Brookenham's favorite society. nBl

The authorts judgment of ‘this society can be found in the

symbolic language of the novel, The mebaphor of The Awkward Age is

almost exclusively a metaphor of seeing, Characters do not arrive or
enter, they "make appearances"; they do not have idea or opinions,
they "take a view'; they do not comprehend or determine, they "have a
vision," The novel contains a veritable frenzy of looking about —-
of glancing and watching and gazing -~ as if the eyes of these people
could never be at rest., Non-metaphorical sentences are weighted with
the importance of sight, and our final impression is of a society
desperately trying to visualize itself, trying to get some notion of
how it looks, because it senses that all is not well with itself.
There are sustained and subtle examples: #The young man's
acute reflexion appeared suddenly to flower into a vision of opporﬁunity
that swept everything else away, w85 wyrg, Brookenham's face covered
him for an instant as no painted Madonna's had ever covered the little
charge at the breast beneath it." “Mitchy's great goggle attentively
fixed him, w36 "We're not so numerous as I could wish, and we want
variety; wé want just what I'm sure you'll bring us -— a fresh eye,

an outside mind. n87 "Brookenham appeared for a moment to view this

8)"Mz;\t:th:i_essem and Murdock, The Notebooks, p. 193,

8SJame;s, The Novels and Stories, XIV, p. 107.

8‘5'21‘.1:':1(1., pe 77 and p. 106,
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statement (in the dry light of experience, nB8 "Mr, Cushmore soundlessly
glared his amsement," "Her melancholy eyes seemed, from afar, to run
over the page.“89

Non-metaphorical sentences are frequently weighted with the
importance of sight., "Mitchy for a little fixed the person mentioned
as he sat with his other guest, but whatever this person saw he failed
Just then to see his wife'!'s companion, whose eyes he never met, n90
" 1T like her as much as I dare to -~ as much as a man can like a girl
frém the very first of his seeing her and judging her he has also seen,
and seen with all the reasons, that there's no chance for him whatever!, "%
# 1My dear man, Edward never imagined anything in life.! She still had
her eyes on him, ‘'Therefore if he sees a thing, ‘don't j'ou know? it
must exist!,"9? |

In the milieu of the novel there is a desperation of "glancing
about", an intensity of "watching® and "gazing." "“She had now raised her
eyes to her husband, bub, turning away, he failed to meet them. n93
"The Duchess during this brief passage never took her eyes from her
niece, who rewarded her attention with the sweetness of consenting
dependence, .. .Her protectress then turned around the circle."%“ “She

insisted now with her absurdly pathetic eyes on h:'un."95 "Her inter-

88Ibid., pP. 62,

89_192. cite

90}2}9}_:_1_., Pe The
9lmid., p. 78,
92Tbide, pe The

231bid., pe 65e
iTbide, pe 856
95Tbide, pe The
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locutor looked at her with all his bright brutality....The Duchess
met his eyes, and so for an instant they sounded each other, w96

Merging with the imagery of seeing is a concomitant metaphor
of light -— of light without color, a pale brilliance, a "delicate
radiance," In the novel light "flickers® or it is a "quick flare,"
sometimes seen only for an instant. Mrs. Brookenham, it is said,
tradiated obscurity. "97Light figures appear in bewildering associations:
"and the Duchess got up == shining, however, with a confessed light of
fantasy."98 " tyamma, Edward,' she brought out with a flash of solemity
~ mamma was wonderfuli"’’ "The light of ignorance in the child's smile
was positively golden,™0r there are more conventional uses: ‘®with
which there flickered in her eyes, dimly but perhaps all the more
prettily, the first intimation they had given of the light of laughter,m O
She had a pause through which there glimmered a ray from luminous hours,
the inner intimacy which, privileged as he was, he couldn't pretend to
.share;"lPZ“Little Aggie has a smile as softly bright as a Southern dawnn03
The ver‘;) treflected" is repeated throughout the narrative; characters
have "flashed" of wit and perception; occasionally they are "dazzled"

by the "brilliance" of others.

%Ibid., p. 102,

T1bid., pe L6-T.
98_19_:}_@_. s Do 564
99_I_§i_._c_i.. s Pe 676
10014, pp. 211-12.
Y0l1hi4,, pe 119,

1021p34,, p. 148,
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But the light is always ephemeral, and there is an accompany=-
ing, or antithetical, imagery of darkness, a darkness that is hidden
and profound. "Wanderbank had found amusement again -- it flickered
so from his friend's face that, really at moments to the point of alarm,
his explanations déepened darkness.“mhfoharacters sometimes speak
yithout a gleam" and their eyes have "deepening visions" of darkne ss.:LOS
% 1But I scarcely think I ought to tell you,' Vanderbank pursued, 'if she
herself gave you no glimpse of the fact. Any implication that she
consciously avoided it might make you see deeper depths-"106

The society of The Awkward Age is, of course, an ugly society,

as even those who are committed to it, like Mrs. Brookenham and

Mr, Cashmore, willingly acknowledge. Mrs. Brookenham is cynical and
resigned; she is described as having a "weary pene'bration“;l()?the perfidy
of her son Harold, the carelessness of her daughter Nanda, the easy
familiarity of the young men who frequent her house are of no serious
concern to her any longer., Her husband "figures in her drawing room
only as one of those queer extinguishers of fire in the corridors of
hotels. He's just a bucket on a peg.™98To the continental

proprieties 'oi‘ the Duchess she is unresponsive and offers the only

101‘_1_?_@., Pe e

1051344,, p. 117.
106Ibido, Pe 120
1071bid,, pe 1LB.

1081bid0, Pe 225.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



105

defense of which she is capable. "I don't think I'm cuite a monster, but
I don't pretend to be a saint, I'm an Ehglish wife and an English mother
- T iive in the mixed English mi‘ld....Life is composed of so many
things...of such mingled, intertwisted strands,"109

From Mrs, Brookenham's questionable influence, Mr. Iongdon
.’cries to rescue her daughter Nanda, in whom he sees a reproduction of
the girl's grandmother, whom he had énce loved, Hé belongs to an older
time and an older way of 1life, and he finds the Brookenham circle
odious. The easy'irresponsibility of a society which permits girls of
Nanda's age to move in the freedom of conversation and behavior like
that ﬁhich offends him in her mother's drawing room is incomprehensible
to him., He tells Nanda, %"and the more one thinks of it the more one
seems to see that society...can never have been anything but increasingly
vulgar., The point is, that in the twilight of time —- and I belong, you
see, to the twilight =- it had made out much less how vulgar it could
ve, "107r 4, longdon represents the "twilight" of time, then what are
we to say sbout Mrs. Brookenham's world except that it is in total
darkness? Mr, Iongdon and Mrs., Brookenham represent the antipodes of
the worl& of James's novel, with the other characters, except
Vanderbank, tending to veer toward one pole or the other as they look
for an illumined way out of their desolation.

Vanderbank!s renunciation of Nanda is surely not to be

explained exclusively on the terms announced in James's Notebooks.

109Ibido, Pe 50.

11050 5d., po 1936

g
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If James meant his book to say only that "He finds out somehow how
mich she does know, and terrified at it, drops her, "™tthen it may
be argued that the character of Vanderbank is at least partly a
failure. All of his decisions rest on an ambiguity of motive, for
he is directly in the center of the novel's events, a victim of the
charm and persuasion of MNrs. Brookenham and of the generosity and
logic of Mr, Longdon. Consequently, he is unable to marry Nanda, as
}mr. Longdon desires, even though Mr, Longdon promises to settle a
fortune on Nanda the moment of their marriage. Vanderbank cannot
accept the provision of their benefactor that such a marriage must
involve remunciation of the Brookenham set, At the novel's close
Vanderbank has drifted back to Nanda's mother, and Nenda is the
secluded ward of Mr. Longdon.

The relationship which exists between Vanderbank and
Mrs, Brookenham is surely one of the novel's principal interests.
No reader of the book can be safe from the suggestion that it is
this lady's influence which keeps Vanderbank unmarried to her
daughter, The sympathy between the two is dramatized as a fatal and
inescapablé thing; they belong with one another; together they
establish the outlines of their society, with Mrs. Brookenham
symbolizing its cause and Vanderbank its effect. The act of
Mrs., Brookenham's which helps us to see what James meant in calling
her the best character he had ever done is the conquest —— or shall

we say the corruption? ~- of his hero.

106

110y tthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, Pe 1926
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Furthermore, the suggestion that Nanda Knows the relation of
Vanderbank to her mother should not be resisted., Probably James was
deliberately vague about what it is that Nanda does know - probably
he meant only to imply that she knew a great deal of the kind of
information not considered proper for young ladies = but certainly
we are free to speculate about whether or not she has learned of a
compromising union between her mother and her fiance', the knowledge
of which causes Vanderbank to reject her, The ;Jnly difficulty with
this interpretation, as I see it, is that it makes something of a
monster of Nanda, a girl willing to marry the lover of her mother in
order to secure Mr, Longdonts wealth, It must be admitted, however,
that such a view of Nanda cértainly strengthens the moral condemna-
tion of her society at the same time that it gives greater point to the
seeming desperateness with which the other people of the novel study and
observe her,

The relation of all these events to the imagery of the novel
is, it seems to me, quite clear. James tells us plainly enough in the
Preface that the arrangement of materials is on "absolutely scenic

ne__ the entire novel conceived as a series of one-act plays.

lines"
Irritated by his publisher's insistence on an ever-increasing amount
of dialogue in his stories, James set out to comstruct a narrative

which would be formed almost exclusively in dialogue, He would thus

achieve g "guarded objectivity",llgwhich, when accomplishing its

11

2James, The Novels and Stories, XIV, pe xxiv,

13114d., pe xix.
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ideal, "came from the imposed absence of that 'going behind, ' to
compass explanations and axmpl:i.fica.‘o:i.cms."lllL Yet in spite of >th:i.s
limitation, James adds that he was "positively struck by the quantity
of meaning and the number of intentions, the extent of ground for
interest...that I have succeeded in working scientifically. w115

The metaphor of seeing and the accompanying figures of light
are the instruments through which the meaning and intentions of the
novel are made clear., The frenzy with which these characters view
themselves and the world they inhabit is our picture of a desperate
society trying despe‘rately to visualize itself, straining to see itself
in as many postures as possible in order to acquire the lighted
perspective which will dispel its moral darkness. Another interpreta-
tion can see this frenzy as simply a form of the self-consciousness
of this society, the self-consciousness itself being a form of
decadence. In any case, metaphor in The Awkward Age demonstrates the
moral realism of Henry James — this society's frantic vagueness is the

product of its own moral delinquency. Languege, tone, structure and

form - all merge in The Awkward Age to show James's moral response to

one segment of Iondon society in the final year of Victoria's century;
the novel is an illustration of that breakdown of the distinction

between "substance and form in a really wrought work of art. n116 James
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wrote, "I hold it impossible to say where one of these elements ends

and the other begins, nll7

and the lesson of our knowing so many
character emphases in the novel is that we may see the meaning of a
society's total distress when its individual members can glimpse it
only partially or not st all, Without vision, without the illumina-
tion by which it could see the "deeper depths" of its vulgar darkness,
the society which James depicts could only fall apart, as fall apart
it dids Ernest A, Baker's comment on James is helpful,

James may have ignored many sides of human
activity; but, at any rate, he did not ignore the vital
problems and, as he looked to the future as well as the
past and present, he may be of lasting value to mankind

as a far-seeing critic and a philosophic guide. Henry
James had his 'message! as much as anyone,

v
The criticism of aristocratic society which appears in the

two other novels belonging to the period 1881-1900 -~ The Tragic Muse

(1890) and The Spoils of Poynton (1897) —- is muted and oblique and

seems noi very greatly to have influenced the metaphor of the novels.

The principal interest for James of The Tragic Mise was the theater

and theatrical life, and the compelling imagery of the novel is
related to this interest. As such, it is discussed in a later chapter.
Yet the novel as a whole is also a comment on some of the failings of
upper class society in England, and as such requires mention in this

gection of the thesis.

oo, cite

1385 mest A, Baker, The History of the English Novel (London, 1938),
Vol. 93 Pe 286.
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Only three characters of the novel can be said to represent
in any sense the fixed order of English society in the period, They
are Lady Agnes Dormer, Mrs. Julia Dallow, and Charles Carteret. Of
the three James is most severe with Lady Agnes, for her attempts to
bring about a marriage between her son Nick and Mrs. Dallow, in complete
disregard of the values of sentiment and affection, are little less than
a bribery out of which she hopes to gain a greatly improved economic
security,‘ commensurate with the soecial position which she considers
her family to hold., She is inflexible in her opposition to Nick's
interest in any but materialistic and worldly advantages, and the

~scene in which Nick tells her that he has renounced his seat in
Parliament in order to pursue the life of a painter is one of the

bitterest that James ever wrote,

But she gave a name to the group in which Nick had
now taken his place, and it made him feel after the lapse of
years like a small, scolded, sorry boy again «- the time when
this parent had slapped him and called him a little fool. He
was a big fool now -~ hugely immeasurable; she repeated the
term over and over again with a high-pitched passion, The
most painful thing in this painful hour was perhaps his
glimpse of the strange feminine cynicism that lurked in her
fine sense of injury. Where there was such a complexity of
revolt it would have been difficult to pick out particular
wrongs; but Nick could see that, to his mothert's imagination,
he was most a fool for not having kept his relations with the
actress, whatever they were, better from Julia's knowledge,...
Julia was certainly a combination -~ she was accomplished, she
was a sort of leading woman and she was rich....Yet the form
in which the consequences of his apostasy appeared most to
come home to Lady Agnes was the loss for the Dormer family of
the advantages attached to the possession of Mrs. Dallow.

The larger mortification would round itself later; for the
hour the damning thing was that Nick had made that lady the
gift of an unforgivable grievance....Julia would have got over
the other woman, but she would never get over his becoming a

nobody. 1

119James; The.Nove'ls and Stories, XIII, pp. 160-1l.
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Lady Agnes is equally bitter about the loss to Nick of
Charles Carteret's fortune, That old gentleman, a great friend of
Nick's father, who wanted to see the son active in Parliament and
married to Mrs., Dallow, had offered to make Nick his heir when these
arrangements should be accomplished, When Nick tells him that he has
surrendered his seat in Parliament and that the marriage with
M¥rs., Dallow will not take place, Carteret's offer is withdrawn, and
this further loss of expected wealth moves Lady Agnes to more intense

scorn of her son,

He had never been in good faith -- never, never;
he had had from his earliest childhood the nastiest
hankerings after a vulgar little daubing trash-talking life;
they were not in him, the grander, nobler aspirations..e.and
he had been anything but honest to lead her on,..to think he
would do something,...lboreover what need under heaven had he
to tell Charles Carteret of the cruel folly on his very
death~bed? -- as if he mightn't have let it all alone and
accepted the benefit the old man was delighted to confer.

No wonder Mr. Carteret would keep his money for his heirs if
that was the way Nick proposed to repay hime 1

When Lady Agnes learns of the diplomatic success of Peter
Sherringham, Mrs., Dallow's brother, she attempts at once to interest
him, in a more positive sense than he has ever demonstrated, in her
daughter Biddy. This she plainly sees as the eventuality which will
be some restitution for the loss of her hopes in Nick, Peter,

interested in the aeckress Miriam Rooth, resists the machinations of

Lady Agnes, only to make an offer of marriage to Biddy when he learns,

1201p14,, p. 162
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a year later, that Miss Rooth has married, lLady Agnes has another
success in the renewed concern of Mrs. Dallow in the family -~ the
lady even acquires an interest in Nick's painting to the extent of
asking to be permitted to sit for him — and at the end of the novel
there is some reason to believe that marriage between Juiia and Nick is
a not=-too~-remote possibility. Thus society seems to stand against the
onslaughts of those -- even those frOm the inside == who threaten it
(the outsiders in the book are best represented by Miriam Rooth,

“the tragic Muse", and Gabriel Nash, Nick's aesthete friend); but one
can hardly assume that the author of the novel is on the side of a
society which endures in such self-assured indestructibility.
Independence of action, freedom of imagination, general human benevo-
lence, as these qualities appear in Nick -~ all have been threatened
by a sense of social propriety not rooted in moral conviction, by a
decadent social formalism which ignores the liberty of the individual

intelligence, Though he sees The Tragic Muse as a novel which

npelatively fails," R. P. Blackmur believes that this novel, along with
several others, "constitutes a great single anarchic rebéllion against
society -- against the laws of society -~ in the combined names of
decency, innocence, candor, good will, and the passionate heroism of

true vocation, n12l

121R. P. Blackmur, "Henry Jemes", Literary History of the United States,
(New York: 1948), II, p. 1045,
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The discussion of The Tragic Muse at this point has been

prompted not by its metaphorical content, which will be discussed in
another connection, but because the novel, like the other stories
discussed in this chapter, makes pointed criticisms of aristocratic
sogciety, It has seemed wise not to ignore any material which attests
James's interest in the social and moral difficulties of his time.
Worldly possessions are, of course, at the center of the

drama of The Spoils of Poynton, and at least one skillful use of

metaphor re-enforces the tragic loss which occurs when there is a
too-positive attachment to material goods. Everyone loses in The

Spoils of Poynton, and the multiple disappointments are all inter-

twined with Mrs. Gereth's shameless manipulations to keep the

beautiful furnishings of her country home in the face of a law which
says that they must become the property of her son when he marries,

At the root of her activity is her objection to the execrable taste

of her son's fiancee, whose interest in the objects is wholly possessive
and not at all aesthetic, whereas Mrs, Gereth's love for Poynton is so
mich an attachment to beauty that she has completely lost her moral
judgment and sense of fair play. Mrs. Gereth has made an ally of

Fleda Vetch, a young lady who can understand the beauties of Poynton and
the bad taste of Mona Brigstock without at the same time losing sight of
the rights and basic decency of Owen Gereth, the son. When Mrs. Gereth
carries off practically all the treasures of Poynton to her widow's
cottage at Ricks, Fleda becomes the intermediary between mother and son

as the son quite rightly protests his mother's plunder.
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Soon Fleda discovers that she is falling in love with Owen,
and he, pressed by a stubborn, demanding Mona who refuses to marry him
until Poynton is once again as it was, is soon in love with Fleda, from
whom he received nothing but understanding and tenderness., This seems
to be exactly what Mrs. Gereth wants, and she states her willingness
to return the treasures to Poynton when and if Owen and Fleda are .
married. But Fleda is unwilling to undertake any pursuit of Owen,
inasmuch as he has already given his word to Mona., He must recognize
his duty.

"Tou must settle that with Mona. You mustn't
break faith., Anything's better than that. You must at any
rate be utterly sure. She must love you =- how can she help
it? I wouldn't give you upl ....The great thing is to keep
faith, Where's a man if he doesn't? If he doesn't he may
be so eruel. So cruel, so cruel, so crueliml?

When Fleda joins Mrs, Gereth again, she learns that the
latter, convinced that Owen and Fleda are certain to be married, has
sent everything back to Poynton; but she is dismayed to learn that
Fleda has not pushed her advantage with the young man and does not
even know his whereabouts. Both ladies telegraph to him immediately,
but it is too late., Mona, placated by the return of the treasures,
has agreed to the marriage and the newspapers tell Fleda and Mrs.
Gereth shortly afterward that the event has taken place. Months later,
Fleda receives a communication from Owen, who is now in Italy, asking

her to go to Poynton and to take one object -~ the most precious of

122James, The Novels and Stories, XV, p. 172,
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all, if she wishes -~ as a favor to him, "You won't refuse," he tells
her, "if you'll simply think a little what it must be that makes me
ask, nl23 |

Fleda goes, but she has only alighted from the train when she
learns that Poynton is on fire and that all of its possessions have
burned completely away,

James expresses the relation of Fleda to these events in a
metaphor of drought and dryness, as if the entire experience of having
%0 be involved in the struggle for ownership of the objects is barren
and arid of opportunity for her., ©She is horrified by the perfidy of
Mrs. Gereth in moving the treasures from Poynton to Ricks; she sees as
something positively monstrous that ladyts unwillingness to déal with
her son. She serves both mother and son to the best of her ability,
but James's imagery is expressive of the sterile feeling with which she
does so, Fleda is conscious of "thé sense of her dx'yness“l%%cduced by

a "flight into the cold air of denial,"l?

The lady of Ricks had made a desert round her,
possessing and absorbing her so utterly that other partakers
had fallen away....She neither wrote notes nor received them;
she indulged in no reminders nor knocked at any doors; she
wandered vaguely in the western wilderness or cultivated shy
forms of that "household art" for which she had had respect
before tasting the bitter tree of knowledge., Her only plan
was to be as quiet as a mouse, and when she failed in the
attempt to lose herself in the flat suburb she resembled —-
or thoEgt she did -~ a lonely fly crawling over a dusty
chart, '

1231hid., p. 228,
12lp,54., p. 107.
12510c, - cits

1265,14., p. 127
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Mrs. Gereth appears to Fleda as "the vision of some tropical
bird, the creature of hot, dense forests, dropped on a frozen moor to
pick up a living. nl27 A visit from Mrs, Brigstock convinces Fleda that
that lady had "not come on purpose to be dry, but that the voice of the
invaded room had itself given her the hint."128 When she speaks of Owen
after he has declared his hope of finding in his mail a letter of
renunciation from Mona, Fleda makes her statement "sound as dry as
possible. 129 Dryness accumulates into objects of stony and stfangulat—-
ing hardness as Fleda learns of the visit of Mrs. Brigstock to Mrs. Gereth.

Fleda had listened in unbearable pain and growing
terror, as if her companion, stone by stone, were piling some
fatal mass upon her breast. She had the sense of being
buried alive, smothered in the mere.expansi?n ggoanother will;
and now there was but one gap left in the air,

Later, when she begins to sense that the return of the
possessions is not going to help Fleda after all, Mrs. Gereth speaks
"yith a dry and weary calm, nl3l but anticipation for a moment causes
a fever of ingenuilty...to burn in her [F'J.eda] though she was painfully
conscious, on behalf of her success, that it was visible as fever,"132

Dryness intensifies and is rarefied until it becomes the

fire which consumes Poynton almost before Fleda's eyes,

127 Tbid., pe 129,

1281pid., p. 150.

129Th34,, p. 169,

130m14., p. 183,
13lbid., pe 196.

2
13244, pe 197
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She passed out of the door that opened toward the
village, and met a great acrid gust., She heard a far-off
windy roar which, in her dismay, she took for that of flames
a mile away, and Whi£33 the first instant, acted upon her as
a wild solicitation.

The smell of cinders and smoke is everywhere as the novelette
ends to assert the loss which Mrs, Gereth's false sense of values has
perpetrated‘into the lives of others more judicious and more kindly
than she, Only the union of Owen and Fleda, made nearly impossible by
Mrs, Gereth's calculated maneuverings, could have relieved the drought
of Fleda's dissatisfaction, and here again James's metaphor is active.
To Owen'!s presence in Fleda's life James regularly applies the traditional
figure of water as a symbol of that which gives life and fulfillment.

To know that she had become to him an object of
desire gave her wings that she felt herself flutter in air; it
was like the rush of a flood into her own accumulations,

These stored depths had been fathomless and still, but now,

for half an hﬁpr, in the empty house, they spread till they
overflowed, >

Or agains

She was meanwhile so remarkably constituted that
while she refused to profit by Owen's mistake, even while
she judged it and hastened to cover it up, she could drink
a sweetness from it that copsorted little with her wishing
it mightn't have been made, 5

Seeing Owen on the streets of London, Fleda is conscious that

1 bid., pe 23k
1351pbid,, pe 96
Toids, pe 900
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"wo fresh waves passed quickly across her heart, nl136 and when she is at
last in his arms with the secret of her love fully revealed, "“something
prisoned and pent throbbed and gushed; something deep and sweet surged

up, w137

But it is a moment of only temporary release, and the dryness
sets in again with the full realization of Mona's success, Fleda is to
lose Owen, Owen is to lose Fleda, Mrs. Gereth is to surrender Poynton
and the satisfaction of seeing Owen and Fleda share it together, and all
are to lose Poynton in the disaster of the fire.138

Twice in his Preface to the tale James speaks of the "sordid-
ness" of the situation; and the essence of this unatiractiveness is the
preoccupation of his age with the technical achievements of its artisans,
the excessive emphasis on possession of fine furnishing and objects _gl_'_g_r_t__.
This tendency to collect without reference to need, to store things up,
as it were, in such a way as to remind one always of how one had been
able to satisfy materially the refinement of one's taste -~ this practice,
so cormon to the manners of the last years of the nineteenth century,
James deplored as indicative of a want of moral fiber. The mere
possession of a beautiful dbject or collection of beautiful objects was
not quite enough; there must be a reciprocal relationship with intelli-
gence and imaginatioh and good will, James states the intent of

The Spoils of Poynton with succinct clarity.

One thing was "in it," the sordid situation, on
the first blush, and one thing only -~ though this, in its
limited way, no doubt, a curious enough value: the sharp

13671id,, pe 131
lBTIbid., po 1650

1381bid., Pe viii and Pe Xo
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light it might project on that most modern of our current

passions, the fierce appetite for the upholstererts and

Joiner's and brazier's work, the chairs and tables, the

cabinets and presses, the material odds and ends of the

more labouring ages. A lively mark of our manners indeed

the diffusion of this curiosity and this avidity, and full

of suggestion, clearly, as to_their possible influence on

other passions and relations,

vi

Throughout the middle period of his career, then, Henry
- James was a social novelist of unusual perspicacity. The legitimacy
of his social eriticism stems from the complexity of his picture -
from his determination to see his society from as many angles as
possible., It is not that he was finally reluctant to commit himself
morally about the abuses of his day, but rather that he held the act
of commitment to be so sacred an obligation that it must be prefaced
with assiduous investigation and responsible open-mindedness., There
is a positive Jjudgment of manners and morals in nearly every piece of
fiction which Henry James wrote, but whereas it becomes oblique and
veiled to the point of invisibility in the later novels, it can be
discovered with relative ease in the books of the middle period,
1881~1900, There are explicit and categorical comments on social
disorders in the novels which have received the attention of this
chapter; and what Joseph Warren Beach called "the witnessl of the
Notebooks",lho along with selected references from the letters, will

substantiate any claim made for James as a writer who felt the compul=-

wion to take a morally strong stand against social injustices.

lBgIbido, Pe Xo

lhoJoseph Warren eBeach, "The Wiﬁness of the Notebooks," Forms of
Modern Fiction, edited by William Van O'Cormor (Minneapolis, 19L8),
Pe L6,
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But the artist in James was repelled by the blatant and
obvious. He knew that the too-positive statement of a too-positive
Judgment carries little conviction, when it does not actually offend.
It was not that he sought an artistic detachment from life, but rather
that he required subtlety in the expression of his moral view. This
subtlety he could accomplish through those technical methods which
are the province of the writer of fiction =- dramatic point of view,
pictorial arrangement, fullness of character, and patterns of imagery,
It was the imagery in particular which aided him in the artful though
none the less certain and unwavering condemnation of & decadent
society, smug and complacent in the exercise of its vulgarized
prerogatives., Drawing from the whole area of human experience, he
constructed careful symbols which, while operating with complete
appropriateness in the narrative itself, would through their consistency
make his personal moral response to his material decisive and clear,
Thus Henry James served his art and his philosophy in a simultaneous
process, The figurative language certifies both his vision and his

taste.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Change in the Status of
Woman
i

Throughout the period 1881-1900 Henry James demonstrated
a growing dislike for journalism., Iike the author of Martin
Chuzzlewit, he could find small justification for American newspapers;
the Notebooks and the Letters abound in sharp criticism of their
"vulgarity", In a Notebook entry of November 17, 1887, in which he

discusses the plot of what was to become The Reverberator, James is

particularly direct,

One sketches one's age but imperfectly if one
doesn't touch on that particular matter: the invasion,
the impudence and shamelessness, of the newspaper and the
interviewer, the devouring publicity of life, the extinction
of all sense between public and private. It is the highest
expression of the note of !'familiarity,' the sinking of
manners, in so many ways, which the democratization of the
world brings with it., I was prompted to make use of the
incident in question which struck me [as] a very illustra-
tive piece of contemporary life -~ the opposition of the
scribbling, publishing indiscreet, newspaperized American
girl and the rigid, old-fashioned, conservative, still
shockable and much shocked little society she recklessly
plays the tricks u;pon.1

Eleven years later, upon the outbreak of the Spanish-American
War, he wrote to his brother William of his "moral and intellectual

need for ignoring"2 the newspapers; and other comments scattered here

1r, 0. Matthiessen and Kenneth B, Mardock, editors, The Notebooks of
Henry James (New York, 1947), p. 82. ,

2}‘_.Uinboc}zc, The Letters, I, p. 281.
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and there link journalistic enterprise with other social developments
which James regarded as unattractive —- "western ugliness, newspaperism,
vulgarity, and democracy™ is the way he puts it once in the Notebooks.3

But if he was irritated by Journalistic practices in general,
he was particularly incensed by the presence of women in the newspaper
profession. They seemed an especially odious species of female human
being to him, and the Notebook comment above is only one of a number
expressing his impatience and dislike, He writes to Charles Eliot
Norton in 1892 of the delight of Paul Bourget and himself in having
eluded an American “1ady—newspapér correspondent® and of how "a single
stone from that rugged old quarry would have brought [us] down. nhs In
a Notebook sketch for a story never realized, he outlines a plot in
which z novelist after "a considerable period...of more or less
affectionate intercourse with a 'lady-writer,! a newspaperwoman, as it
were" will discover that during their entire relationship she will have
been publishing anonymous and vicious reviews of his work in critical
jz:mrnals.5 What James must have regarded as the particular cold-
heartedness of the profession is indicated by the meaning which he hoped
to give to this situation,

The point of the thing is whether there be not a
little supposable theme or drama in the relation, the

situation of the two people after the thing comes to light -
the pretension on the part of the reviewer of having one

3jMatthiessen and Murdock, eds., The Notebooks, p. 102,

biubbock, The Letters, I, p. 195

Syatthiessen and Murdock, eds., The Notebooks, p. 177.
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attitude to the m'iter'gg a writf:r, and a totally dig’oinct
one as a member of society, a friend, a human being.

That is, the newspaper woman had established a fixed and rigid
dichotomy between the practice of her career and the ordinary social
relationships, love, friendship, sympathy, understanding -- all these
were to give way when they interfered with her search for "copy";’ or,
rather, all sentimental attachments which such a person might make were
10 be relegated to an unobtrusive area where they would not get into
the way of commercial opportunity.

James saw the emergence of the unscrupulous newspaper woman
as part of a major change in the status of women, Along with the New
England suffragettes, she came to represent most dramatiéally for him
"the decline of the sentiment of sex."! He was disturbed by the
intrusion bof women into areas formerly occupied exclusively by men,
for he saw in this change an abrogation of those rights which are the
psychological prerogative of the female sex, It was not that women were
+0 be def;ied political freedom and wider professional opportunity; it
was simply that a woman's demand to share responsibilities not tradi-
tionally hers could only hamper, and perhaps eventually prevent, the
effective carrying out of the natural functions of her position in the
home, The danger lay in woman's becoming something less than, or

different from, woman. Thus James's view is not to be regarded as

S1oc. cit.

7Ibido, Pe h?o
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obstructionist, unprogressive or reactionary., It was, in the best
sense, psychological, James was never more modern than when he saw
what Lionel 'I‘rilling‘calls "the conjunction of the sexual and the
political life, w8 and it is only recentls,r that psychological investi-
gation of sexual maladjustments in our society has placed the blame
on what James called Ythe masculinization of the women, nd in which he
saw "a big subject for the Novelist."lo

However, the first newspaper woman to appear in one of James's

novels is treated with kindly, though nonetheless pointed, iromy. She

is Henrietta Stackpole of The Portrait of a Lady, one of James's most
successful minor cﬁaracters. James devoltes an amount of space to her
in the Preface to his novel which is out of all proportion to her
importance in the story. He tells us ’ohé.t she "exemplifies...in her
superabundance, not an element of my plan, but only an excess of my
zeal."]'l She represents his determination to avoid thinness and under-
writing, ‘"Henrietta must have been at that time," he tells us, "a part
of my wonderful notion of the lively, nl2

To F. R. leavis, for whom The Portrait of a lady is "one of

the two most brilliant novels of the language" (the other is

The Bostonians, which also is the concern of this chapter), 13

BTrilling, The Liberal Imagination, p. 60.

PMatthiessen and Mardock, eds., The Notebooks, pe 192,

19 pide, pe 19k

llJames, The Novels and Stories, VI, p. xxive

100, cit,

13LeaVis, P_E. g_j_-_'t_'l_o, Pe 1530
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Henrietta Stackpole is "perfectly done -- marvelously escaping: the
effect of caricature, and remaining for all her portentous represen-
tativeness, sufficiently sympathetic, nlh She has, to be sure, all of
the brash over-confidence and blatant self-assurance of the American
newspaper woman who offended James, but her d;'amatic value to

The Portrait of a Lady was that she be the loyal friend of Isabel, who,

knowing Isabel's American background, could best see that young lady's
capitulation to the questionable charm of Europe.

F. O. Matthiessen has already commented in some detail on
the expressive imagery with which Henrietta Stackpole is presented to
5

1
the reader.™ Large, striking figures sufficiently assert her boldness.

James wrote, "She went into cages, she flourished lashes, like a

wi6 Her voice “rang out"; she "fairly bristled with

spangled lion~tamer,
motives."17 Her lack of regard for individual privacy is expressed in the
metaphor that "this enquiring authoress was constantly flashing her
lantern into the quiet darkness of his souls "0

The figures are consistently appropriate to her career,
Though James had originally written that "she was scrupulously,
fastidiously neat. From top to toe she carried not an inkstain,"l9
he changed his figure in the revisgion of the woik to "she was as crisp

and new and comprehensive as a first issue before the folding, From

Umpiq,, p. 151,

15jatthiessen, Henry James: The Major Phase (New York, 19hki), pp. 160-1,

léJames, The Novels and Stories, VI, p. 112,

1bide, VII, pe 2h8.
B1bid,, VII, p. 213
19Matthiessen, Henry Jamwes: The Major Phase, p. 160,
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top to toe she had probably no misgrint."20

James is wonderfully witty about Henrietta. Even his "bad®
characters say amusing things about her., Gilbert Oémond!s description
. is in full keeping with his excessive fastidiousness,
"One hasnt't a nerve in one'!s body that she
doesn't set quiveringe....Do you know what she reminds me of?
0f a new steel pen -~ the most odious thing in nature, She
talks as a pen writes; aren't her letters, by the way, on
. ruled paper?....Il dontt like at all to think she talks about

me - I feel as % would feel if I knew the footman were
wearing my hat."-l

To Isabel, Henrietta is "a light keen flame, a disembodied
voice;“22 to Ralph Touchett she "does smell of the Future —- it almost
knocks one downl"23 When Henrietta kisses, she does so "as if she were
afraid she should be caught doing it.”zh‘She is "in the van of progress,"25
she (figuratively speaking) "walks in without knocking at the door,"26
she has in her garments the odor of "the great country stretching away
beyond the rivers and across the prairies, blooming and smiling and

spreading till it stops at the green Pacificl"27 No more sympathetic

relationship exists in the novel than that between Ralph Touchett and

201.00. Eé-;b_o

n———_———

21James, The Novels and Stories, VII, pe 252,
2

2Ibid., pe 350,
23Tbida, VI, pe 115,
2)-I'Ibido, VII, PDe 3}4-3",40

25 Tbid., VI, pe 62

261p14., pe 11k

27Ibid., pe 115.
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Miss Stackpole, but when they meet for the first time, "she fixed her
eyes on him, and there was something in their character that reminded
him of large polished buttons -~ buttons that might have fixed the
elastic loops of some tense receptatle: he seemed to éee the reflection

of surrounding objects on the pupil, n28

Of course, this is all great fun, and the pleasantry of
James's irony is possible because Henrietta, though a constant and
effusive talker, is not "in the large type, the type of thorrid
headlines'."29 But there are non-metaphorical comments all along the
way which explicitly show that a society which places a premium on
grace, manners, and good taste could hardly be comfortable with a
Henrietta Stackpole on its hands., "Henrietta was a literary woman,"
writes James, "and the great advantage of being a literary woman was
that you could go everywhere and do everything,"30 and the implication
of that statement is plainly that to go everywhere and to do everything
is not the proper exercise of women., "Henrietta contracted friendships,
in traveling, with great freedom, and had formed in railway-carriages
several that were among her most valued ties,"3l writes James, and he
might as weil be saying that Henrietta was vulgarly and offensively
deficient in her knowledge of the circumstances under which friendships
are properly made, "But Henrietta, the Countess could see, was always

clogely buttoned and compactly braided; there was something brisk and

281vid., p. 10Le

29Matthiessen, Henry James: The Major Phase, p. 16L,

30James, The Novels and Stories, VI, p. 156.

Arvids, VII, pe 12
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business~like in her appearance; her manner was almost conscientiously
familiar,"32 writes James, and though this view of Miss Stackpole is
from the consciousness of the novel's least attractive person, the
judgment of Henrietta is plain enough: %o be conscientiously familiar
is to violate the sanctity of the individual and private personality.
Henry James has not made an ogre of his ficelle -~ she was far too
useful to him for that - but his imagery has made it possible for him
to give his reader the full, the comprehensive view of the character.
That is to say that the imagery has made it possible for him to give
us the Henry James view —- the whole view, the knowledge of "the

values and significances (of these characters) in a total scheme, "33

ii

James's portrait of the New Woman in The Bostonians is not

a pleasant one; the world of this novel is one of ummitigated horrors
and sinister backdrops, and before arriving at the imagery, I should
like to discuss the general theme of the work. One is repelled by the
hideousness of half a dozen sorceries which operate in the name of
enlightened reform; the uncritical humanitarianism which floods the
book is presented in a setting of charlatanism, garish publicity, and
inverted sexuality masquerading as feminist idealism. An entry in the
Notebooks should dispel the doubt that James intended anything so

repugnant, After sketching the plot in brief detail, James concludes

31b31d,, pe 200,

33Leavis, ope cit., p. 152,
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with an ammouncement of his intention.

I should like to bafouer the vulgarity and
hideousness of this -- the impudent invasion of privacy =
the extinction of all conception of privacy, etc, Daudetts
Evangeliste has given me the idea of this thing. If I
could only do something with that pictorial quality! At any
rate, the subject is very national, very typical. I wished
to write a very American tale, a tale very characteristic
of our social conditions, and I asked myself what was the
most salient and peculiar point in our social life. The
answer was: the situation ofwomen, the decline of the
sentiment of sex, the agitation on their behalf,

The Bostoniang, as I have indicated earlier, was badly

received in James's lifetime and only recently has it begun to
acquire the attention which it deserves., Its principal champions in
our time have been Philip Rahv, Lionel Trilling, and F. R, Leavis,>>
the last eritic seeing the book as a product of that "phase when
[James's] genius functioned with freest and fullest vitality. u36
A1l recent critics of the novel are especially insistent that we must
not miss the surprisingly modern outlook of the work. Leavis puts it
this way.
And- James's genius comes out in a very remarkable
piece of psychological analysis, done in the concrete (and
done, it is worth noting, decades before the impact of Freud

had initiated a gensral knowingness about the unconscious and
the subconscious)e-

ypatthiessen and Murdock, eds., The Notebooks, pe LTe

BSBa.hv, of course, in the introduction to his edition of the novel;
Trilling, in his essay on The Princess Casamassima, and Leavis in
The Great Tradition.

36Leavis, The Great Tradition, p. 127.

M bide, p. 135
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There are only three characters of major importance in

The Bostonians: Olive Chancellor, Verena Tarrant and Basil Rahsom,

and the central drama of the tale is provided by the conflict between
Olive and Basil for possession of Verena., Ransom is a somewhat
impoverished Southerner of conservative views who has come to New York
to practice law. Stopping off at Bosbon to visit a distant cousin who
had invited him to call on her, he finds that she, Olive, is active in
the impassioned movement for emancipation of her sex, He meets also
Olivet's sister, Mrs. lLuna, a frivolous lady of the world, who takes a
decidedly sentimental interest in him. He then has dinner with Olive
and af'l;,erwards accepts her invitation to attend a female suffrage
meeting at the home of Miss Birdseye, the écknowledged leader of the
feminist group. He does so, however, only after acquainting Olive
fully with his opposite views on the woman question,

At the meeting, the announced speaker of the evening,
Mrs. Farrinder, refuses to perform, and at the last moment the guests
prevail upon an attractive red-haired girl, Verena Tarrant, to take her
place., Miss Tarrant is accompanied by her parents, who talk boastfully
of her great inspirational powers, which develop from an eloquence
produced by her father's laying his hands on her in the best manner of
the faith-healing profession, of which, indeed, he is a member. The
speech flows out effortlessly in an effective emotional tone, but it
is essentially vague 4and insignificant., However, Olive Chancellor is
tremendously affected by the performance and asks the girl‘to visit her,

Encouraged by her ambitious parents, who know Olive's wealth and social
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position, Verena calls the next day, where she finds Ransom, who had
anticipated that he would find her there, The visit of Verena to
Olive's home is the first of many, and soon Olive has developed a
strong and possessive attachment to the girl,

Basil returns to his law practice in New York as Olive's
infatuation for Verena grows. She tells the younger girl that it is
their obligation to work together for the camse and that all their
energies and interests must be directed toward pursuing the cause of
greater freedom for womanhood. Olive literally buys Verena from her
grasping and sordid parents and takes her into her own household. To
remove Verena from the attention of wealthy young suitors Olive takes
her to Europe on what she calls a trip to complete the girl's
education.

In New York Basil hears of the trip from Mrs. Iuna, who
approves neither of Verena nor of her sister's conduct. However,
Basil's curiosity to see Verena is stimulated -~ he has never been
able to explain her fascination for him -- and he goes at once to
Boston hoping to encounter her there. Pelham Edgar's summary of the
final events of the novel will be helpful here,

It now becomes a tug-of-war between Basil and

Olive for the possession of the girl., Basil eventually

dominates, and demonstrates the truth of his theory that

Verena's devotion to the cause of women's rights is the

unconsciously insincere aberration of a nature fashioned

for love, When she asks him why her gift has been bestowed
upon her if only to be wasted, he tells her that her genius
can be put to better use in making one many happy than in

deluding a gaping multitude. An uncompromising lover this,
but that such blunt wooing should break down her defenses
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gives point to his contention. He eventually bears her off
from a crowded meeting that had gathered to hear her, and
her tears as she drives away from the hall were, as the
author admits, not the last that she was destined to shed,38
There can be no doubt, it seems to me, about where Henry
James stands in the conflict between Olive Chancellor and Basil Ransom.
It is, as we have said, extremely hazardous to assume that the views
expressed by a character in a novel of James are ever those of the
author himself, for James practiced his art with a scrupulous
objectivity resulting from an intellectual ease in the whole range of

human culture, andv this intellectual ease made indiscriminate enthu-

siasms impossible for him, But in The Bostonians he obviously has

little sympathy for the "advanced" views of Olive Chancellor and her
friends, The entire feminist movement is treated ironically but with
James demonstrating in the action of his rovel that its dangers were
not political but personal, It cannot be emphasized too strongly that
James saw his New England women as deficient in sensibility, not in
political acumen; but it is his particular courage to have investigated
the uncertain area of reciprocal effect -~ the point, that is, at which
it can be assumed that the projection of the female will into public
dispute begins to deprive her of security and control in the functions
of her sex. When and how, that is, does a woman become a George Eliot,

a George Sand, or -~ to return to The Bostonians -~ a Mrs. Farrinder,

a Miss Peabody, a Doctor Prance? The dry, painful sterility of these

38Pel]aam Edgar, op. Cit., p. 262,
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women is the strongest impression that we take from the novel, and we
rejoice in the stubbornness of Rangsom which prevents a similar fate
for Verena Tarrant. |

Henry James, then, is unquestionsbly on the side of Basil
Ransom., Mr. Leavis reminds ué that so perceptive a reader of the
novel as Miss Rebecca West could find nothing to say in favor of it
because she could not forgive James's ironic treatment of the "religion
of hmnanity.“39 Mr., leavis is confident that we will find the author in
the novel.r "We are not to identify him with Ransom, but we don't
suspect him of enthusiasm for that religion, and it is made very plain
that he shares Ransom'!'s ironical vision of the 'refor'merﬁ'.."1‘0

Throughout the novel the views of Ransom are given excep-
tional dramatic advantage; occasionally the tempo of the novel slows
as James permits the expression of them, And they come through with
power and certainty -- they are virtually the only pieces of memorable
talk in so crowded a book. Perhaps the most explicit statement of
Ransom's objection to the feminists comes in his first definite attempt
to remove Verena from their influence,

“Oh, I suppose you want to destroy us by neglect,
by silencel" Verena exclaimed, with the same brightness.
"No, I don't want to destroy you, any more than 1
want to save you. There has been far too much talk about
you, and I want to leave you alone altogether. My interest

is in my own sex; yours evidently can look after itself,

Thatts what I want to save,"
Verena saw that he was more serious now than he had

been before, that he was not piling it up satirically, but

39IJeaVis’ _9}3. _(ij_-;bdg p. 1350

Mrec, cit,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



13k

saying really and a trifly wearily, as if he were tired of
mach talk, what he meant, "To save it from what?" she asked.

"From the most damnable feminisation! I am so far
from thinking, as you set forth the other night, that there
is not enough woman in our general life, that it has long
been pressed home to me that there is a great deal too much,
The whole generation is womanised; the masculine tone is
passing out of the world; it's a feminine, a nervous, a
hysterical, chattering, canting age, an age of hollow phrases
and false delicacy and exaggerated sollicitudes and coddled
sensibilities, which, if we don't soon look out, will usher
in the reign of mediocrity, of the feeblest and flattest and
the most pretentious that has ever been. The masculine
character, the ability to dare and endure, to know and yet
not fear reality, to look the world in the face and take it
for what it is -~ a very queer and partly base mixture —-
that is what I want to preserve, or rather, as I may say, to
recover; and T must tell you that I don't in the 1easﬁlcare
what becomes of you ladies while I make the attempti™

The speech is exactly right for the dramatic situation at
this point in the novel; it is precisely what we expect a man of
Ransom's background and temperament to say. Yet one is scércely able
to resist the conviction that the author is speaking at least partly
in his own person -~ the speech is so carefully prepared for and, as
it Were, high-lighted in the narrative. However, it is not to be
supposed that it represents James's whole view. He saw a gulf widening
between the sexes and he speculated in the Notebooks about the cause;
and though Ransom's views would seem to absolve men from guilt in the
matter, James knew that the problem was far too socially complex to
admit of so limited an interpretation, He saw the emergence of woman

into public 1ife as the inevitable result of her boredom, which was

W ames, The Novels and Stories, IX, pp. 137-8.
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itself the result of the male's almost total immersion in affairs of

business and commerce,

This opens up...the whole subject, or question,
about which Godkin, as I remember, one day last summer
talked to me very emphatically and interestingly -- the
growing diverce between the American woman (with her compara-
tive leisure, culture, grace, social instincts, artistic
ambitions) and the male American immersed in the ferocity of
business, with no time for any but the most sordid interests,
purely commercial, professional, democratic and political.
This divorce is rapidly becoming a gulf —- an abyss of
inequality, the like of which has never before been seen
under the sun. One might represent it, picture it, in a
series of illustrations, of episodes -~ one might project
a lot of light uppn it. It would abound in developments,
in ramifications,

It is precisely this willingness to look at a difficult
social pfoblem from numerous angles which exonerates Henry James
from the charges made by critics 1ike Parrington and Hicks that his
work exists in a social vacuum. James's fiction is the most
responsible kind of attention to social disorders in that it is
unwilling to accept any single analysis too readily. "The social
texture of his work is grainy and knptted with practicality and
detail,® writes Trilling, and "his social observation is of a kind
which we must find startlingly prescient when we consider that it

L3

was made some sixty years ago.%

thatthiessen and Murdock, eds., The Notebooks, pp. 129-30,

hBTrilling, OPs E_i;b_o, P 60,
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iii

The imagery of The Bostonians operates to establish Olive

Chancellor's stultifying domination of Verena Tarrant, and Basil
Ransom's persistent attempts to break down that domination., Thus it
is supplemental to the main theme which is, as we have seen, larger
than the conflict over Verena. However, it is through the drame of
this conflict that the larger issues are apprehended, and the impor-
tance of the image is not, therefore, to be minimized.

The figures which James employs leave us in no doubt about
how all-encompassing Olive Chancellor wants her authority over the girl
to be, Several images are used repeatedly: Verena is spoken of as
being in a boi or wnder the cloak of Olive., But most interesting is
the repeated metaphorical emphasis on coiled wire, strands of steel,
entangled metal cords, We are told first in the novel that Olive saw
things "not simply and sharply, but in perverse relations, in inter-
twisted s.ﬂ:.rar:uds."}"J‘L After Verena comes to live with Olive, James writes
that "the fine web of authority, of dependence, that her strenuous
companion had woven about her, was now as dense as a suit of golden
mail."hs In permitting Verena to see young Mr. Burrage, Olive is
spoken of as "steeling herself against unezminess.“b'6 Verena, living

with Olive, is soon able to work without the stimulus of her father.

Wisomes, The Novels and Stories, VIII, p. 172

451pid., p. 201.

héIbid., Pe 203,
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There was no need of putting pressure on her; her own springs were

Miss Birdseye, descriﬁing the relationship between Olive and
Verena to Ransom, says, "You would say so if you were to see Miss
Chancellor when Verena rises to eloquence, It's as if the chords were
strung across her own heart; she seems to vibrate, to echo with every
wt):f"dt.","'8 The wire here has become the strings of a harp or some other
stringed instrument. The project in which Olive and Verena are united
is spoken of as "the tension of their common purpose,"h9 and Olive is
twice described as having fallen into the trap [@ne can surely assume
a steel trap] of fate."so

With Verena's first demonstration of impatience under the yoke
which Olive has imposed on her, James uses the figure to dramatic
advantage, Verena has just protested Olive's apparent lack of trust in
her,

The habit of public speaking, the training, the
practice, in which she had been fmwepssd enabled Verena 1o

unroll a coil of propositions dedicated even to a privat
interest with the most touching, most cumulative effect.

The same metaphor is used as Ransom begins a more active

opposition to Olive Chancellor for possession of Verena. James writes

“?;gig., Pe 20Le
bﬁ;g;g., pe 262,
b9 1pid., pe 77,
Ombid., pe 79

SlIbido s P 97,
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that he "unrolled a string of queer fancies, n52 Ransom's activity,
coupled with Verena's emerging rebellion, represents an uncoiling of
the strands which Olive had twisted tight about Verena; he has
"unrolled" the “queer fancies" which Verena had learned from Olive,
Just as Verena has "unrolled a coil of propositions® in her first
step toward independence., When Ransom declares that he sees the
public Verena Tarrant as a mere puppet, there is a shift in emphasis
from wire that surrounds to wire that manipulates.

"You always want to please some one, and now you
go lecturing about the country, and trying to provoke
demonstrations, in order to please Miss Chancellor, just as
you did it before to please your father and mother. It isn't

u, the least in the world, but an inflated little figure

%%é'ry remarkable in its own way too) whom you have invented

and set on its feet, pulling strings, behind it, to make it

move ang_speak, while you try to conceal and efface yourself

there, "3

The figure is applied to all of the New England reforming
ladies., "They had no wish to be wound up when they went out of town;
they were sufficiently wound up at all times by the sense of all their
sex had been through."™l But it is to Olive that the image is most
frequently applied, and in her most impassioned outburst of opposition

to Ransom, recorded by James as an indirect quotation, she does not

fail to put it into use,

52Ibid., Pe 118,
53Tbid., pe 1hle
Sthido, Pe 152,
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Olive flung herself over the couch, burying her
face in the cushions, while she tumbled in her despair, and
moaning out that he didn't love Verena, he never had loved
her, it was only his hatred of their cause that made him
pretend it; he wanted to do that an injury, to do it the
worst he could think of, He didn't love her, he hated her,
he only wanted to smother her, to crush her, to kill her —-
as she would infallibly see that he would if she listened to
him, It was because he knew that her voice had magic in it,
and from the moment he caught its first note he had determined
to destroy it. It was not tenderness that moved him =~ it was
devilish malignity; tenderness would be incapable of requiring
the horrible sacrifice that he was not ashamed to ask, of
requiring her Verena to commit perjury and blasphemy, to
desert a work, an interest, with which her very heart-strings
were interlaced, to give the 1%2 to her whole young past, to
her purest, holiest ambitions,

Olive's use of the image here is, to be sure, a conventional
and traditional one -- the reader recalls Othello's first suspicions of

Desdemonas
If I do prove her haggard
Though that her jesses were my dear heart-strings
I'd whistle her off and let her down the wind,5
But the figure is nonetheless related to the pattern of metaphor which
has preceded it and which it reinforces.

Also in the novel there is an imagery of cover or concealment,
and once again the application is to Olive's domination of Verena,
Watching the interest of the Burrages in Verena, Olive thinks, "'Why
in the world cant't they let her alone?! and pi'epared to throw a fold

of her mantle, as she had done before, over her young friend. n57

551bid., pp. 191-2. Italics are mines

560thello, IIT, iii, 260-62,

5TTbid., VIII, p. 185,
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When Verena's father agrees to permit Verena to live with Olive, he
asks the latter not to obstruct the display of Verena's talents.
- 58
" fhon't shut down the cover, Miss Chancellor; just let her overflowy t "
In speaking of the position of women, Verena uses the metaphor
~= it becomes a matter of considerable self-consciousness to her -- of
‘a box in which all members of the female sex are imprisoned., The
figure enables her to conclude her speech with considerable effect on
her hearers.,
We require simply freedom; we require the 1lid to be
taken off the box in which we have been kept for centuries.
You say it's a very comfortable, cozy, convenient box, with
nice glass sides, so that we can see out, and that all that's
wanted is to give another quiet turn of the key., That is
very easily answered. Good gentlemen, you have never been in
the box, and you haven't the least idea how it feels)"o?
Verena has only one secret from Olive -~ the incident of one
of Ransom's visits, and she clings to it pathetically as virtually the
only thing that is all her own. But under Olive's questioning, the
chance for concealment seems slighte. "She felt that her friend's
strange, uneasy eyes searched very far; a little more and they would
go to the very bottom, n60
It is Ransom's perception which sees that Verena's use of the

figure of the box in a general or universal application is really a

subconscious revelation of her private and individual predicament.

581bid., pe 199,
59Tbide, Ey Py 8T Ul
6OIbidQ, p. 83.

——
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It is not the box of her sex that she wants to escape from quite so
much as the box or trap (in this respect, the two metaphorical
patterns come together) of Olive's domination.

He kept talking about the box; he seemed as if he
wouldn't let go that simile, He said that he had come to
look at her through the glass sides, and if he wasntt
afraid of hurting her he would smash them in., He was
determined to find the key that would open it, if he had to
look for it all over the world; it was tantglising only to
be able to talk to her through the keyhole,®l
From her false position Basil Ransom rescues Verena Tarrant,

and, of course, the whole function of James's metaphor in The
Bostonians, insofar as that metaphor applies to Olive and Verena, has
been to make clear to us that Verena's position is a very false one

indeed, Olive has not, perhaps, practiced a conscious deception on

the girl, but one can hardly escape the conclusion that The Bostonians

is intended as a study of uncertain human motivation, and of how "the
masculinization of women”62 to the extent of thelr vigorous participa-
tion in public debate must result in their being subjected to private

ambiguity and ambivalence, As much as anything else, The Bostonians

is a parable of self-deception, with both Olive and Verena, though
more especially the former, figuring as the victims of their own lack
of understanding., James's reformers do not know themselves as women,

and consequently they do not know themselves as human beings., This is

6l1pid., pp. 118-19,

62)atthiessen and Mardock, eds., The Notebooks, P. 192.
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not the place for a discussion of James's wit, but a few examples of it
will show how utterly devoid of personality, appetite and understanding
he considered the New England women of the feminist movement to be.
Henry James was probably never more unkind to a character than when he
wrote of Miss Birdseye that “she belonged to any and every league that
had been founded for any purpose whatever, n63
This did not prevent her from being a confused,
entangled, inconsequent, discursive old woman, whose charity
began at home and ended nowhere, whose credulity kept pace
with it, and who knew less about her fellow-creatures, if
possible, after fifty years of humanitarian zeal, than on
the day she had gone into the gield to testify against the
iniquity of most arrangements,
'And as if that were not enough, there follows a few pages later a
comment on the same lady which must have seemed to James the most
damning castigation of which a novelist was capable. " Miss Birdseye
neither knew what she smelled nor tasted what she ate."0®
Dr, Prance, Miss Birdseye's medical friend, comes in for an
equally severe drubbing, We see her through the eyes of Basil Ransom,
but the picture has James's critical understanding of cultural history.
The little medical lady struck him as a perfect
example of the "Yankee female" -~ the figure which, in the
unregenerate imagination of the children of the cotton-States,
was produced by the New England school system, the Puritan

code, the ungenial climate, the absence of chivalry. Spare,
dry, hard, without a curve, an inflexion or a grace, she

63Ja.mes, The Novels and Stories, VIII, p. 3l.
Slige, cit,

65Ibid., pe 36. Readers of Charles Dickens will notice a marked

simiTarity between Miss Birdseye and Mrs. Jellyby in Bleak House. The
details of description are remarkably alike, even to the matter of the

failure of these two ladies to appreciate their food.
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seemed to ask no odds in the battle of life and to be
prepared to give nonee... She looked like a boy, and not
even like a good boy. It was evident that if she had been
a boy, she would have “cut" school, to try private experi-
ments in mechanics or to make researches in natural history,.
It was true that if she had been a boy she would have borne
some relation to a girl, whereas Doctor Prace appeared to
bear none whatever, ggcept her intelligent eye, she had no
features to speak of,

What a warning to the centuries, and what 2 tragedy that American
civilization has failed to heed itl

Of George Sand, Henry James once said, "She was a man:
a woman can transform herself into a man, but never into a gentlemani w67

The remark is pertinént to a discussion of The Bostonians., The imagery

of James's novel helps to reveal the lack of genuine sentiment, refined
taste, psychological certainty and moral firmness in one particular
section of New England life, The women of that section would never
fully comprehend the devastating penetration of James's comment on

Madame Sand.

iv
It is to a household of appalling sordidness that James
introduces us in his novelette A London Life (1888). Marital
infidelities have so disordered the Berrington home that Laura Wing,
h&'s“Berrington‘s eighteen-year—éld sister, feels the intensity of its

power to corrupt. Intrigue, scandal, imminent divorce, the violation

661bido, PPe h8'90

67gimon Nowsll-Smith, The Legend of the Master (New York, 19L8), p. T
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of the innocence of the children of the marriage -- these are
presented as real terrors against which Laura must struggle in all
the vigor of her youthful moral constancy in order to save her family
name from dishonor and prevent the social repudiation of her sister.
James's criticism of the world pf the novel is mercilessly pejorative,
the serpent in its bosom being shown as the exteﬁsion of ﬁoman's power
amd influence through the social frivolity which makes her morally
irresponsible., For Seldna Berrington who, in the excitement of
clandestine meetings with her lover and attachment to fashionable
luxuries, has ceased to be a parent, James has only an unmitigated
scorn; he is obdurate in his condemnation of her insensitiveness to
the sanctity of family,

James at no point in his work permits himself to question
the ideal of family. Divorce enters his stories very infrequently,
and when it does, the divorced parties are subjected to long and
inflexible social disapproval. In the world of James!s novels, the
family is a bulwark against the various disintegrations outside it,
and although the disagreements between husband and wife may be bitter
and irreconcilable -- although, as sometimes happens in the novels,
one of the parties has been criminally victimized by the other -- the
0ld admonition, in a revised Henry James-version still stands: what
man has joined together, let no man put asunder, Readers who like to
see hints of a writerts biography in his work would probably conclude
that James's sense of the inviolability of family life came from the

harmony of the relations of the James family, as beautifully demonstrated
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in their letters to one another, in Henry James's autobiographical
volumes, and in the records of their constant aésociations. In any
case, James saw in the middle period of his career the widespread
disregard of the values of family life as one of the indications of
the general rottenness of the old social structure, and in A London
Life he is at pains to show us the effect of family breakdown on the
status of women,

Summarized briefly, the novelette is the account of the
attempts of Laura Wing, a young American girl who lives in London
with her sister and brother-in-law Selina and Lionel Berrington, to
prevent the collapse of their marriage. She is incensed at their way
of 1life, at their passionate hatred of one another, at Selina's
sentimental alliance with another man, at Lionel's drunken offensive-
ness; and at their general disregard of their children, a pair of
appealing but somewhat bewildered little boys. Laura begs both her
sister and her brother-in-law to adjust their differences or at least
to give up the attachments which are threatening the household with
public scandal, but to no avail. They pursue their individual
interests solidified in their hatred of one another,

| At the Berrington home Laura makes the acquaintance of
‘Mr. Wendhover, another American, and he becomes her devoted escoft
as she shows him the sights of London, He takes both Laura and Selina
to the opera one night and is distressed by Selina's restlessness,
Leaving their box during one of the intervals of the performance,

Selina bolts with Captain Crispin, her lover, deserting her husband
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and children, When she realigzes what has happened, Laura, in a
state of desperation, makes several rather thinly-disguished over-
tures to Wendhover, plainly indicating her willingness to accept a
proposal of marriage from him, He is too obtuse, however, to catch
the full significance of her advances, and in bitter humiliation
Laura hurries to the home of her friend Lady Davenant where she is
ill for several days. Wendhover comes for her there, eager now to
declare his love, but she turns him away and flees to Brussels,
where Selina has gone., There is a crushing horror in the final scene

between Laura and her brothser-in-law,

It came to her that he really liked the idea of
the public letting-in of:1light -~ the fresh occupation, the
bustle and importance and celebrity of it...."I haven't the
least objection at present to telling you what you want to
know, I shall have my little arrangements very soon and
youtll be subpoenaed,”

"Subpoenaed?® the girl repeated mechanically.

"You'!ll be called as a witness on my side,"

"On your side?"

"0f course you're on my side, ain't you?"

"Can they force me to come?" asked Laura in answer
to this, |
"No, they can't force you, if you leave the country,
"That!s exactly what I want to do."
“That will be idiotic," said Lionel, "and very bad
for Selina. If you don't help me you ought at least to help
her,"
- She sat a moment with her eyes on the ground.
"Where is she = where is she?" she:. then asked,

"They're at Brussels, at the Hotel de Flandres.
They appear to like it very much."

"Are you telling me the truth?®

"Lord, my dear child, I don't liel" Lionel exclaimed.
"You'll make a Jjolly mistake if you go to her," he added, "If
youl've seen her with him how shall you be able properly to lie
for her?"

T won'!t see her with him,"

UThat!s all very well, but he'll take care of that.
Of course if you are ready for family perjury --{" Lionel
subjoined,
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"I'm ready for anything."

"Hell, I've been kind to you, my dear," he
continued, smoking, his chin in the air,.

"Certainly you've been kind to me."

"If you want to defend her you had better keep away
from her," said Lionel, "Besides, for yourself, you see, it
won't be the best thing in the world ~- to be known to have
been seen in it."

VT don't care for myself, " Laura returned musingly.

"Dontt you care for the children, that you'lre so
ready to throw them over? For you would, my dear, you know,
If you go to Brussels, you never come back here — you never
crogs this threshold —-- you never touch them againi™

She appeared to listen to this last declaration, but
made no reply to it; she only observed after a moment with a
certain impatience, "Oh the children will do anywayi" Then
she added passionately: "ou won't, Lionel; in mercy's name
tell me you won'ti" :

"I won't what?"

"Do the awful thing you say."

"Divorce her? The devil I wonttli®

"Then why do you speak of the children -~ if you've
no pity for them?"

. ILionel stared an instant. "I thought you said
yourself theytd do anywayil"

Laura bent her head, resting it on the back of her
hand and over the leathern arm of the sofa. So she remained,
while Lionel stood smoking; but at last, to leave the room,
she got up with an effort that was physical pain., He cam to
her, to detain her, with a little good intention that had no
felicity for her, trying to take her hand persuasively. "Dear
old girl, don't try and behave just as she didl If you'll
stay quietly here I won't call you, I give you my honour I
won't; there} You want to see the doctor —— that's the sort of
person you want to see. 4nd what good will it do you, even if
you bring her home in pink paper? Do you candidly suppose I'll
ever lock at her =-- except across the court-room?!

#T must, I must, I musti" Laura cgged, jerking
herself away from him and reaching the door,

But Laura's stay in Brussels is a very short one. She writes
to Lady Davenant from Antwerp that she is returning to Virginia, and

there, as the divorce case of "Berrington vs. Berrington and Others"

68James, The Novels and Stories, XV, pp. 37L-76.
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begins in London, the story takes leave of her.

To match the disorder of the household in his story James has
equipped the tale with a disordered natural world outside. Rain,
dampness, wind, storms, and mud prevail throughout the narrative, with
the most dramatic scene of the novelette being acted, as in Lear,
against a background of tempest., Rain enters the story with the first
sentence, but it is not a beneficent rain. James uses the water-symbol

to better dramatic advantage here than in The Princess Casamassima and

The Spoils of Poynton. In A London Life the disturbance in nature is

exactly congruent with the disturbances in social and family life,
Rain is unsettling and ominous in the story —- like the natural

~ disorders which, in Shakespeare!s plays, presage dire events in the
human world, "It seemed to be raining, but she [iaura:}didn't mind --
she would put on stout shoes and walk over to g}§§§,"69 and the name
of Lady Davenant's place of residence strikes us with its suggestion
of falling water., The rain, however, is nothing after all: "there
was only a grayness in the air, covering all the strong rich green,
and a pleasant damp earthy smell."7o It is at Plash that Lionel!s
mother also resides, and Laura speculafes on the British custom of
requiring a widowed mother to surrender the family estate when the son

comes into his rights (the situation in The Spoils of Poyntom) "but

her condemnation of this wrong forgot itself when so many of the

891hid., p. 237.

Loc. cite,
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consequences looked right -- bearing a little dampness."7l Her

interview with Lady Davenant finished, Laura, who has been told by
her older friend that she must get out of the Berrington home,
"walked back to Mellows in the rain, which had now come on, and
through the gray blurred park, ni2 Coming in to see the children in
their nursery, Laura meets her brother-in-~law and tells him that she
must change her clothes because "I've been out in the rain —- Il've
been to Plash —- I'm decidedly damp, "3 put upon Lionelt's revelation

i
3 5@; i

that Lagga has gone to Paris with a rather disreputable Lady Ringrose,
Laura, in her room "had more than ever her sénse of impending calamity;
a draught of misfortune seemed to blow through the house; it chilled
her feet under her chair., The letter she had had in her head went out
like a flame in the wind and her only thought now was to wire to
Selina the first thing in the morning."™™ She must bring her sister
to her senses for "frivolity that was never ashamed was like a
neglected cold - you could die of it morally as well as of anything
else, n75

Reprimanded by her sister, Selina ™iried to splash her sister
with the mud into which she herself had jumped,"’® and Laura later
feels certain that Wendhover "could 1lift her out of the mire if he

would. "77 But it is Lady Davenant, almost at the novel's conclusion,

Mivid,, p. 238,
72;_@_1'_.2., P. 252,
T1bid., pe 267
i, p. 271,
" Ibid., p. 270,
76Ibid., pe 3U7e

7711..: A -~ 2hR
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who must spell out for Wendhover the meaning of Laura's behavior.

"T{ seemed to her, with what was becoming so
clear to her, that an honest man might save her from it,
might give her his name and his faith and help her to pick
her steps in the mud, She exaggerates thg force of the
splash, the stigma of her relationshipe?

There is an extension of the dampness into a general
metaphor of water and liquids. Selina's addiction to telegraphing,
which she saw as the only way not to get into trouble, ought to have
assured that her "career should have flowed like the rivers of Eden,"7?

Laural's position in the Berrington household is defended as James
writes, "It is not to be wished she shall sail under false colors.
It must even be related of her that since she couldn't escape and live
in lodgings and paint fans...she determined to try and be happy in the
given circumstances, to float in shallow and turbid water....S0 she
floated“,ao although her brother-in-law's behavior sometimes Yeven
gave her a sense of deeper dangers."81 There is one moment in the novel,
however, when Laura's remonstrances with her sister touch the latter.
Her arms were about our young woman, they clung
tight and the checked tears again became a flood. She
besought Laura to save her, to stay with her, to help her
against herself, against him, against Lionel, against
everything - to forgive her also all the horrid things she

had said to her. She melted, liquefied, spread like a tide,
and the room was deluged with her repentance, her desolation,

"810id., pe 36he
79Ibid.o, Pe 2630
801b1d., pp. 292-3.

Moc. cits
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her confession, her vain vows and the articles of apparel
detagged from her and that might have been floating out to
Sea.,

In their play the two children several times represent themselves in
the act of drowning —- certainly an action of dramatic symbolic signifi-
cance, but the scene which must engage our greatest attention is that in
which Laura and Wendhover, visiting an out-of-the-way museum during a

violent thunder storm, come upon Selina and her lover, Captain Crispin.

They had been there half an hour — it had grown
much darker -~ when they heard a tremendous peal of thunder
and became aware the storm had broken., They watched it a
while from the upper windows -- a violent June shower with
quick sheets of lightning and a rainfall that danced on the
pavements, They took it sociably, they lingered at the
window, inhaling the odour of the fresh wet that drenched
the sultry town., They would have to wait till it had
passed, and they resigned themselves easily to this idea,
repeating very often that it would pass very soon, One of
the keepers told them of other rooms to see, of objects of
high interest in the basement, They made their way down -—-
it grew much darker and they heard a great deal of thunder --
and entered a part of the house which presented itself to
Laura as a series of dim, irregular vaults, passages, and
little narrow avenues, encumbered with strange vague things
ses "It's very fearful -~ it looks like a cave of idols!
she said to her companion; and then she added, "Just look there:
is that a person or a thing?" As she spoke they drew nearer
the object of her reference ~— a figure half blocking a small
vista of curiosities, a figure that answered her question by
uttering a short shriek as they approached. The immediate
cause of this cry was apparently a vivid flash of lightning,
which penetrated into the room and cleared up both Laura's
face and that of the equivocal person. The girl recognized
her sister, as Mrs., Lionel had unguardedly recognized hers,
"{hy, Selinal" broke from her lips before she had time to
check the sound, At the same moment the figure turned
quickly away, and then Laura saw it accompanied by another,

82 hid., p. 232
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a tall gentleman with a tawny beard that shone in the dusk.

These wanderers retreated together —- melted away as it

v;wgrx;z,e rgj.g%ppearing in the gloom or in the labyrinth of

.

The symbol does ‘excellent service here, endowing the scene
with dynamic portent and framing the revelation with the sharp
boundaries of the meaning which the novel, through its central symbol
as much as through anything else, has been attempting to state,
Selina's assignation is the ultimate design and picture of the meaning
of the book; it brings to focus the moral nihilism of her frivolity.
Earlier in the novelette Laura had reflected on "“that perfection of
machinery that can still at certain times make English life go on of
itself with a stately rhythm long after corruption is within it, Sl
and it has been the function of James's metaphor to suggest by its very
nature —-- a disordered natural world -- that at least one source of that
corruption was the change in the social status of women which, through
the resultant social disorder, so facilitated Selina's dalliance as to
make its later disapprobation of her indefensible, Just as in the
Elizabethan plays which accepted the Great Chain of Being, with distur-
bances in the world of man's affairs, so the generally unsettled
climatic conditions in A London Life establish the tone of a novel which
has as its theme the fundamentally unsettled moral conditions of a

society which does not know how to deal with its Selina Berringtons,

83 Tbide, pPPe 31L=5,

m————

Blryid,, pe 257.
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Thus James saw the problem of Selina and of all modern
women in its proper perspective -~ as part of the larger moral problem
of doctrine and ideology; and an analysis of his imagery is essential
to our discovery that James again has demonstrated a moral responsi-
bilitj unsurpassed in the nineteenth~century novel and equalled in
the century only by the most serious practitioners of the art of

fiction -- Jane Austen, George Eliot, and Charles Dickens,

v

It is to a story outside the middle period that we must turn
for a view of a woman who behaves with maximum discretion, understanding
of her position, and resolution, and who struggles so unremittingly
against the powers of evil, within the confines of the traditional
status assigned to her, as to come to a level of moral rigidity which
gives her final command over her assailants, For purposes of contrast
with the preceding pictures, it has seemed justifiable to comment on the
earlier story here, The story of "Madame de Mauves" (187L) is this:
BEuphemia Cleve, a wealthy young American girl studying in France, falls
in love with and marries Richard de Mauves, the brother of her best
friend at school, because she has wanted to marry "a man of hierarchical
rank -- not for the pleasure of having herself called Madame la Vicontesse
«ssbut because she had a romantic belief that the enjoyment of inherited
and transmitted consideration, consideration attached to the fact of

birth, would be the direct guarantee of an ideal delicacy of feeling. n85

85James, The Novels and Stories, XVIII, p. 201,
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She is cautioned against her romantic sentiment by the cold, hard
realism of her prospective mother-in-law,
"listen to this. WNot to lose at the game of life
you must -~ I don't say cheat, but not be too sure your
neighbor won't, and not be shocked out of your self-possession
if he does. Don't lose, my dear -~ I beseech you don't lose,
Be neither suspicious nor credulous, and if you find your
neighbor peggéng dontt cry out; only very politely wait your
own chance,"
Actually the story details Euphemials gradual perception of how to apply
this advice, for her marriage is a nightmare. Euphemia learns that
Richard has married her only for her money and that he is a confirmed
profligate who, pursuing his own extra-marital love affairs, makes
clear to his.wife that he would not at all be distressed if she were
to take a lover. Nevertheless, she suffers with dignity and maintains
a household of impeccable taste and efficiency.

A young American named longmore sees Madame de Mauves and is
convinced that she is unhappy. Struck by her beauty, he desires to
help her but finds that his interest is swiftly going beyond the bounds
of friendship. When he sees Richard de Mauves in the company of a
dissolute woman in Paris, longmore feels privileged to amnounce the
real character of his concern for Euphemia, but she rejects his love
and sends him back to America, Moved by his wife's remarkable resolution
and learning to appreciate her beauty all over agéin, Richard de Mauves
detaches himself from dissipation and begs his wife's forgiveness.

This she refuses with an implacable obduracy. The story concludes

with Longmore's learning of Richard de Mauves! fate.

80 bi4., p. 206,

it ——
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"He was the proudest man in France, but he had
begged her on his knees to be readmitted to favour, All
in vain! She was stone, she was ice, she was outraged
virtue. People noticed a great change in him; he gave up
society, ceased to care for anything, looked shocking%g.
One day they discovered he had blown out his brains."

longmore is not moved to seek out Mademe de Mauves again, however;
"the truth is that, in the midst of all the ardent tenderness of his

memory of Madame de Mauves, he has become conscious of a singular
feeling -~ a feeling of wonder, of uncertainty, of awe."88

For his heroine in this tale James has a symbolism drawn from
the world yof music and harmony, "Harmony " becomes in the narrative a
persistent term of description for Euphemia, Visiting her French
friends for the first time, she wonders "if a right harmony with such
a place mightn't come by humble prayer. w89 Later it seems to Longmore
“that her whole being was pitched in a lower key than harmoniocus Nature
had designed; she was like a powerful singer who had lost her high
notes. n90 01d Madame de Mauves speaks of the "key of [Euphemia's]
conscience™l and, in a double application of the figure (the méchani—
cal musical toy) of her being “wound up by some key. n92 It is as a
charming singer that she first attracts Richard.

To beguile his confinement the accomplished young

stranger was repeatedly induced to sing for him, which she
did with a small natural tremor that might have passed for

87 mid., p. 296..’
88 1oid., pe 297.
89 Ibid., pe 20k
0 Ibid., pe 219

91 Ibid., p. 206.
72 Tbid., pe 205.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



156

the finish of vocal art. He never overwhelmed her with

compliments, but he listened with unfailing attention,

remembered 3%1 her melodies and would sit humming them

to himself,
Responding to Euphemia's charms, Richard finds his own life pleasantly
harmonious; "he was very fond of music and he now seemed to give easy
ear to some of the sweetest he had ever heard. w9k

But there is a shift of tone after the marriage, and Richard,
commenting on his wife's preference for seclusion, tells Longmore "that
it was not a man's faui’o if his wife's love of life had pitched itself
once for all in the minor key, n95 Richard himself, having no sense of
morals, seems to Longmore "to range the whole scale of the sensezs."96
"He could be highly polite and damnably impertinent, but the life of
the spirit was a world as closed to him as the world of great music
to a ma.n without an ear."97

Richard's discussion of his wife almost always slips into a
reference to music,

"But I've not met one of the rarest of women without
recognising her, without making my reflection that, charm for
charm, such a manidre d!'étre is more !fetching! even than the
worst of Theresals songs sung by a dissipated duchess.™ssss
He wouldn't especially have desired perhaps that his wife
should compete in amateur operettas with the duchess in

question,,.but he held tgat a gentleman may take his amise-
ment where he finds it.?

93bid., pe 209
9)“_2933‘._@., Pe 212,
95 Ibide, pe 2264
9Ibid,, pe 227,
97-122. cite

981bido’ PPe. 228"'9¢
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And as he speaks to Longmore, the latter, watching faintly golden
motes in the air, fancies them "a swarm of humming insects, the chorus
of a refrain,"9’ |

Equally as unattiractive as her brother is Madame Clarin,
Euphemia's school friend, who, having driven her husband to ruin and
death, now resides with Richard and his wife. But in contrast with
Madame de Mauves, Marie Clarin was "like a brassy discord in a maze of

melody. “100

Nevertheless, she has her sense of music, Euphemia, she
tells longmore, is not behaving in the great‘ tradition of the women
of the French family who "when they had 2 headache...put on a little
rouge and came to supper as usual, and when they had a heartache they
touched up that quarter with just such another brush....She should fall
into line, she should keep up the tone,"10L

But Buphemia's tone is not Marie Clarin's. Using the key
symbol in another way, James writes of his heroiné, WFor the present
she was proposing to live with [ her trouble] peaceably, reputably and
without scandal —— turning the key on it occasionally as you would on

a companion liable to attacks of insanity. nl02

longmore tells his
friend Mrs, Draper that Madame de Mauves "has her consolation in
herself...she needs none that any one else can offer hes:‘."m3 The full

compelling richness of her harmony is obvious in her demand on longmore.

99Ibido 3 DPe 238,

looIbido ] p. 257.

10l mid., pe 259,

1021514., p. 219,

103154., p. 295,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



158

She was giving him a chance to do gallantly what

it seemed unworthy of both of them he should do meanly.

She must have "liked" him indeed, as she said, to wish so to

spare him, to go to the trouble of conceiving an ideal of

conduct for him, With this sense of her tenderness still

in her dreadful consistency, his spirit rose with a ne ﬂ

flight and suddenly felt itself breathe clearer air,10

Yet James denies charity to his heroine; she cannot forgive
the perfidy of her husband and is thus the cause of his suicide. The
endurance with which James'!s wronged women meet their adversity is
itself a form of revenge and punishment -~ one thinks of Isabel Osmond

and Maggie Verver, and even of Catherine Sloper and Eillbeheale.los

Rewards and punishments are solely of this world in the novels of
James, and one'!s capacily to merit the one and mete out the other is,
more than anything else, a matter of knowing.one 's place and accepting
the destiny which one'!s sentiment has made inescapable. James's
married women choose their mates wilfully, and generally for reasons of
opportunity -~ that is, marriage to a pa.rticular man offers an additional
possibility for self-development., Certainly this is true of Isabel
Osmond, Euphemia de Mauves and Maggie Verver, to mention only three,
Therefore, when the marriage proves a disillusioning experience, they
are honor-bound, in the world of the novels, not to flee, They must
suffer the agony and "stick it out."

Their recompenses for doing so are manifold, not the least of

which is the comfort of knowing that, in the fixity of their wills,

10L1pig,, p. 282,

loslsabel Osmond in The Portrait of a Lady, Maggie Verver in The Golden
Bowl, Catherine Sloper in Washington Square and Milly Theale in The
Wings of the Doves

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



159

they have arrived at an intellectual and moral lucidity which carries
them beyond the discussion of social status and public rights., In that
remote region James's heroines are secure; their status is their

womanliness, and womanliness means power and control.
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CHAPTER FIVE

James's Attitude Toward His Art
i
The commonly accepted notion of James's devotion to the life
of art is most felicitously phrased, perhaps, by Percy Lubbock in his
introduction to the first volume of James's letters.

Cﬁames'é} belief was in the sanctity and sufficiency
of the life of art....It was absolute for him that the work of
the imagination was the highest and most honourable calling
conceivable, being indeed nothing less than the actual creation
of life out of the void, He did not scruple to claim that
except through art there is no l1life that can be known or
appraised,...This was the standard below which Henry James
would never allow the conception of his office to drop, and he

" had the reward of complete exemption from any chill of misgiving,
His life as a creator of art, alone with his work, was one of
unclouded happiness, It might be hampered and hindered by
external accidents, but none of them could touch the real core
of his security, which was his faith in his vocation and his

knowledge of his genius., These certainties remained with him
always and he would never trifle with them in any mood.

That Henry James was, in the most meaningful sense of the term,
a dedicated spirit, that he practiced his craft with the maximum seriousness,
and that, above all other writers of Anglo-American fiction, he asserted
repeatedly by his example the unquestionable dignity of the craft, no
student of James is likely to deny. But that "he had the reward of
complete exemption from any chill of misgiving" is open to some doubt,
There are indications in various of his non-fictional pieces that he may
occasionally have questioned whether or not the rewards of the life of art
were worth the tremendous sacrifices demanded of the artist. At least it

can be said that he was often painfully conscious of those sacrifices,

1Lubbock, The Letters, I, ppe. xv-xvi,
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and if we go to conclude, as seems legitimate, that he willingly
surrendered certain opportunities and advantages in order to practice
an unequivocal integrity toward his profession, we must be sure to note
that he was always aware that devotion of this sort, to whatever pro-
fession, must sometimes have the effect of limiting the sphere of onels
availability., This is not to say James believed that dedication %o his
art made him incapable of understanding the true nature of reality or
that it deprived him of the capability to participate in community life.
It is not, of necessity, the public man who suffers in such an intensity
| of commitment, for subject of the work itself can always contribute to
the needs and exigencies of social harmony; rather, it is the private
man, who must exist in some isolation from the joys and pleasures which
serve his personality and physical existence. The emphasis is more
ascetic than anchoritic, though there is something of the latter quality,
too. Iogan Pearsall Smith tells an interesting anecdote concerning the
advice which James gave to him when he (Smith) was just beginning his
literary career.

About the profession of letters in general, the
desire to do the best one could with one's pen....he made one
remark which I have never forgotten. "My young friend," he
said, "...there is one thing that, if you really intend to
follow the course you indicate, I cannot too emphatically
insist on. There is one word -~ let me impress upon you ==
which you must inscribe upon your banner, and that.,.word
is loneliness,"

The note of loneliness is sounded every now and then in the

2Simon Nowell-Smith, The Legend of the Master (New York, 1948), p. 126,
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letters, The oft=-quoted passage from the letter to William Dean Howells
of January 22nd, 1895, has an almost terrifying directness., James wrote,
"I have felt, for a long time past, that I have fallen upon evil days —
every sign or symb§1 of one's being in the least wanted, anywhere or by
any one, having so utterly failed."3 The letters to his brother William
and to Robert louis Stevenson have frequently a tone of plaintive wistful-
ness which could easily be mistaken for self-pity were it not for the
evidence of_hQchourageously and honestly James faced his disappointments
and went on to make the most intelligent adjustment to them. Personal
distress could always be dispelled by a renewed declaration of artistic
fervor. The letter to Howells from which the previous quotation has been
taken contains also James's admonition to himself as to how he is to be
released from the predicament of the "evil days": 'Produce again -- produce;
produce better than ever, and all will yet be weil.l.")4 And on the day after
the letter to Howells, one of the darkest days of James's life since he
had been subjected the night before at the conclusion of his play Guy
Domville to the boos and cat-calls of the audience in the gallery, James
made an entry of quiet, heart-warming bravery in his Notebooks.

I take up my own old pen again ~- the pen of all my
old unforgettable efforts and sacred struggles. To myself --
today =~ I need say no more, Large and full and high the
future still opens. It is now indeed that I may do the work
of my life, And I will. I have only to face my problems.

But all that is of the ineffable -~ too deep and pure for any
utterance. Shrouded in sacred silence let it rest.5

3Lubbock, The Letters, I, p. 230.

bpid., p. 231,

5matthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, p. 179
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Only a man who knew the perils and vicissitudes of the life of
art could have written such a paragraph as that, and undoubtedly it is a
manifestation of what Lubbock means by "his faith in his vocation and his
knowledge of his genius," which was "the real core of his security. w6
To be sure, he had noticed the difficulties of other artists and the
extent to which their general comfort was limited by an unswerving
attachment to aesthetic discipline., In an essay on the published
correspondence of Flaubert, James wrote of the letters that "their great
interest is that they exhibit an extraordinary singleness of aim, show
us the artist not only disinterested but absolutely dishumanised. They
help /us to perceive what Flaubert missed almost more than what he gained, nl
Flaubert had confessed to Madame Sand, James tells us, that "it was his
own view of his career that as art was the only thing worth living for,
he had made immense sacrifices to application -- sacrificed passions, joys,
affections, curiosities and opportunities."a A series of rhetorical
questions in James'!s essay is immensely revealing, showing as it does that
James'!s acceptance of the life of art was something other than a tranquil,
unquestioning one.

Why may, why must indeed in certain cases, the effort
of expression spend itself, and spend itself in success, without
completing the circle, without coming round again to the joy of
evocation? How can art be so genuine and yet so unconsoled, so

unhumorous, so unsociable? When it is a religion, and therefore
an authority, why should it not be, like other authorities, a

6Lx,tb‘loock, The Letters, I, p. xvi.
7Henry James, "Gustave Flaubert," Essays in london (Iondon, 1893), p. 132.

BIbidc’ Phe 1’-‘9"500
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guarantee? How can it be such a curse without being also a
blessing? - What germ of treachery lurks in it to make it,
not necessarily but so easily that there is but a hair-line
to cross, delusive for personal happiness? Why in short
when the struggle is success should the success not be at
last serenity?

A sense of the narrowing effect of art had been instilled into
James at an early age. TWhen, in the last years of his life, he came to

write the three autobiographical volumes -- 4 Small Boy and Others

(1913), Notes of a Son and Brother (191L), and The Middle Years

(published posthumously in 1917) —-- he told of how the advigability of |
his brother William's turning to painting as a career was questioned by
their friends; then as now the career of art was "deprecated and

denounced" because it was a departure from the more regular career of
business, which alone was assumed to offer "industry and respectability."lo
However, this sort of opposition did not come from William and Henry's
parents. Henry James, Sr., objected only to a too-severe absorption of
his sons in any single interest. When William was later to abandon
himself to the pursuit of scienom, his 'father cautioned against the
narrowing effects of this activity as well, He wanted in his offspring
an expansion rather than a restriction of interests, and Henry Junior?s
decision to try the literary life was treated with similar discrimination,
"When I myself, later on, began to 'write"it was breathed upon me with
the finest beweildering eloquence, with a power of suggestion in truth

which I fairly now count it ag ain to have felt play over me, that this

9Tbid., ppe 133-lte
10Henry James, Notes of a Son and Brother, (New York, 191k), p. 51.
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too was narrowing."ll

Possibly, however, James's desire to write was more disturbing
than his father thought parentally wise to demonstrate. James quotes
from a letter which his father wrote to Emerson in 18L9 -- a refresh-
ingly fretful statement of his general impatience with the too-narrowed

practitioner of literary art.

There is nothing I dread so much as literary men,
especially our literary men; catch them out of the range of
mere personal gossip about authors and books and ask them for
honest sympathy in your sentiment, or for an honest repugnancy
of it, and you will find the company of stagedrivers sweeter
and more comforting to your soul. In truth the gquestions
which are beginning to fill the best books, and will fill the
best for a long time to come, are not related to what we have
called literature and are as well judged « I think better —-
by those whom books have at all events not belittled. When a
man lives, that is lives enough, he can scarcely write. He
cannot read, I apprehend, at all, All his writing will be
algebraicised, put into the form of sonnets and proverbs, and
the community will feel itself insulted to be offered a big
bunch of pages, as though it were stupid and wanted tedious
drilling like a2 child.t

This comment by the father of the man who was to become the
most conscious literary artist that Americén literature has produced is
surely as pleasantly ironic a circumstance as the biography of James can
show, but one is even more pleased by Henry James's reproduction of the

comment, a gesture which is additional testimony of his eagerness to

promote the expression of conflicting evaluations.

L1pid., pe 52

12Ibido, PP 19!‘-50
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However, if there are occasional misgivings about the life of
art in James's non-fictional writings, there are also reverent tributes
to its joys, tributes which, in their intensity, verge on rapture,

James, so far as one is able to determine from all his published writings,
had no coherent body of religious principles, and it is not surprising,
therefore, to find him writing of his art now and then in a state of
near-mystical excitement, Dedication became almost an autonomy; competence
of craft, a facet of moral responsibility. 8Skill in one's art must, of
course, be fed constantly from the rich substance of the outer world -
James complains in a letter to Charles Eliot Norton on December 6th, 1886,
of the "studio existence" of Burne-Jones,'"with doors and windows closed,
and no search for impressions outside"lB- but the great reality was the

labor of accomplishment, the struggle for success.

The soothing, the healing, the sacred and salutary
refuge from all,...vulgarities and pains is simply to lose
myself in this quiet, this blessed and uninvaded workroom in
the inestimable effort and refreshment of art, in resolute
and beneficient production....Purchased by disgusts enough,
it is at any rate a boon that now that I hold it, I feel I
wouldn't, I oughtn't, to have missed. Ah, the terrible law
of the artist =-- the law of fructification, of fertiliszation,
the law by which everything is:grist to his mill -- the law, ,
in short, of the acceptance of all experience, of all suffering,
of all life, of all suggestion and sensation and illumination.
To keep at it =~ to strive toward the perfect, the ripe, the
only best; to go on, by one's own clear light, with patience,
courage, and continuity, to live with the high vision and effort,
to justify one's self -- and oh, so greatly! -- all in times
this and this alone can be my only lesson from anything.

Vague and weak are these words, but the experience and the
purpose are of welded gold and adamant. The comnsolation, the

13Lubbock, The Letters, I, p. 125,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



167

dignity, the joy of life that are discouragements and lapses,

depressions and darknesses come to one only as one stands

without —=- I mean without the luminous paradise of art.

As soon as I really re-enter it -- cross the loved threshold

-~ stand in the high chamber, and the gardens divine -~ the

whole realm widens out again before and around me -- the air

of life fills my lungs ~- the light of achievemfﬁt flushes
over all the place, and I believe, I see, I do.

The moral tone of such a passage is unmistakable and is
indicative again of the consummate seriousness with which James
practiced the art of fiction., It is not too much to say that whenever
he wrote of the life of art James was investigating specifically moral
aspects of the artist's commitment: he was concerned, that is, with
defining good and evil within the sphere of the artist!s activity as a
man in society. The discussion of good and evil is not one which limits
itself to problems of method, techniqué, craft and selection of subject
and materials. Instead, it is a sustained consideration of what kinds of
moral, intellectual, and emotional behavior best serve art, James's
dedication, unlike Wilde's, is no mere celebration of all that is
visually beautiful and/or morally esoteric; rather it is a persistent
inquiry into the whole realm of experience in order to isolate those
interests, compulsions, and objectives which, in disciplining and
strengthening the moral responsiveness of the man, at the same time enrich
and expand his art,

Of all dangers and abominations, the amateur spirit in art was

easily the worst, James tells us specifically in the Notebooks that his

intention in "The Real Thing" was an attack on the non-professional.

1hmatthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, p. 11l.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



168

What I wish to represent is the baffled, ineffectual,
incompetent character of their attempt, and how it illustrates
once again the everlasting English amateurishness =- the way
superficial, untrained, unprofessional effort goes to the wall
when confronted with trained, competitive, intelligent,
qualified art -~ in whatever line it may be a question of, "5
Similarly, he was impatient with any condescension to the

trivial and to the judgments of popular critics. Nor was the artist -
to permit himself to be compromised by the inconsequential demands of
existence; he was té avoid the contaminating interference of petty
associations and details. In a letter of January 2nd, 1888, he
reprimands Howells for having inappropriate concerms: "I am surprised,
sometimes, at the things you notice and seem to care about, One should
move in a diviner air."lé One should, above all, as a serious writer not
concern oneself "with the imbecility of babyish critics."l? James
believed that the writer should adopt fixed standards and principles of
creation, and that if he adhered to these with a secure faith, he would
be able to dismiss the tedious judgments of popular critics and reviewers
as wholly irrelevant commentary. The short essay titled "Criticism",
which James wrote in 1891, is a stringent castigation of the practice

of Wreviewing" -~ a practice, wroﬁe James, %that iﬁﬁgeneral has nothing

w18 yriters were taking the reviews

in common with the art of criticism,
of popular periodicals much too seriously, thought James, and the result

must surely be a vitiated art,

151bid., p. 103
léLubbock, The Letters, I, p. 136,
Mo, cit,

18James, Essays in London (Londen, 1893), p. 271.
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That his fiction should demonstrate his absorption in the
problems of the artist's proper attitudes and qualifications is to be
expected, and one of the most persistent themes in James's stories is
that of the position of the artist in modern society. What must be
insisted upon is that James's interest in the problem is moral at the
same time that it is professional: the life of art involves a refine-
ment and purification not only of one's technique but also of one's
soul, and this implies knowing all that one must surrender, as well as
the doubts that one must welcome and overcome. The good artist, in the
world of James's novels, can hardly be otherwise than a good person,
for art, requiring a full-scale discipline in matters of selection,
order, and refinement, is a means of salvation. Consequently it is
incumbent upon the:serious artist to be morally sure of himself, to
know the form and dimension of good and evil as these concepts apply
both to the kind of moral life he deems it best to lead as a man
commnnicating daily with other men and to the realization of his
aesthetic ambition. The greatest good, of course, was an absolutely
unqualified dedication —— to all that was best for the artist both as
a man and as a craftsman — a dedication which, nevertheless, it would
be the artist's prerogative, somewhat ambiguously, occasionally to
question the wisdom of, Under no circumstances must the artist become
self-righteous in his dedication. Dencombe, the protagonist of the
short story "The Middle Years", phrases James's attitude exquisitély.
"Ye work in the dark — we do what we can -— we give what we have,

Our doubt is our passion and our passion is our task. The rest is the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



170

madness of art."19

For James, the highest kind of artistie integrity could be a
means of release rather than confinement, The eésence of his belief is
that technical achievement of the highest order makes inevitable a
maximum perfectability for the individual moral consciousness. Art,
that is, becomes opportunity -- it opens the door to the good life, for
how could it escape having to make moral discriminations if its subject
wgs to be all of experience? and if making such discriminations required
that one be able to recognize excellence, what better preparation than
having arrived at excellence in the practice of one's art? There was,
quite simply, no 1limit to the range of art and, consequently, to its
efficacy.

It appearsAto me that no one can ever have made a
seriously artistic attempt without becoming conscious of an
immense increase -~ a kind of revelation -~ of freedom. One
perceives in that case -~ by the light of a heavenly ray —-

that the province of art 83 all 1ife, all feeling, all
observation, all vision,?

ii
Virtually all of James's fiction dealing with the life of art
and the position of the artist in modern society belongs to the middle
period of his career. The exceptions are his first novel, Roderick

Hudson (1876), the short story "The Madonna of the Future® (1873), and

195ames, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. 92.

20James, "The Art of Fiction," Criticism, The Foundations of NModern
Literary Judgment, Schorer, Miles, NcKenzie, editors, (New York, 1948),
Pe 52,
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a few comparatively unknown short stories published after the beginning
of the 20th century -~ "Broken Wings" (1900), "The Tree of Knowledge"
(1900), "The Beldonald Holbein" (1901), "The Story in It" (1903), "Mona
Montravers® (1910) and "The Velvet Glove" (1910). However, it seems
doubtful that all of these can be thought of as stories in which the
central emphasis is the artistic consciousness and ibs relation to
society; the mere fact that the central personage of the story happens to
be an artist does not guaranteé that the dramatic situation is built
around the problems emanating from his attachment to an artistic career,
But in the stories of the middle period the author's practical
concern is exactly one of dealing with the problems specific to the
artistic life. The major work here is, of course, James's full-length

novel The Tragic Mause (1890). The short stories include some of the

author's best-known pieces: "The Author of Beltraffio" (1893), "The
Middle Years" (1893), "The Death of the Lion" (1894), "The Next Time"
(1895), and "The Figure in the Carpet" (1896). I follow the lead of
F. O, Matthiessen in rejecting "The Coxon Fund" (1895), for, as
Matthiessen says, it is primarily a psychological study of "a peculiarly
helpless artistic temperament represented by Coleridge" and that, there-
fore, its center of reference is not "the problems of the writer and his
andience, of the lack of intelligent appreciation and of the demands of
his craft.“21
It séems desirable to review briefly the situation and eventis
of each of these tales before going on to discuss the imagery, in order

that we may get some notion of how the work as a whole substantiates the

21M;atthiessen, Stories of Writers and Artists, (New York, N.D.), P« 1.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



172

contentions of the preceding section of this chapter. Let us, that is,
arrive through summary at a conclusive idea of what general areas of the

o artistic experience Ja@F is interested in and what various fates he
permits his artists to have.

In another connection The Tragic Muse has already been

discussed -~ the book deals as much with the subject of the aristocratic
world which resists art as it does with the attempts of Nick Dormer and
Miriam Rooth to fulfill themselves through artistic expression, and it is
to the former subject that an earlier chapter of this thesis has already
given some attention. Our interest here is the artistic aspirations of
Nick and Miriam., Of the two persons, Miriam has the greater dedication,
Nick being presented as little more than an amateur of minor talent and
ability. Nevertheless, Nick has the major struggles and temptations in
the novel, since he does abandon brilliant political prospects in order
to pursue a career as a painter, This choice deprives him of the
sympathy of his fiancée, Mrs., Dallow, of his mother, who has hoped that
he would follow in the footsteps Qf his distinguished father, and it
deprives him as well of a considerable fortune which it was the intention
of Charles Cartaret, a wealthy old bachelor friend of his father's, to
bestow on Nick when the young man's political success should be imminent.
Nick is undisturbed by these losses, for he has seen the superficiality
and insincerity of the political worid; but in his studio he graduslly
begins to doubt his talent, and the end of the novel finds him willing

to make the concessions to and compromises with the world of affairs which

will almost certainly assure a reconciliation of differences to the mutual
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satisfaction of himself and the personages of the outer world who are
interested in him,

Miriam, on the other hand, never for a moment doubts her talent,
even in the face of assertions that she does not have any. She is deter-
mined from the outset to be an accomplished actress and she demonstrates
a willingness to suffer any slight, any humiliation, any affront, in the
realiza@ion of her ambition., She rises from incompetency to astonishing
success, and she holds on to her achievement in refusing the proposal of
Peter Sherringham, although marriage to this young man who has always
been devoted both to the theater and to her would have provided her with
the dignity and splendor of being an ambassador's wife. The contrast
between Nick and Miriam is plainly the contrast between the amateur and
the professional, and the resolution of their fortunes in the novel
assigns defeat to Nick and success to Miriam. There is an iﬁmense irony
in a young man's having surrendered all the advantages of the world of
affairs in order to pursue a career for which he does not have more than
an amateur's aptitude, and James exploits the ambivalence of the circum-
stance. He makes Nick's mother, Mrs. Dallow, and Mr. Carteret into
formidable opponents; they are firm and secure in their practical
convictions, Pelham Edgar discusses the unity of their force.

Superficially different by the mere accident of
circumstance or sex, in opinion they are fundamentally one,
and their opinion is simply that of the great normal majority
in any civilized community who are clear-sighted enough for
all the practical contingencies of 1life, but whose minds are
sealed to the subtler suggestions of beauty and significance

by which the artistic imagination is nourished. Any traffic
or commerce with beauty offends their severe sense of duty
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and rectitude, and is to be condoned only if it is the

amiable weakness of leisure hours. As a serious pursuit

nothing could be more criminal,

Together the three characters represent a highly successful
dramatization of the hostility to art, and help to establish the
magnitude of Nick'!s resistance., His failure, therefore, would seem a
peculiar twist of the narrative except in terms of the author's
impatience with that kind of commitment to the life of art and surrender
of worldly advantage which does not begin with the artist's masking an
accurate estimate of his ability., We are led finally to believe that
Nick's turning away from Parliament was, perhaps, more a matter of
dissatisfaction with the methods aml procedures of that august body =-
with, thaf is, the whole shameless spectacle of modern political display
-- than of overwhelming belief in his artistic powers.,

In Miriam's case; however, we have an exactly opposite
situation. Miriam has nothing but a belief in her talent, which the
most respectable representative of the world of art who is introduced
into the story =- Madame Carré —- tells her is virtually non-existent.
But in the most genuinely professional sense, Miriam works with what
she has, her industry is phenomenal, and eventually she has won the
admiration and tribute of Madame Carré herself. As Pelham Edgar says,
"her genius is developed only by the severest discipline of 1abour,”23

and so it is not at all surprising to see her renunciation of the wealth

22Fdgar, op. Cite, Pe 291.

23Tbid., p. 298.
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and position which Peter Sherringham can offer her. Miriam's renuncia-
tion, unlike Nick's, is final; she wili not go back later to the wérld
outside art; she Solidifies and makes permenent her position as an
actress by marrying someone of the theater, someohe who takes the
liveliest interest in the continuation of her career., It is Miriam who,
speaking of Peter, utters the statement of purest dedication in the novel.,
"He's such a curious mixture," she luxuriously went
on; "sometimes I quite lose patience with him, It isn't
exactly trying to serve both God and Mammon, but it'!'s muddling
up the stage and the world. The world be hanged! The stage,
g;efzyt?§2g£:§t;hff 23;25-51582?§3u0ne's artistic conscience,
It is no wonder, then, that Jamés called his novel The Tragic
Muse after Miriam, even though the major portion of the book is taken
up with Nick's story, Her attitude is the one which he most approves;
from the outset Miriam is fully informed sbout what her art will demand
of her and, as a consequence, she never swerves from her objectives.
Like her author, she practices her craft with maximum seriousness,
Mark Ambient in "The Author of Beltraffio®" goes much too far.
He is so supremely and self-righteously the aesthete (so definitely a
portrait of Pater, it has sometimes been assumed) that the very quality
of his excess made personal failure of some deeply tragic kind dramatic-
ally imperative for him, His wife cannot endure the precise fastidious-
ness of his books; she resents the pagan sensuality which she finds in

them, Beatrice Ambient sincerely believes that the books of her husband

have the power to corrupt; consequently she tries to keep her child,

2hJames, The Novels and'Stories, XIII, pp. 39-40.
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Doleino, as far out of the father's influence as possible. When she
finally reads a new manuscript of Mark's, she is so overcome by what
she considers its horror that in order to protect her son from the
contamination of the father, she permits the boy to die by failing to
give him his medicine when he lies ill,

Matthiessen thought the character of Mark Ambient unreal,
partly because James had undertaken "to dramatize the aesthetic gospel
of the eighties without quite indicating, perhaps without being quite
sure at this stage of his development, exactly how much of it he
accepted for himself."25 But surely the speeches of Mark Ambient about
his new book are intended to indicate his fear that art has removed
him too far from the often unaesthetic proportions of actuality. He
admits that he cares too much for beauty, "I delight in it, I adore
it, I think of it continually, I try to produce it, to reproduce it."26
But the new book, polished and smoothed as it is, will stay close to life.

T want to give the impression of life itself...
I've always arranged things too much, always smoothed them
down and rounded them off and tucked them in -~ done every-
thing to them that life doesn't do.... This new affair must
be a golden vessel, filled with the purest distillation of
the actual; and oh how it worries me, the shaping of the
vase, the hammering of the metall I have to hammer it so
fine, so smooth; I don't do more than an inch or two a day.

And 21l the while I have to be so careful not to let a drop

of the liquor escape!l When I see the kind of things Life

herself, the brazen hussy, does, I despair of ever catching

her peculiar trick.... 4h polishing one's plate —- thatts
the torment of execution., My dear fellow, if you could see

ZSMatthiessen, Stories of Writers and Artists, p. 2.

26James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, pp. 39-L0.
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the surface I dream of as compared with the one with which
Itve to content myself., Life!s really too short for art ~-
one hasn't time to make one's shell ideally hard., Firm and
bright, firm and bright is very well to say -~ the devilish
thing has a way sometimes of being bright, and even of being
hard, as mere frozen pudding is hard, without being firm,
When I rap it with my knuckles it doesn't give the right
sound, There are horrible sandy stretches where I've taken
the wrong turn because I couldntt for the life of me find
the right... Such things figure to me now base pimples and
ulecers on the brow of beauty!"27

~

The remarkable ambiguity of the speech affirms James's regard
for the aesthetic principle at the same time that it reveals his insist-
ence that artifice must be controlled by a sense of the unpredictable
in 1life itself. The devotion to execution of the perfect art object
could go too far, and something wholly lifeless and shell-like would
result., Pelham Edgar sees "The Author of Beltraffio" as an indication
of James's dualism in the matter of artistic creation.

The solicitude for precision and harmony guarantees
the artist's respect for the scope of his instrument of
expression, but as an exclusive doctrine it has its dangers.
If it operates to the destruction of variety, vigour and
spontaneity, if it substitutes the literary for the character-
istic phrase, degenerates into preciousness or swells into
grandiosity, we have a fallacious perfection purchased at too
great a price, and oge that James was certainly not willing
consciously to pay.2
This seems an excellent summary of James'!s view. Devoted to

his art as he was, believing in ils power to serve the moral needs of the

individual personality, and never accepting as final and inevitable the

ZYIbid.’ PP. 36"‘38.

28pdgar, op. cit., pe 20k
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cleavage between the artist and society, James could nevertheless see that
the artist must continually take his inspirationlfrom his perceptions of

reality, that, as he wrote in the Preface to The Portrait of a Lady,

"there is no more nutritive or suggestive truth...than that of the
perfect dependence of the 'moral! sense of a work of art on the amount
L of felt life concerened in producing it."29 Artifice must be brilliant,
finished, technically fine, but the matter of one's service to the
creation of the perfect object of art required, first of all, a
genuineness of substance upon which the artistic conscience might work.
In a sense, it is Mark Ambient's realization that his work lacks such
substance which prepares for the catastrophe of his son's death.

"The Lesson of the Master® is a little parable about an author's
sacrifices, Paul Overt, a young novelist with a future, meets at a weekend
party in the country Henry St. George, the most distinguished writer of
his day. At the same affair he becomes acquainted with a Miss Fancourt,
who shares with him a strong enthusiasm for St. George's work. However,
both believe that St. George's later fiction is deficient in quality, not
at all on a par with the magnificent artistic achievement of the earlier
novels, and Paul Overt is soon aware that this deterioration is to be
accounted for by the influence of St, George's wife, who has insisted
that her husband write only that kind of novel which will bring them the
wealth of pépular success., The center of the story is a midnight conversa-

" tion between St. George and Paul, in which the former emphasizes that no

29James, The Novels and Stories, VI, pp. X=xi,
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rewards are equal to the satisfaction of knowing the job well done —-
that no aim is praiseworthy except that of perfection — and that the
artistic life exacts tremendous penalties of self-denial which the
dedicated artist must be willing to embrace. Overt is convinced, so
much so that he relinquishes a sentimental interest in Miss Fancourt in
order to devote himself for two years on the continent to the writing of
a new book, When he returns to London he discovers that Mrs, St. George
has died and that St. George himself is soon to marry Miss Fancourt.
Overt is angered at firét,-thinking that the older novelist has been
guilty of deception, that his intention in advising abstemiousness for
the younger man was only in order to get him out of the way so that his
own suit with Miss Fancourt might prosper; but St. George tells him that
such suppositions are without foundation in fact. In marrying Miss
Fancourt, the older man will actually be "saving" Overt, for St. George
plans never to write again anyhow and will spend the rest of his life
reading only the books of Overt. The young man is partly appeased and
goes on to his work, though not without a sense of uneasiness.

He had been saying to himself that he should have
been "sold" indeed, diabelically sold, if now, on his new
foundation, at the end of a year, St. George were to put forth
something of his prime quality ~- something of the type of
"Shadowmere" and finer than his finest. Greatly as he admired
his talent Paul literally hoped such an incident wouldn't occur;
it seemed to him just then that he shouldn't be able to bear it,
His late adviser!s words were still in his ears -- Woutre very
strong, wonderfully strong," Was he really? Certainly he
would have to be, and it might a little serve for revenge. Is

he? the reader may ask in turn, if his interest has followed
the perplexed young man so far, The best answer to that
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perhaps is that he's doing his best, but that it's too soon
to say., When the new book came out in the autumn Mr. and
Mrs, St. George found it really magnificent. The former
still has published nothing, but Paul doesn't even yet feel
safe, I may say for him, however, that if this event were
to occur he would really be the very first to appreciate it:
which is perhaps a proof that the Master was essentially
right and that Nature had dedicated him to intellectual, not
to personal passion.30

In other words, Paul's devotion to his art -- or, rather, to art
in general —- is complete, and he can even rejoice in the production of
that art which would be a mockery of him, testifying, as a splendid new
book by St. George would do, to his innocence and gullibility. His
devotion is above personalities, above self, above the common gratifi-
cations of human intercourse, Consequently his art prospers, rooted
as it is in his acceptance of sacrifice,

"Greville Fane" (1893) has both aﬁusing and pathetic aspects.
James tells the story of a highly successful female novelist who under
the pseudonym of Greville Fane turns out a prodigious quantity of fic=-
tion dealing with the love intrigues of an aristocratic society to
which, of course, she does not belong, Her one saving grace is her
unselfish devotion to her children, & boy and a girl, wﬁo take
outrageous advantage of her generosity. The son, Leolin Stormer, is
particularly offensive, for he has deluded his mother, just as he
attempts to delude the first person narrator of the story, a profes-
sional and serious man of letters, by asserting that he intends to
practice the art of fiction Just as soon as he will have been visited
by the "inspiration" which will make it possible for him to turn out

the beautiful works of art his mother has been incapable of, Meanwhile,

30james, The Novels and Stories, p. 83.
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the demand for his mother's novels begins to diminish, and shé is
forced to produce desperately in order to supply his extravagant wants,
The effort is too exhausting and Greville Fane dies, leaving the son
and daughter to quarrel:over the rights to the work which she has left
behind her,

This brief tale, which James called "a minor miracle of fore-
shortening",31 contains a double attack, first, as Matthiessen says,
"on the wvulgarization of taste accomplished by a lady who contributes
volumes 'to the diversion of herccontemporaries,! but who fcouldn't
write a page of English,'“32 and, second, on the aesthetic pretensions
of the son, who claims to be hamstrung in his literary production
because he "had been obliged to recognize the insuperable difficulties
of the question of form —— he was so fastidious."33 James is merciless
in his treatment of Leolin, presenting his fraudulent claims to the
life of art as despicable and immoral.

The theme of "The Real Thing" (1893), as James said in his
Notebooks, is "the way superficial, untrained, unprofessional effort
goes to the wall when confronted with trained; competitive, intelligent,
qualified art.“3h Major and Mrs. Monarch are society people reduced to
poverty who apply for employment to an artist who has been commissioned
to do the illustrations for a novel dealing with society life., They

want to serve as his models, convinced that since they are "the real

31James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. vii.

32Matthiessen, Stories of Writers and Artists, p. 5.

33James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. 116.

3byatthiessen and Murdock, The Notebooks, p. 103.
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thing" he will find them admirably suitable, But the artist discovers
that the real thing in life and the real thing in art are not at all
the same, and after the artist is told by the publisher of the novel
that his sample illustrations are unsatisfactory, he is forced to
replace the Monarchs with the Cockney girl who has been a combination
model and housekeeper for him and an Italian young man who had formerly
been an ice-cream pedlar.  Major and Mrs, Monarch are at firstbshocked
and resentful that the artist should find these professional models
more useful than themselves, but their financial situation is so
unfortunate that they begin éo assume the chores of the studio which
their rivals had previously performed -- they serve the tea, wash the
dishes and tidy up the place., Taking pity on them, the artist retains
them in this embarrassing position, but at the end of a week he can
stand it no longer, pays them a sizeable sum of money, and bids them
farewell. Osborn Andreas sees the tale as James's "pertinent commentary
on photographic naturalism and reportorial art: it is so much less
realistic than is representational art,"35 but it is also true, it
seems to me, that James is cautioning against the belief on the part

of non-professionals that art can offer a casual refuge whenever one
finds himself in economic distress, Major and Mrs. Monarch are severely
Judged for their conviction that the life of art must take them in and
for the condescension which allows them to conclude that no preparation

or effort other than that of their personal charm is necessary to

BSAndreas, ODe _c_j_-_t_o, Pe 12.{.7.
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artistic coﬁpetence. "The Real Thing" is James's diatriﬁe against
fashionable dilettantism.

Both Edgar and Matthiessen have speculated about the possible
autobiographical content in "The Middle Years" (1893). The story is a
deeply moving one, the account of the last months in the life of
brilliant novelist, Dencombe, who, trying to recuperate at Bourne-
mouth and feeling a tremendous desire for another chance 1o do the
work which he has not accomplished, is greatly cheered by the
appreciative attentions of a young doctor. Neglecting a wealthy patient
who would have made his fortune, Dr, Hugh chooses to give his time to
the man whose work he has inordinately édmired, hoping that Dencombe
can be restored to health and creative capacity. But Dencombe is not
to have another chance. He dies in Dr. Hugh's presence with the
statement of James's own credo on his lips:s "We work in the dark -
we do what we can -— we give what we have, Our doubt is our passion
and our passion is our task., The rest is the madness of art."36

The temptation to see James himself in the story arises, as
Matthiessen indicates,37 from a combination of factors: first, the
author-narrator is of James!'s own age at the time he was writing the
story; second, like James, Dencombe is "a passionate corrector" of his
text; and, third, though James's own health had improved somewhat at
this poinﬁ in his life, he had been greatly affected by the death of

his sister the year before, an event which had greatly increased his

36James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. 92,

3TMatthiessen, Stories of Writers and Artists, p. 6.
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sense of the job well done and the zealous admiration of those qualified
to appreciate one's endeavor. A conversation between Dencombe and

Dr, Hugh brings the central theme of the story into the open,

Doctor Hugh returned...Presently he added: "You seenm
very much alone,"

"That often happens at my age. I've outlived, I've
lost by the way."

Doctor Hugh faltered; then surmounting a soft scruple:
"ihom have you lost?®

"Every one,"

"Ah no," the young man breathed, laying a hand on his
arm,

"T once had a wife -~ I once had a son. My wife died
when my child was born, and my boy, at school, was carried off
by typhoid, "

"I wish I'd been therez" cried Dr. Hugh.

"Jell -= if you're herel" Dencombe answered with a
smile that, in spite of dimness, showed how he valued being
sure of his companion's whereabouts.

"You talk strangely of your age, You're not old.,"

"Hypocrite -~ so earlyl"

"1 speak physiologically."

"That's the way I've been speaking for the last five
years, and it's exactly what I've been saying to myself., It
isn't till we are old that we begin to tell ourselves we're not."

"Yet I know I myself am young," Doctor Hugh returned.

"ot so well as II" laughed his patient, whose visitor
indeed would have established the truth in question by the
honesty with which he changed the point ¢f-¥iew, remarking that
it must be one of the charms of age -- at any rate in the case
of high distinction -~ to feel that one has laboured and
achieved, Doctor Hugh employed the common phrase about earning
one's rest, and it made poor Dencombe for an instant almost
angry. He recovered himself, however, to explain, lucidly

_ enough, that if, ungraciously, he knew nothing of such a balm,
it was doubtless because he had wasted inestimable years., He
had followed literature from the first, but he had taken a
lifetime to get abreast of her. Only to-day at last had he
begun to see, so that all he had hitherto shown was a movement
without a direction. He had ripened too late and was so
clumsily constituted that he had had to teach himself by
mistakes, \

"T prefer your flowers then to other peoplet!s fruit,

and your mistakes to other people's successes,' said gallant
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Doctor Hugh., "It's for your mistakes I admire you."
"You're happy -- you don't know," Dencombe
answered.38 ‘

"The Death of the Lion" (1894) shows what the successful
artist must suffer from his public., A young newspaperman, delegated
to write the story of an interview with Neil Paraday, a middle-aged
novelist who has suddenly become famous, reacts to the vulgarity of
his task and decides, instead, to attach himself to the novelist as a
means of protection against the curiosity of the members of the public
who would exploit the writer. Paraday, however, seems to want to enjoy
part of his fame and permits himself to be taken in hand by Mrs. Weeks
Wimbush, a brewer!s wife, who predatorialy persuades him to remain
indefinitely at her home in the country so that she can use him as an
attraction for other distinguished guests. His principal performance
will be to read from the manuscript of a new work, and to hear him
Mrs, Wimbush has brought to her place a plethora of guests, among them
a foreign princess and two very popular novelists, Guy Walsingham, who
is a lady, and Dora Forbes, who is a man with a red-mustache. "I was
bewildered, " writes the first-person narrator of the tale, "it sounded
somehow as if there were three sexes,"39 giving ug with this reflection,
one of the most useful terms for the sekual ambivalence of our own day.
The tone of the story is sharply satirical. Paraday becomes ill with
pneumonia and lies dying in Mrs. Wimbush's house while the guests down-

stairs gradually forget him in their excitement to meet the newest "lion."

38James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, pp. 81-3.

39James, The Novels and Stories, XX, p. 102,
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Through the inexcusable carelessness of one of the members of the party
the manuscript of his last great novel is lost, and his death then comes
as a double tragedy. Thus James makes a damning indictment not only of
the vulgar public which inflicts its caprice on the artist but also on
the artist who permits himself to be lionized.

"You cantt make a sow!'s ear out of a silk purse,"ho is the way
the critic-narrator of "The Next Time" (1895) sums up the writing career
of Ralph Limbert, and the statement nicely conveys the meaning of James's
story. No matter what he does, Limbert cannot write a popular success.
Though he tries every popular device, he continues to turn out master-
pleces, His sister-in-law, Mrs. Highmore, a very popular novelist,
longs to publish Jjust once "an exquisite failure", as Limbert has so
frequently done, and he, imurder to meet the demands of an ever-growing
and somewhat grasping family, would like for once to duplicate her kind
of success., The positions of the two characters remain fixed to the
end: every story of Limbert's has a brilliant critical reception but
remains unpurchased by the reading thousands, and every new book of
Mrs, Highmore'!s is ignored by the eritics and purchased in great quanti-
ties, Finally Limbert dies of the overwork by means of which he has
tried to turn out a pot-boiler while increasing with each publication
the qualityaof his work, The story is told with soft irony -- the tone,

Matthiessen says, "is that of high comedy nlid -= but, once again, James

bOri4., p. 183

Llyatthiessen, Stories of Writers and Artists, p. Se
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has been at some pains to convince us of the importance of integrity
in the life of art. Be satisfied to remain what you are and to accept
the limited rewards of truly accomplished art, leaving the popular
acclaim and the'profit to the hacks is James's message in "The Next
Time," and it may very well be an indication of how he resolved for
himself the chagrin which he felt in the nineties at the neglect of
his own work,

Hugh Vereker is the artist in "The Figure in the- Carpet?®,
a novelist of considerable critical reputation, who tantalizes a young
critie, again the narrator of the story, by telling him that there is a
central thread of meaning in all his novels which no critic has yet
been intelligent enough to see. The young man tries diligently to
find it but finally gives up in exasperation, Meanwhile, he has
communicated Vereker'!s information to his friend Corvick, also a
persistent reader of Vereker, and Corvick and his fiancée Gwendolen
Erme undertake to discover "the figure in the carpet." Corvick departs
for India shortly thereafter, only to cable to his friends soon that he
has succeeded in his search for the "figure." He goes on at once to
Rapallo to visit Vereker, who confirms his discovery. The marriage of
Corvick and Gwendolen takes place, and he reveals the secret to her
shortly before his accidental death; this death makes impossible his
revelation of the secret to the wprld. In the meantime, Vereker dies,
Gwendolen remarries -- this time a writer wholly incapable of appreciat-
ing the preciousness of Gwendolen'!s knowledge of Vereker's work, When

Gwendolen herself dies, the critic-narrator, who has never lost interest
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in the problem and hopes to give the secret to the world, goes to visit
the husband Gwendolen has left behind only to learn that Gwendolen had
never discussed the matter with him, "The figure in the carpet" remains
a mystery.

Matthiessen sees the tale as a very meaningful one to James
a protest against the failure of critics to analyze his work with
sufficient acumen.

This was the story which James himself called "a
significant fable"; and he said that what had stimulated him
to write it was his acute impression of the Anglo-American's
"so marked collective mistrust of anything like close or
analytic appreciation," This story was designed as a plea
for such mature criticism, as the prefaces were to be another.
In it the ideal readers are those for whom "literature was a
game of skill," since "skill meant courage, and courage
meant honour, and honour meant passion, meant life."

It is only in recent years that the Anglo-American critic of
literature has engaged in "close or analytic appreciation," and it is
a solid confirmation of the foresight of James's preface that much of

the kind of analysis and mature criticism he pleaded for has been

devoted to his own work,

iii
The contrast in the temperaments and foritunes of Nick Dormer

and Miriam Rooth in The Tragic Muse is carried out in the symbolism of

the novel, An imagery of domestic gardens and growing things is

K21id., p. 64
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repeatedly associated with Nick, as if to state the greater appropri-

 ateness for him of the homely affairs of family life and public career
rather than the uncertain and somewhat exotic attachments of the life
of art. Nick introduces the figure into the nérrative in speaking to
Peter Sherringham of Gabriel Nash,

"I like him, therefore, because in dealing with
him you know what you've got hold of, With most men you
don't; to pick the flower you must break off the whole,
dusty, thorny, worldly branch; you find you're taking up
in your grasp all sorts of other people and things, dangling

accidents and conditions, Poor Nash has none of thgge
encumbrances: het!s the solitary fragrant blossom."

To which statement Peter replies, "My dear fellow, you'd be better
for a little of the same pruningl"hh

Mrs, Dallow, the lady to whom Nick is engaged for a portion
of the novel and with whom he re-establishes a cordial relationship at
the novel's conclusion -- therperson who, next to his mother, offered
the most formidable opposition to his choosing an artistic career -—-
is spoken of in the garden-metaphor,

"The lady with whom you were so good as to make me
acquainted is a beautiful specimen of the English garden-
flower, the product of high cultivation and much tending;

a tall, delicate stem with the head set upon it in a manner
which, as a thing seen and remembered, should doubtless

count for us as a gift of the gds. She's the perfect type
of the object raised or bred,"

’

h3Jam.es, The Novels and Stories, XII, pp. 71-2.

bhtpia,, p. 72

b5Tvid., p. LED.
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Trying to understand why he prefers painting to a political
career, Nick applies the symbol of the garden not only to himself but

to his forebears as well.

"There has never been anything of the sort among us;
we're all Philistines to the core, with about as much asthetic
sense as that hat., It's excellent soil -- I don't complain
of it == but not a soil to grow that flower. From where the
devil then has the seed been dropped? I look back from
generation to generation; I scour our annals without finding
the least little sketching grandmother, any sign of a
building 0£6versifying or collecting or even tulip-raising
ancestor,"

The scene in which Nick asks Julia to be his wife takes place
in her garden; the Dormer home in london is located in Calcutta Gardens,
and when Nick acquires a studio somewhat later in the narrative, we
learn that it is situated in Rosedale Road. Bemembering some advice
which Gabriel Nash has given him, Nick uses the symbol of the garden
to suggest the activities of-his proper destiny,

Gabriel's saying them at such moments appeared to
make them true, 1o set them up in the world, and tonight he
said a good many, especially as to the happiness of cultivat-
ing one's own garden, growing there, in stillness and freedom,
certain strong, pure flowers that would bloom forever, bloom

long ﬁfter the rank weeds of the hour were withered and blown
awaye 1

The casual metaphor of the novel as it relates to Nick is
drawn from the experience and products of the garden and gardening.

Doubting his talent for painting, Nick tells Julia that "it's too late

uéIbid., p‘ 161.

47 james, The Novels and Stories, XIII, p. LT.
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for it to flower,"h8 although Peter Sherringham, Julia's brother,
eager to see some of Nick's work, says "Haven't you something more
to show me then - some other fruit of your genius?"h9 To make
certain of the security of his foundation in the world of art, Nick
"plants his supports",SO and when he goes occasionally to visit the

art galleries of london, we are told that "as he strolled through them,

he plucked right and left perfect nosegays of reassurance.“sl

The rift caused between Nick and hismosther, Lady Agnes, is
described as a divided garden with Nick's sister Biddy communicating

between the divisions,

They had no intimate talk, for an impenetrable
partition, a tall, bristling hedge of untrimmed misconcep-
tions, had sprung up between them. Poor Biddy had made a
hole in it through which she squeezed from side to side,
to keep up communications at the cost of many rents and
scratches; but Lady Agnes walked straight and stiff, never
turning her head, never stopping to pluck the least little
daisy of consolation.

And when Nick feels the necessity of admonishing his mother and sisters
that they should not continue to accept the hospitality of Julia Dallow,
James writes, "He had already, several weeks before, picked a little at
the arid tract of that indicated surrender, but in the interval the
53

soil appeared to have formed again to a considerable thickness."

Once in the novel Nick calls himself "a broken reed“,su twice he is

hs;gig., Pe 624
L9Tbid., pe 2h3.
0Tbid., pe 235.
5lfbid., pa 340.

52Ipid., pp. 323-l.
531bid., ps 330
ol PR —_ -
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referred to a2s a nightingale, a bird often associated in literature
with the English garden, and Miriam Rooth says of him that "He's quite
Eﬁﬂlﬁég living on nectar and ambrosia -- what he has to spare for us
poor crawling things on earth is only a few dry crumbs."55

What we are to get from all this, it seems to me, is the
conviction that the note of compromise on which the béok ends is its
proper final tone., Nick is to go on painting -- as a matter of fact,
Julia herself sits for him as he executes a masterly portrait of her,
and there are indicatibns that many commissions will be forthcoming
from other members of Julia's social set, But Nick's attachment to
the life of art is to lose something ofits original intense dedication,
it is to be shorn of bohemianism and to beéoﬁe tranquil and,wellébehaved.
Presumably, it will soon be little more than avocation, as Nick settles
down to the quiet -~ and perhaps once again to the political -~ life of
the English country-side. The garden, therefore, becomes a fitting
symbol for his destiny; the amount of art which his life can justifi-~
ably support is equivalent to that of the peaceful, well-planned and
serenely-controlled English garden., MNick's proper domain is the country
soil.

But not Miriam Rooth's. The symbolism surrounding her is of
the purest kind of dedication -~ she is a high priestess of art. The
imagery of ritual and ceremony is constantly associated with her

appearance in the novel, and the distinction between her and Nick is

55James, The Novels and Stories, XIII, p. 222.
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underscored when Peter Sherringham tells her that she cant't be "both a
consummate actress and a flower of the f‘:’LeZLd.“56

Miriam's first attempts at acting are described in the imagery
of ritualistic practice, "The Heroine of the occasion evidently was
losing her embarrassment; she was the priestess on the tripod, awaiting
the afflatus and thinking only of that,"57 and her recitation of sonme
poems before the same audience a few moments later is said to have been
performed in a "solemn, droning, dragging measure suggestive of an
exhortation from the pulpit."58 Peter Sherringham fully understands
the function of the priestess.

He winced a little at this cearser view of the
actress; he had somehow always looked more poetically at that
priestess of art, Yet what was she, the priestess, when one
came to think of it, but a female gymnast, a mountebank at
higher wages? She didn't literally hang by her heels from a
trapeze and hold a fat man in her teeth, but she made the
same use of her tongue, of her eyes, of the initiative trick,
that her muscular sister made of leg and jaw. 9
Miriam's father had been a collector of altar-cloths; Peter

is spoken of as a "ministering angel“éo to her; when Madame Carré
attempts to instruct Miriam in the techniqueof acting "Miriam took it
all as a bath, a baptism....an imitation, a discipline that nothing

61

could undo, "™ and as Miriam's talent is finally developed "she was now the

finished statue lifted framwfhe ground to its pedestal. It was as if the

56Tbid., p. 186,

5TTbid., pe 112

587bide, pe 1164
SgIbid', pp. 168"‘9.
60Ibid. s Po 190,

l1pid,, p. 175
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sun of her talenthad risen above the hills and she knew she was moving
and would always move in its guiding light. w62
UDid you wake up one morning and find you *d grown

a pair of wings?" Peter asked. "Because that!s what the

difference amountségo -=- you really soar. Moreover,

you're an angel, "

The full significance of the symbol as applied tp Miriam can
be seen in Peter's noting in her "from the moment she felt her strength
an immense increase of this good-humored inattention to detail -- all
detail save that of her work, to which she was ready to sacrifice

holocausts of feelings when the feelings were other peoplels, nbly When

she attends the theater with Peter she is convinced "that her eyes

65

would be opened in the holy of holies," ~ and Madame Carré employs the

figure of the church in asking Miriam if she wants "to look like the
portico of the Madeline when it's draped for a funeral?“66
Miriam sees herself in the role of priestess.r When Peter
asks her to marry him and give up the stage, she refuses him, only to
have him ask, "Haven't you any gratitude?" Miriam's answer places
her in the most dramatic moment of ceremonial sacrifice. "Gratitude
for kindly removing the blest cup from my lips? I want to be what she
67

i8 == I want it more than ever,"

62Ibid., p. 298,
3bid., p. 30k
oo, cite

65gggg., pe 310.
mbid., pe 307,

6TTbid., pe 328.
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Like that of the true priestess, her faith is strong and
unshakeable, and as we have seen, she contrasts her dedication with
the unpredictable attitude of Peter.

"He's,such a curious mixture, " she luxuriously
went on; "sometimes I quite lose patience with him. It
isn't exactly trying to serve both God and Mammon, but it's
muddling up the stage and the world. The world be hangedl
The stage, or anything of that sort -~ I mean one's
artistic conscience, onets true faith =-- comes first."

Even the cynical Gabriel Nash bows to the priestly aspects
of Miriam, "Nash went a step further and regarded her, irresponsibiy-
and sublimely, as a priestess of harmony, a figure with which the wvulgar
ideas of success and failure had nothing to do."68 And probably the
boldest use of the figure is that in which Miriam says of Nick Dormer
to her mother, "He has his moments -— when he seems to say his prayers
to me, "69

Thus the symbol of the priestess operates to affirm the
adamantine quality of Miriam's devotion, For her, art is an exercise
of piety and sancﬁity, making her sacrifice of all other comforts and
ambitions dramatically necessary. The life of art is life enough for
Miriam, as it was not for Nick, and the juxtaposition of the symbolic
themes of garden and priestess supports the meaning of James's tale
which, as we have said, is a declaration in favor of the professional
spirit as contrasted with the amateur, since in the resolution of the

fortunes of his two major characters, James assigns artistic success

to Miriam and artistic frustration to Nick,

68Ibid., Pe 127,

69Tbid., pe 273.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



196

iv
Coldness, gloom and death pervade the atmosphere of "The
Author of Beltraffio"7o while a faint and flickering sense of warmth
tries to dispel the general cheerlessness, Mich of the action of the -
tale occurs in the grounds surrounding the Ambient country home, and
our introduction to the place is accomplished with a note of scenic
or theatrical arrangement in dark eolors,

The limits of the place, cleverly dissimulated,
were muffled in the great verdurous screens., They formed,
as I remember, a thick loose curtain at the further end,
in one of the folds of which, as i} were, we presently
made out from afar a little group.7
The metaphor of coldness enters the story when Mark Ambient

speaks for the first time to his visitor, the narrator of the story,
of his son., The young American critic writes that the words of his

. host ™weren't petulant; they expressed rather a sudden coldness, a

mechanical submission."72 It is to Mrs, Ambient, however, that the

701 approach a discussion of the imagery of "The Author of Beltraffio"
with trepidation and am willing to write only very tenuous conclusions
about the relation of image to meaning, As we have seen, Matthiessen
felt that James himself may have been uncertain about the character of
Mark Ambient, I favor reading the story as an indictment of the self-
righteousness of Ambient and his disciple, the young American who tells
the story. I feel confident that James intended that we should regard
Mark as the destroyer of his son's life, But I am unable with full
personal satisfaction to relate the imagery of the story to this view
and, therefore, offer my conclusions with caution. The diligence with
which I have made an effort to join image and theme makes me less sure
of the success of "The Author of Beltraffio! than of the other tales of

writers and artists.

71James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. 8.

72Ibido, Po 90

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



197

figure of coldness is most frequently applied, "She shone with a
certain coldness,”73 the young man remarks upon seeing her for the
first time,

Throughout the narrative Mrs. Ambient has a chilling effect
on her husband!'s guest, "She seemed a bit frigidly amused at my
glow."7h 1Tt was only after a while that her air of incorruptiblé
conformity, her tapering monosyllabic correctness, began to affect me
as in themselves a cold thin flame."75 "She might have been...the very
angel of the pink of propriety -- putting the pink for a principle,
though I'd rather put some dismal cold blue.“76 In conversation with
her, he finds that her responses "chilled my flow of small talk"(1 and
that %“she gave me a great cold stare."78

Running counter to the metaphor of coldness is an opposite
imagery of warmth. = As a matter of fact, it unites with the figure of
coldness in several of the images specified above: "shone with...
coldness," frigidly amused at my glow," "a cold thin flame.," There is,
in éffect, a struggle between the two forces, with a combination of
the two causing the boy!s death:. he is ill of a fever, but the "cold"
Mrs, Ambient directly brings about his end, Warmth is generally

applied to Mark Ambient and his devoted young follower, the narrator of

73Ibido, Pe 10¢

Thtpid,, p. 15
751bid., pe L2
T1oc. cits

M id., pe L7

1 pid., p. 50.
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the story, but not in altogether natural associations, Mrs. Ambient
studies her husband's friend to see "what would become of the exposure
of a candid young American to a high asesthetic temperature."79 Mark
Ambiént's sister, experiencing a deep sympathy for him," gazed at him
from afar -- as if he had been a burning ship on the horizon,"80
Rejecting his wife's limited notion of what a novel should be, Ambient
says, "It's a thing so hollow, so dishonest, so lying, in which 1life is

so blinked and blinded, so dodged and disfigured, that it makes my ears

81

burn. "~ And the Ambient child, trying so desperately to surround

himself with warmth and kindness Y"gradually kindled the spark of my

inspiration. What helped it to glow were the other influences."82

The fever which attacks the boy is not a surprise; for, as

the young American had seen from the start, the lad was marked for

death,.

There was something that deeply touched, that
almost alarmed in his beauty, composed, one would have said,
of elements too find and pure for the breath of this world
eessl grasped the truth of his being too fair to live,
wondering at the same time that his parents shouldn't have
guessed it and have been in proportionate grief and despair.
For myself I had no doubt of his evanesence, having already
more than once caught in the fact the particular infant
charm that's as good as a death-warrant. 3

Pbid., pe 2k
801bid., pe 29
811pid., p. L.
82__I_b__id., Pe 50,

8310id., pp. 10-11.
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We have already glanced at the speech of Ambient in which
momentarily he decries the failure of his work to come to grips with
life and in which he questions the wisdom of his long passion for
beauty., This passion has determined the nature of his subject, the
content of the books to which his wife so strongly objects, a content
producing in her the coldness toward his work and friends that makes
her unnatural deed possible, Ambient's desire to instill a sense of
life in his new work is symbolized by the flickering and abortive heat
of the story, but obviously he fails in the attempt, for Mrs, Ambient's
midnight reading of the proof sheets of the first few chapters confiqggw‘?
her in her coldness and motivated her criminal neglect of the ailing
child, who dies., Ambient's "warmth" has been ineffectual and mis-
directed; it has been easily smothered by his wife's opposition. The
warmth is the symbol of his attempts to dispel the self-righteousness
of his aestheticism, but, in the end, as the blind devotion of the
narrator of the story affects and pleases Mark, the aestheticism
solidifies and the effort at reform is abandoned, Warmth is relin-
quished; it becomes, in the child's fever, an agent of destruction.

The imagery of "The Author of Beltraffio" thus seems to carry James's
judgment on an excessive aestheticism; Mark Ambient has literally |
destroyed life.

What little pattern of metaphor there is in "The Lesson of
the Master" has as its functiop to underscore Mrs. Henry St. George's
domination of her writer-husband., She is introduced to us by means of a
figure relating to theatrical trickery: she is a magician or sleight=-

of-hand artiste.
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Overt numbered her years at first as some thirty,
and then ended by believing that she might approach her
fiftieth, But she somehow in this case Juggled away the
excess and the difference -- you only saw them in a rare
glimpse, like the rabbit in the conjuror's sleeve. She was
extraordinarily white, and her every element and item was
pretty; her eyes, her ears, her hair, her voice, her hands,
her feet —- to which her relaxed attitude in her wicker

- chair gave a great publicity -~ and the erous ribbons

and trinkets with which she was bedecked.

St, George, in speaking of his wife to Overt, expands the

figure so that we enter the world of the circus and see the public .
display coupled with the domination. He says of his study, "Isn't it
a good big cage for going round and round? My wife invented it and she
locks me up here every morn:i_ng."85 St. George's talent has been publicly
exploited; in an effort to please his wife and provide her with material’
comforts and the pleasantries of wealth, he has written inferior books.
"I've led the life of the world, with my wife and my progeny; the
clumsy conventional expensive materialised vulgarised brutalised life

of london, w86

Two _instances of an altar metaphor continue St. George's
discomfort in the position of public display. He tells Overt that, as
an artist, he married for money, but he is quick to make the young man
understand that he is not referring to his wife., "I refer to the

mercenary muse whom I led to the altar of literature. Don't my boy, pubt

your nose into that yoke, The awful jade will lead you a life,"S7

8)"Ja.vxmes, The Novels and Stories, XX, pe Je

BSMQ, Pe Shg

86Tbide, pe 63.

87Ibid., p. 58.
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However, it is true, St. George tells Paul, that no woman can take part in
the sacrifice of art, "How can they take part? They themselves are the

88 Even the

sacrifice, They're the idol and the altar and the flame."
admirable Miss Fancourt is likely, for Overt, to be '"as a millstone
round its neck."89 A1l of these figures operate to re-enforce the central
lesson of the story, which is explicitly stated by St. George in response
to Overt's distress when he hears St. Georget!s advice that he must be
willing to surrender everything for his art,
"§hat a false position, what a condemnation of the
artist, that he's a mere disfranchised monk and can produce
his effect only by giving up personal happiness, . What an
arraignment of arti" Paul went on with a trembling voice.
"pAh, you don't imagine by chance that I'm defending
art? ‘tArraigmment'! -- I should think so! Happy the societies
in which it hasn't made its appearance, for from the moment it
comes they have a consuming ache, they have an incurable
corruption in their breast. Most assuredly is the artist in a
false position}"90
The only way to escape: the cage —~ to escape the yoke of public
exhibition in a wvulgar world -- is through abnegation and self-denial,
"The Lesson of the Master" is Henry James's most pointed affirmation of
the rigors of the life of art,

"Greville Fane" is almost too short to permit a pattern of

metaphor., There are some brilliant single figures. Mrs. Stormer's

daughter Ethel is spoken of in her arrogance as being "surrounded with

881bid., p. 65.
e, cit.

90T0id., De 67 .
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a spiked iron railing"9l and the narrator of the story cannot imagine
that anyone "would be inspired to clamber over that bristling barrier, 92
The development of the image forces our awareness of the inhuman and
predatory selfishness of Mrs. Stormert's children, "What flower of
tenderness or of intimacy would such an adventurer conceive as his
reward?"93
James's thrust at the popular fiction of Greville Fane is
deadly. "With no more prejudices than an old sausage-mill, she would
give forth again with patient punctuality any poor verbal scrap that
had been dropped into her, w9l
She carried about her box of properties, tumbling
out promptly the familiar tarnished old puppets. She believed
intthem when others couldn't, and as they were like nothing
that was to be seen under the sun it was impossible to prove
by comparison that they were wrong. You can't compare birds
and fishes; you could only feel that, as Greville Fane's
characters had the fine plumagg of the former species, human
beings must be of the latter,
Mrs. Stormerts workroom "seemed indeed a barren place to grow flowers
for the market, and I wondered...by what desperate and heroic process

she dragged them out of the soil, w90

The reader is made to feel kindly
toward Greville Fane's unselfish though stupidly blind submission to the
’will of her children, but James's comment on the quality of her writing

is devastating,

91James, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. 103,

9% 6e, cite

P Ibid., p. 103

vooa——

Mroi4,, p. 101,

95Ibidg’ p’ 1060

96Ibido, Do 11).{».
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0f the remaining five tales of the middle period which deal
with the life of art and the position of the artist in society, only
three =- "The Middle Years," "The Next Time" and "The Death of the Lion"
- == have a sustained symbolic structure; the metaphor of the other two
stories -- "The Real Thing" and "The Figure in the Carpet" —- is
incidental, The imagery of “The Real Thing" instructs us in the
"unreality" of the Monarchs., They are "a pair of featherébeds";97
Mrs, Monarch has a smile like a moist sponge, her face is a mask, and
she constantly hides her head ostrich-fashion. Major Monarch, who
hasn't "the stray sixpence of an idea,"98 had, in their youth, called
his wife "the Beautiful Statue"’ and it is this fixed, concrete kind
of unreality which makes them both unsuited for the kind of employment
they seek, At the end of the story, their gesture is the dramatization
of what James intended the story to mean: "They had bowed their heads
in bewilderment to the perverse and cruel law in virtue of which the
real thing could be so much less precious than the unreal, ™00 1
"The Figure in the Carpet" the single symbol is that which begins in
the title: the theme which "like a complex figure in a Persian carpet"lol
runs through all of Hugh Vereker's work., There is a constant intensifi-

cation of the figure in the narrative, Vereker says that the theme is

9TMatthiessen, Stories of Writers and Artists, p. 188. For the text of
"The Real Thing" T have used Matthiessen, The volume which contains this
story in the Macmillan Edition vEHat) I am using is not available at the
University of Cincinnati ILibrary.

98;9}9,, pPe 179
991bid., p. 172.
1001pi4,, p. 191,
101

James, The Novels and Stories, XX, Pe 2174
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the very string that my pearls are strung on."lo2

Or, as he has put
it earlier: "The thing's as concrete there as a bird in a cage, a
bait on a hook, a piece of cheese in a mouse-trap. It's stuck into
every volume as your foot is stuck into your shoe."103 James's story
would seem to be an indictment of the criticism which can fail to see

something as obvious as Vereker insists his "figure" is, but there is

some justification for viewing the story in a less serious light —

as a jeu d'esprit which satirizes critics who go about looking for
ufigures in the carpet." The justificétion for this interpretation

is the character of Corvick, who discovers the figure. He is presented
as obtuse and socially objectionsble and of an understanding so limited
as scarcely to make his act of heroic perception possible,

Brief as it is, "The Middle Years" has a particulérly
interesting metaphorical plan., There is, first of all, the symbol of
flight. Thé exhorbitant Céuntess, on whom the young Dr, Hugh is in
attendance, impresses Dencombe just after the story opens as offeriﬂg
15 confused resemblance to a flying-machine that has broken down,"loh
and the suggestion colors the whole narrative, inasmuch as Dencombets
predicament is that of having been brought to earth since the publica-
tion of his novel "The Middle Years," in which he had "taken his
flight, w105 Now, in his illness, "he felt as if he had fallen into a

hole too deep to descry any little patch of heaven;"lo6 although under

1910, cit,
1031pid,, p. 210,

lohJames, The Novels and Stories, XXI, p. 69.

105Tbid,, p. 80.

1065 4,, pe 79
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the ministrations of Dr, Hugh he soon finds himself "soaring again a

little on the weak wings of convalescence."107

But the flight is to be very brief, Dencombe is to have no
second chance; he dies at the conclusion of the story, and for this
outcome assorted images are employed to suggest the agony of his
predicament, "He had done all he should ever do, and yet hadn't\done

what he wanted. This was the laceration -~ that practically his career

108

was over; it was as violent as a grip at his throat. His only

consolation is contemplation of his art, %He dived once more into his
story and was drawn down, as by a siren's hand, to where, in the dim

underworld of fiction, the great glazed tank of art, strange silent

n109

subjects float, Realization that true achievement has come only at

the very end of his career is something that "he felt as a nail driven

in"10 for his progress in his art had been long and slow.

It hadn't come to him easily, it had been backward
and roundabout. It was the child of time, the nursling of
delay; he had struggled and suffered 'for'it, making sacrifices
not to be counted, and now that it was really maturi was it to
cease to yield, to confess itself brutally beaten? 1

He acknowledges at last that the second chance was only a delusion and

that his disease is "definitely mortal, of an action as relentless..s

112

as a leak in a great ship." For the artist, sagys the symbolism of

1071p14., p. 85
1081p14., p. 70.
10910, cit.
107544,, po 71a
e, cit

llzIbido, Pe 90,
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James's tale, there is only the one great chance and everything else
is frustration and loneliness, save the voice of informed apprecia-
tion which, like the young voice of Dr, Hugh.at Denconbe's bedside
as the writer dies, had "the ring of a marriage—bell."113 The work,
the art, the dedication is enough, and "frustration's only life....
it's what passes."lll‘L

James's customary severity with members of the journalism
profession is evident in the initial metaphor of "The Death of the Lion,"
He is even’more than usually caustic; the young reporter who tells the
story and who later breaks from the profession feels that he'can't
"be éoncerned to straighten out the journalistic morals of my chief,
feeling them indeed to be an abyss over the edge of which it was better

115 The chief, Mr. Pinhorn, sending the young man out to

not ¢o peer."
interview the rising celebrity Neil Paraday, "had smelt the coming
glory as an animal smells his distant prey."ll6 The process of |
interviewing and the consequent preparation of the news story are
sharply outlined in imagery which makes James's derogation clear.

"Mr, Pinhorn supposed us to put our victims through on the gallop.

It was later, in the office, that the rude motions of the jig were set
to music.“ll7 When a rival newspaper, The Empire, the most blatant of

the London dailies, descends upon Paraday, James's language is even

more pointed.

131p3d., p. 91,
1lthido, Pe 92,
115James, The Novels and Stories, XX, pe 89.

160,54, p. 90

Toide, pe 9le

117
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The big blundering newspaper had discovered him,
and now he was proclaimed and anointed and crowned, His
place was assigned him as publiecly as if a fat usher with
a wand had pointed to the topmost chair; he was to pass up
and still up, higher and higher, between the watching faces
and the egvious sounds -~ away up to the dais and the
thI‘Oﬂeoll

OQur young reporter-narrator tells us that "the poor man is

to be squeezed into his horrible age“;llg Mr, Morrow, The Bupire's

correspondent, subjects him to a brutal penetration: his eyes
"suggested the electric headlights of some monstrous modern ship, and
I felt as if Paraday and I were tossing terrified under his bows., 1120
The young man himself is useful to Morrow: "As a 'surrounding' I felt
how I myself had already been taken injy I was a little fish in the

stomach of a bigger one."121

Mr. Morrow, however, has a sense of
propriety; he waits until the most propotioub moment to bring out his
notebook, "which...he at first kept slightly behind him, even as the
dentist approaching his victim keeps the horrible forceps."lzz
But all this is only random metaphorical humor preliminary
to the major symbolic structure of the story which sees the home of
lrs. Weeks Wimbush as a circus and the entrapped celebrities as circus

performers, Mrs, Wimbush is "the proprietess of the universal

menagerie,"l23 a place where "when the rush is great, the animals rub

1181bid., pp. 97-8.
1197pid., pe 98.
1201bid., pe 99
121}§3§., p. 100,
1221pid,, p. 10L.

123 1h5d., pe 109,
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shoulders freely with the spectators and the lions sit down for whole
evenings with the lambs,"?} Jirs, Winbush is inflexible in the manage-
ment of her star attractions, "She was constructed of steel and
leather, and all I asked of hér for our tractable friend was not to do
him to death, He had consented for a time to be of india-rubber, but
my thoughts were fixed on the day he should resﬁme his shape or at
least get back into the box."125

The circus symbol carries ovef to various other persons and
agencies which surround Mrs. Wimbush's world: for example, to the
studio of Mr, Rumble, a young painter, "whose little game was to be the

first to perch on the shoulders of reno’wn."l26

Mr. Rumble's studio was a circus in which the man
of the hour...leaped through the hoops of his showy frames
almost as electriecally as they burst into telegrams and
“specials,"” He pranced to t§$ exhibitions on their back; he
was the reporter on canvas.1 :

Neil Paréday mist, of course, submit to the artistic ministra-
tions of Mr., Rumble, since they are part of Mrs, Wimbush's great show,

which must operate with the efficiency of a large machine,

Paraday had been promptly caught and saddled, accepting
with characteristic good humour his confidential hint that to
figure in his show was not so much a consequence as a cause of
immortality....There were moments when I fancied I might have
had more patience with them [ﬁhe people of Mrs, Wimbush's
world] if they hadn't been so fatally benevolent. I hated

L2hioc, cit.
125100, cite
1261pi4,, p. 121,

Yioc, cit.
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at all events Mr., Rumble's picture, and had my bottled
resentment ready when, later on, I found my distracted
friend had been stuffed by Mrs. Wimbush into the mouth of
another cannon, A young artist in whom she was interested,
and who had no connexion with Mr., Rumble, was to show how
far he could make him go....She played her victims against
each other with admirable ingemuity, and her establishment
was a huge machine in which the tiniest gnd the biggest
wheels went round to the same treadle.12

Mrs, Wimbush can number among her attractions even a famous
foreign Princess, and this lady "in her gilded cage, with her retinue
of keepers and feeders, was the most expensive specimen in the good
lady's collection."129 The image of Paraday as a prancing horse comes
back into the narrative once again: "I positively feel my own flesh

130

sore from the brass nails in Neil Paraday's social harness," and
as Mrs, Wimbush's various guests gather for Paraday's reading they
are, in all of their eccentric finery; reminiscent of circus spectacle
and displaye.

The use of the circus symbol, certainly conscious and
deliberate in this instance, serves James's purpose with particular
cogency. For one thing, it retains the comic tone of the story without
diminishing in any way the horror of Paraday's fate in the grotesque
arena of Mrs. Winmbush's country house, Furthermore, it helps to convey

James's judgment not only on the kind of society which "lionizes" or

makes a fool of the artist but also on the weakness of the artist who,

1281154, pp. 121-2,

129Ibid. 3 P. 123‘

1301bid., Po 1250
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in his need for understanding and encouragement, permits himself to be
made a fool of, James is again asserting the necessity of a self-
imposed loneliness for creative activity, and a casual metaphor in
the story contrasts life at Mrs., Wimbush's country house with what had
been the order of Neil Paraday's existence: "The monastic life, the
pious illumination of the missal in the convent=-cell were things of
the gathered past;"13l

The figure is used again in "The Next Time." Discussing
Ralph Limbert's willingness to turn from the production of genuine art
in order to make money with popular literature, the critic-narrator
who tells the story reveals that he "used to talk about his wﬁrk, but
he seldom talks now: the brotherhood of the faith have become, like

132 and Limbert himself employs the

the Trappists, a silent order,"
figure in a conversation about his work, although in a somewhat
contrasting comnection more appropriate to his distress at being unable
to make his work pay: "We'lve sat here talking of 'success'...like
chanting monks in a cloister, hugging the sweet delusion that it lies
somewhere in the work itself.”133

However, the dominant symbol of "The Next Time® is that of the
trapped animal and the reference is, of course, to Ralph Limbert., He is

trapped not only by the excellence of his art for which there is no

public demand but-also-by his attempting to serve both his art and

144, p. 110,
1321534, pe 148,

1331bid., pe 168,
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the public at the same time, He is trapped in not being willing to
accept what he is, His most deliberate effort to write a popular work
failg, and when the firét person narrator of the story can only say
that he has ohce again written "a pure gem," Limbert realizes that in
the production of the work he was trapped by his art. "His danger
appeared to have acted on him as the anaconda acts on the rabbit;
fascinated and paralyzed, he had been engulfed in the long pink
throat."lBh An extension of the metaphor allows Limbert to see himself
as the pursuer of the animal, in this case the reading public, but the
figure is turned back somewhat ambiguously on Limbert as the sentence
ends: "He talked as much as ever, with monstrous arts and borrowed
hints, of the traps he kept setting, but we all agreed to take merely
for granted that the animal was caugh’o."l35

Writers like Limbert and the narrator of the story are mice
who try to determine the next movement of the cat which is their
audience., "He didn't care how often he printed me, for wasn't it
exactly in my direction Wr. éousefield held the cat was goingto jump?"lBé
The figure recurs again in the story with the failure of Limbert's prdject
to publish a literary quarterly.

[hr. Bousefiel@] came to the house and let poor

Ray have it. Ray gave it him back ~- he reminded him of his
own idea of the way the cat was going to Jjump."

1bpi4,, pe 159,
13%1bid., p. 189

13614ids, po 170s

——
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I gasped with dismay. "“Has Bousefield abandoned
that idea? Isnt't the cat going to Jump?"

Mrs. Highmore hesitated, "It appears she doesn't
sgeﬂ in_a hurry. BRay at any rate has jumped too far ahead
of her.

The kind of work of which both Limbert and the narrator are capable
11138

"produced no tremor of the public tail, Limbert is the mouse trapped
by the cat (the public), but it is Mrs. Highmore who, with her popular
fiction, can master the animal and make it behave. "They straightway
rose...to0 the morsel she had hoped to hold too high, and, making but a
big cheerful bite of it, wagged their great collective tail artlessly
for more."139

'"The Next Time" is rich in metaphor, with only the images we
have isolated resolvirginto a symbolic pattern. Yet the richness itself
is instrumental in stating the meaning of thetale. In no other story is
the desperation of the artist more intense; he is faced here, as he
almost never is in James, with the dilemma of how to keep body and soul
together and of how to provide for a wife and childfen. The wealth of
metaphor is parallel to the luxury of his art which, richly beautiful
as it is, cannot be of practical assistance to him in a world of
vulgarized tastes., Since "you cannot make a sow's ear out of a silk

purse," his catastrophe is inevitable, and James has attacked in the

story not so much the artist who compromises his talent (although this

13710id., p. 178
1381h3d,, p. e

139100 e« Cite
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Judgment is certainly there) as he has the quality of the public
response to genuine literary endeavor,

Plainly, then, the symbols of the stories dealing with the
position of the artist in modern society are symbols of morality.
Certain judgments are constant in the tales: the sanctity of artistic
integrity, the ineludible occasions of personal sacrifice, the loneli-
ness of dedication, and yet, notwithstanding all these, the healing
and informing power of sincere and laborious artistic enterprise.

For the non-artist the moral instruction is implicity oo
surely the stories are as much about the art of life as they are about the
techniques of various artistic crafts. Vulgarity, whether within or
without the precincts of aesthetic creation, is always odious in these
stories; it is predicated as an absence of the moral sense. The vulgar
people of the stories —- the Countess in "The Middle Years",

Mrs. Wimbush in "The Death of the Lion! -~ aggressively attempl a
vicious control of the wills and destinies of other individuals. The
general plea of these stories is for a refinement of the individual
moral sensibility with a resultant improvement in the character of
public taste. Then the artist will need fear no longer the dangér?to
himself and to his art which exposure to the public entails, in an age
of vulgar display and greed. It can be seen now that James used the
predicament and subject with which he was most familiar for the
purpose of making a more widely applicable comment on modern society,
for in all of James's work, as Yvor Winters points out, though at a

given moment he may not be examining the whole of a society, Yhe is
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examining the mathematical center of a society -~ the ethical
consciousness of a society."lho The artist, thought James, could be
both the consciousness and the conscience of an ever-improving, ever-

expanding civilization.,

lb’OYvor Winters, "Maulel!s Well, or Henry James and the Relation of

Morals to Manners," Maule'!s Curse (Norfold, 1938), p. 181.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Great Good Life
i

In 1910 Harper and Brothers published an interesting little

volume titled In After Days, Thoughts on the Future L:’Lfe*l It was a

symposiim on the immortality of the soul and included contributions

from a number of the most distinguished personalities of the time:
William Dean Howells, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Julia Ward Howe,

and Henry James, Old American family names are represented in the

other contributors: Henry M., Alden, John Bigelow, Elizabeth Stuart
Phelps -~ and the book as a whole, illustrated with rather formal
portraits of the essayists, has a decided charm, as if it had come out
of the New England of "plain living and high thinking" when distinguished
minds could be expected to give public evidence of their perpetual
concern over the great questions,

James's offering is titled "Is There a Life After Death?",
and its great importance to the reader and James is that it is the only
sustained consideration in print of what may be regarded as James's
religious views, His comments are phrased in the involved manner of
the last novels where style seems to become rather than to convey the
message, but there is, nevertheless, a specific statement of belief,
and it is one which the critic who hunts for a coherent moral position

in the novels must not be withoutb.

lIn After Days, Thoughts on the Future Life, W. D. Howells, Henry
James, John Bigelow, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Henry M. Alden, William
Hanna Thomson, Gugliemo Ferrero, Julia Ward Howe, Elizabeth Stuart
Phelps (New York, 1910).
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However, its contents are not surprising to someone who has
read the fiction carefully, The essay bears out what the perceptive
reader had already deduced: +that James'!s sights were fixed almost
exclusively on this world and that he stands, as very few other English-
speaking writers have stood, wholly outside the traditional moral posi-
tion of Christianity. Pew writers, wittingly or otherwise, are. as
thoroughly secular and mundane as Henry James; for him the personality
is the soul,

There mé.y be some doubt that an essay written as late in
James's career as 1910 can throw helpful light on fiction which belongs
to the period to which this thesis has limited itself -~ the moral view
of Henry James in 1910 may have changed greatly, it is true, from what it
was during the years 1881 to 1900, But it seems not to have done so.
As a matter of fact, the best illustration of the opinions of James's
contribution can be found, it seems to me, in some of the earliest
stories, particularly in his first great novel -~ perhaps the greatest

novel in the English language -~ The Portrait of a Lady.

The centrai thought of James's essay is this: perhaps the
soul is immortal if you happen to have a soul, but very few people do
have souls because they have not lived in this world the kind of
existence whieh provides them. The sou;l is not something given, it is
acquired - through a conscious and meticulous serving of the
individual's highest moral good, which is nothing less than an
insatiable and exquisite curiosity about the universe., "The contempla-
tive critic," writes James, "scarce sees why the universe should be at

the expense of a new start for those on whom the old start appears '
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50 to have been wasted, n2

How can there be a personal and a differentiated
life "after," it will then of course be asked, for those for
whom there has been so little of one before? -- unless indeed it
be pronounced conceivable that the possibility may vary from man
to man, from human case to human case, and that the quantity or
the quality or our practice of consciousness may have something
to say to it.

The evils which he saw about him were the inglorious record
of man's failure to make the most of his opportunity in this world; to
what extent, then, had brutalized insensitivity a right to an existence
beyond the merely temporal, The human being who had been an insensate
clod in hisv earthly actuality - what expectation should he dare to
have of being endowed with the splendor of wings?

A1l the ugliness, the grossness, the stupidity, the

cruelty, the vast extent to which the score in question is a

record of brutality and vulgarity, the so easy non-existence

of consciousness, round about us as to most of the things
that make for living desirably at all, or even for living
once, let alone on the enlarged chance -- these things fairly
rub it into us that to have a personality need create no
presumption beyond that which this remarkably mixed world is
by itself amply sufficient to meet. ‘

The world, to James, was indeed so full of a number of things,
its potentiality so varied and huge, that one who had explored it with a
discriminating temperament could hardly desire a further experience,

When living was rich and full, a constantly alert response to the

challenge of one'!s vision, then living was a great good in itself. In

2Tbid., Pe 203.
3Tbid., p. 201.

u_]?il:-go, Poe 207.
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The Portrait of a Lady, Ralph Touchett phrases the sentiment in admir-

able brevity, in speaking of his hppes for Isabel., "I call people
rich," he says, "when they're able to meet the requirements of their
imagination."5 If Touchett can be presumed to have spoken for his
author here, then James, twenty-nine years later, speaking in his own
person, gave voice only to an expansion of the earlier belief,

Living, or feeling one's exquisite curiosity
about the universe fed and fed, rewarded and rewarded —-
though I of course don't say definitely answered and
answered -- becomes thus the highest good I can conceive
of, a million times better than not living (however that
comfort may at bad moments have solicited us); all of
which illustrates what I mean by the consecrated 'interest!
of consciousness,

James saw that his view had much in common with the traditional
Christian one, which requires that man earn in this world an eternal
reward in the next, but he differed in not accepting that a future life
is irrevocable, For him, it was only the rare personality which would
be granted the boon of continuity, and then not a reward but only a
perpetuation of a neutral opportunity to deal with as best it could.

I like to think that we here, as to soul, dangle
from the infinite and shake about in the universe; that this
world and this conformation and these senses are our helpful
and ingenious frame, amply provided with wheels and replete

with the lesson for us of how to plant, spiritually, our feet.
That conception of the matter rather comes back, I recognize,

SJames, The Novels and Stories, VI, p. 230

6Tbide, pp. 222-3.
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to the theory of the spiritual discipline, the purification

and preparation on earth for heaven, of the orthodox theology

- which is a resemblance I don't object to, all the more that

it is a superficial one, as well as a fact mainly_showing, at

any rate, how neatly extremes may sometinmes meeta !

To a philosopher these speculations of James may seem little
more than elaborate nonsense, an imaginative exercise with its basis in
literary fiction rather than in truth; and certainly we should always
discount the artistic ﬁanner when the artist strikes the pose of the
seer. But James's novels and stories are, in fact, dramatized testi=
monies -—‘in his sympathetic characters, that is -- of the will to live
such lives aé James's reflections would encourage. For these characters,
there is no appeal to any authority outside themselwves; their own
personaglities are their consolation, their refugé and their strength;
the way and the truth and the ife for each of them is the security of a
perpetually augmentéd sensibility and a faultless taste. The best of
his people demonstrate an imaginative realism -- what James himself, in
speaking of two real personalities whom he greatly admired, Clover Hooper
(later Mrs. Henry Adams) and "Minny " Temple, called "intellectual grace
and moral spbni;aneity.“8 Very few of James's male characters exhibit
service to "the consecrated interest of consciousness"’ but guite a
mumber of his heroines do. There is, for example, Fanny Knocker, or
lMirs, Tregent (one prefers the second name; probably no writer ever had

a less euphonious sense of names than Henry James), in "The Wheel of Time®

TTbid., p. 230.
8Lubbock, The Letters, I, p. 26.

9james, In After Days, p. 223.
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(1893) who, after being deserted by the young man who had encouraged
her love for the possible material advantage which marriage to her
~would bring, develops by means of an imaginative tenderness and an

"intensity of fidelity"-"

out of an almost repulsive plainness into a
great beauty. Middlesaged, Maurice Ganvil returns to her to wonder at
the great transformation.

He seemed to understand now by what miracle Fanny

Knocker had been beautified =~ the miracle of heroic

docilities and accepted pangs and vanquished egotisms, It

had never come in a night but it had come by living for
others. She was living for others still; it was impossible
for him to see anything else at last than that she was living
for him, The time of passion wasover, but the time of
service was long....He bowed his head before such charity and
seemed to see, moreover, that Mrs., Tregent's desire to
befriend him was a feeling independent of any}grospect of
gain and indifferent to any chance of reward.

In other words, the fidelity to others and t o oneself which
grew out of the willingness to respond to many varieties of experience
kept one safe through adversity. One would not be spared the world's
anguish just out of respect to one's wanting very richly to live;
indeed, an exquisite curiosity might lead one into alleys of particular
sorrow and bitterness, but a firm belief in the power of a constantly
expanding consciousness would finally see one through and greatly enrich
the personality in the process.

On July 28, 1883, Henry James wrote from Boston a letter to

his friend Miss Grace Norton, advising her in a moment of distress and

doubt, The letter is one of the most beautiful documents in the entire

lOJames, The Novels and Stofies,.XXVII, pe 1h3.

11Ibid.’ pp. lhB-h-I
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production of James, and it is so relevant to the present matter that I
take the liberty of reproducing it in its entirety. All of the charac-
teristic artifice of James is missing here, and there remains a warm,

genuine, and happy readiness to serve.

131 Mount Vernon St., Boston
July 28th [1883]

My dear Grace,
 Before the sufferings of others I am always utterly
powerless, and your letter reveals such depths of suffering
that I hardly know what to say to you. This indeed is not my
last word -- but it must be my first. You are not isolated,
verily, in such states of feeling as this -~ that is, in the
sense that you appear to make all the misery of all mankind
your own; only I have a teritible sense that you give all and
receive nothing -- that there is no reciprocity in your
sympathy -- that you have all the affliction of it and none
of the returns., However —- I am determined not to speak to
you except with the voice of stoicism. I don't know what
source or for what purpose; but I believe we can go on living
for the reason that (always of course up to a certain point)
life is the most valuable thing we know anything about, and it
is therefore presumptively a great mistake to surrender it
while there is any yet left in the cup., In other words
consciousness is an illimitable power, and though at times it
may seem to be all consciousness of misery, yet in the way it
- propagates itself from wave to wave, so that we never cease to
feel, and though at moments we appear to, try to, pray to,
there is something that holds one in one's place, makes it a
standpoint in the universe which it is probably good not to
forsake, You are right in your consciousness that we are all
echoes and reverberations of the same, and you are noble when
your interest and pity as to everything that surrounds you,
appears to have a sustaining and harmonizing power. Only don't,
I beseech you, generalize too much in these sympathies and
tendernesses —- remember that every life is a special problem
which is not yours but another's, and content yourself with
the terrible algebra of your own. Don't melt too much into
the universe, but be as solid and dense and fixed as you can.
We all live together, and those of us who love and know, live
so most. We help each other -- even unconsciously, each in our
own effort, we lighten the effort of others, we contribute to
the sum of success, make it possible for othersto live.
Sorrow comes in great waves -- no one can know better than you
—— but it rolls over us, and though it may almost smother us
it leaves us on the spot, and we know that if it is strong we
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are stronger, inasmuch as it passes and we remain., It wears
us, uses us, but we wear and use it in return; and it is
blind whereas we after a manner see. My dear Grace, you are
passing through a darkness in which I in my ignorance see
nothing but that you have been made wretchedly ill by it;
but it is only a darkness, it is not an end, or the end.
Don't think, don't feel, any more than you can help, don't
conclude or decide -- don't do anything but wait. Everything
will pass, and serenity and accepted mysteries and disillusion-
ments, and the tenderness of a few good people, and new oppor-
tunities and ever so much of 1life, in a word, will remain.
You will do all sorts of things yet and I will help you. The
only thing is not to melt in the meanwhile. I insist upon the
necessity of a sort of mechanical condensation «- so that
however fast the horse may run away there will when he pulls
up be a somewhat agitated but perfectly identical G. N. left
in the saddle. Try not to be ill -- that is all; for in that
there is a failure. You are marked out for success, and you
mist not fail. You have my tenderest affection and all my
confidence., Ever your faithful friend -—- 12
Henry James

Almost the whole mopgl canon of the novels of James is in that
letter. It is the code by means of which his "good women" live, the set
of standards they judge themselves by. Essentially, of course, it is a
philosophy of will, of strict unhesitating celebration of the individual's
power to control his moral destiny. It seems never to have been noticed
that there are no neurotics in Henry James, though there are, to be sure,
evil and vulgar people.b Buﬁ their deficiencies are always a matter of
deliberate choice; they are not sick or emotionally unstable, Sickness

is a kind of failure, James's letter says, and he must have meant sickness

of whatever variety., "There's no beauty wi’choﬁt health," comments

121 bbock, The Letterss I, pp. 100-102.
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Mrs. Touchett in The Portrait of a Lagz}3 and she is not commenting

on physical beauty but on the quality of her son's life. The novels
insist on decision; James's characters can elect to do right or wrong,
and that is why he is particularly solemn gbout the consequences of
choice, Having chosen, one is bound to the dignity of honoring his
choice by not trying to shirk its results and implications even when
one has discovered that he has chosen unwisely. Rigidly stoical as it
is, James's view is a categorical antithesis to the literary naturalism
which he saw and deplored in some of his contemporaries. In his essay
on Zola he has written one of the best analyses of the naturalistic
method.
0f course, we definitely remind ourselves, the

whole long chronicle is explicitly a scheme, solidly set

up and intricately worked out, lighted, according to the

author's pretension, by "science," high, dry and clear,

and with each part involved, and necessitated in all the

other parts, each block of the edifice, each "morceau de vie,"
physiologically determined by previous combinations,1

James could not believe that Zola's method was a iegitimate artistic

procedure. 'When an artist answers for science," he wrote, "who at the

least answers for ar’o?"lS
The celebration of the human will with such intensity is both

the virtue and the defect of James's art, for obviously the excess of

attention left a limited space for other matters. There is more to life

137ames, The Novels and Stories, VII, pe 35k

thames, "Bnile Zola," Notes on Novelists (New York, 191k), p. 53.

o
1)Ibid¢, P. 5)—!-0
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than will: there are reason, emotion and faith; and though what
appears to be a startling absence of sentiment in the novels is really
only an unprecedented refinement of sentiment, one must acknowledge that
James's people think very little and believe even less. I note that a
forthcoming article on James in _P;@ is 1o be titled "Henry James:
The Poetics of Ekz@iricism, nl6 and I can only say that I wish I had
thought of it first. The phrase is perfectly apt as a descriptive
term for James'!s moral view. Few writers have been as directly empirical
as he; he limits himself to decision within the realm of the real and the
actual, and within that area he constructs a dialectic of poetic vision,
But, like the characters of Hemingway, James's men and women seem to
abjure thought and sustained rational examination, and their one belief
is in the strength of will, which is, after all —- in the world of James's
novels -- wholly demonstrable.

The mental element in James is supplied not by the exercise
of reason but by the display of imagination, and one of the major
excitements of his art is the dexterity with which he brings together
the "metaphysics® of his imagination amd the solidity of his empirical
observation, The agency which accomplishes this task for James is
always his impeccable taste, and if, in trying to get at the substance

of James we keep in mind the three words will, imagination and taste,

we shall have come within sight of James's morality. The essay on Zola

is again instructive.

léJohn Henry Raleigh, "Henry James: The Poetics of BEmpiricism," PMLA,
LXVI (March, 1951), ppe. 107-123, This article appears just as I complete
my study of James.
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"The matter with" Zola then, so far as it goes, was
that, as the imagination of the artist is in the best cases
only clarified but intensified by his equal possession of
Taste...s50 when he has lucklessly never inherited that auxiliary
blessing the imagination itself inevitably breaks down as a
consequence. There is simply no limit, in fine, to the misfor-
tune of being tasteless; it does not merely disfigure the
surface and the fringe of your performance -- it eats back into
the very heart and enfeebles the sources of life. When you have
no taste, you have no discretion, which is the conscience of
taste, and when you have no discretion you‘perpetrate books like
"Rome," which are without intellectual modesty, books like
"Pécondité, " which are without a sense of the ridiculous, books
like “Vérite%" which are without the finer vision of human
experience,

Will, imagination, taste —- these, 'bhe;n, thought James, are
sufficient considerations for the novelist; he would not have subscribed
to the Tolstoyan concept of the novel as an entity of record -- the full
and complete view of a civilization at a critical moment of its history.

v He did notl ive to see the time when the’ novelist would usurp the |
prerogatives of the poet, the essayist, the editorialist, the political
stabtesman and the priest; he was spared the critical distress of having

to deal with i)roblems of definition in the face of such immensities as

The Magic Mountain and Men of Good Will. James hewed close to the line

of the novel's origin, that is, as a record of manners, with functions
of instruction for whoever might find the instruction useful. The novel
was something —— something specific ard definable = or it was chaos.,

In a book like The Portrait of a Lady it is the instrument which conveys

the kind of imaginative comment on social manners which is instruction

in the good life, .

17 james, Notes on Novelists, p. L9
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ii

The Portrait of a Lady is only one of a number of nineteenth-

century novels in which the author has taken it upon himself to censure
a spirited young lady for an excess of romantic sensibility., In his’

essay on The Princess Casamassima, ILionel Trilling sees the book as one

which deals with the story of the Young Man from the Provinces who, as

in such other nineteenth~century novels as Stendhal's The Red and the

Black, Balzac's Pere Goriot and lost Illusions, Dickens's Great

Expectations and Flaubert'!s Sentimental Education (and by extension

Tolstoi!s War and Peace and Dostoevski's The Idiot), comes to the great
18

cibty in order to test his will against the resistance of society.
There is also, it seems to me, a group of movels treating the theme of

the romantically imaginative heroine with a common emphasis, and the list
would include Jane Austen's Emma, George Eliot's Middlemarch, Flauberi's

Madame Bovary, James's The Poritrait of a Lady, and by extension

Dostoevski's The Idiot in its treatment of Nastasia Philipowna. What
these novels have in common is the author's readiness to render judgment,
with, however, varying degrees of severity, on the surplus of spirit which
caused their young ladies to misinterpret reality and to misunderstand
human motivation. Emma Woodhouse undertakes to devise a genteel utopia
for Harriet Smith without a genuinely realistic regard for that young
lady's capabilities; Dorothea Brooke, in an amplitude of humanitarian
zeal, marries the scholar Casaubon and denies the reality of the demands

of her heart; poor, foolish, little Emma Bovary childishly dreams herself

18Trilling, 92. _‘c_i_'tiog PP 61"50
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into sordidness and agony; Isabel Archer, who feels that in marrying
lord Warburton she will be trying to escape the unhappineés and
suffering which is her lot, goes on in a romantic blindness to. allow
herself to be victimized by the schemes of Gilbert Osmond and Madame
Merle; Nastasia Philipovna, bitter becauée she has been outraged by
her guardian, piles excitement on excitement in a Manfred-like demonic
urge to the self-destruction which Rogogin eventually makes possible.
These novels are a rebuke to uncontrdlled ~amiberance and flighty
ambition, Flaubert, “then;  and Dostoevski going so far as to destroy
their heroines in violence, Austen, Eliot and James bringing their
young women to persoﬁal and social maturity.

Since Isabel, like Emma and Dorothea, is always presented
sympathetically, James's judgment takes the form of casual irony, with
the author himself stepping into the story occasionally to make sure
that we understand the fundamental soundness of his bewildered young
lady. There is never any doubt in our minds that she is going to be
#saved" by her author, in the way which seems most impressive to him,

Isabel comes to Gardencourt, the palatial English estate of
her aunt Mrs. Touchett, who has rescued her from the drabness of Albany
after the death of Isabel's father. There Isabel meets old Mr. Touchett,
James!'s cﬁar'rajng representation of the genial anci distinguished type of
American magnate, and her cousin Ralph Touchett, an ailing but alert
young man who becomes devoted to Isabel, Indeed, she is the delight
of the entire family, and in no time at all a young aristocratic

neighbor, Lord Warburton, had offered her marriage. Isabel refuses him
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as she had refused the young Bostonian Caspar Goodwood before leaving
America: she does not wamt to surrender her freedom yet and she wants
to expose herself further to opportunity and experience, Neither lLord
Warburton nor Goodwood, however, takes her word as final,

Through the offices of Ralph, old Mr. Touchett is persunaded
in his last illness to change his will, leaving a large share of Ralph's
inheritance to Isabel — seventy thousand pounds, to be exact. Thus
Isabel has the independence of a very large fortune. Just before
Mr. Toucheti's death Isabel meets at Gardencourt the unusual Madame
Merle, a friend of her aunt's, and as the scene shifts to Italy, Isabel
and Madame Merle are often together. Through Madame Merle Isabel meets
Gilbert Osmond, a fastidious and nearly penniless dilettante, and though
Isabel is warned against Osmond by Ralph and though her other suitors
are almost always present in the background, Isabel is captivated by
Osmond, Pelham Edgar says, "his noble poverty, so exquisitely
defeated by his unerring taste, prevails over the more solid virtues

Se Hl9

and the more substanﬁial claims of the other suitor Isabel speaks

a vigorous defence of Osmond to Ralph, displaying the extent to which

she has been misled by her romantic enthusiasm.

"I can't enter into your idea of Mr. Osmond; I can't
do it justice, because I see him in quite another way. He's
not important -- no, he's not important; he's a man to whom
importance is supremely indifferent., If that's what you mean
when you call him ‘*small,' then he's as small as you please,

I call that large -- it's the largest thing I know....Do you
complain of Mr. Osmond because he's not rich? That's just

l9Edgar, op. cit., p. 218,
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what I like him for. I've fortunately money enough; I've
never felt so thankful for it as today. There have been
moments when I should like to go and kneel down by your
fathert's grave: he did perhaps a better thing than he knew
when he put it into my power to marry a poor man -~ a man

who has borne his poverty with such dignity, with such
indifference, Mr. Osmond has never scrambled nor struggled
-- he has cared for no worldly prize. If that's to be narrow,
if that's to be selfish, then it's very well....Mr. Osmond
makes no mistakes! He knows everything, he understands
everything, he has the kindest, gentlest, highest spirit....
Your mother has never forgiven me for not having come to a
better understanding with Lord Warburton, and she's horrified
at my contenting myself with a person who has none of his
great advantages -~ no property, no title, no honours, no
houses, nor lands, nor position, nor reputation, nor brilliant
belongings of any sort. It's the total absence of all these
things that pleases me. Mre. Osmond's simply a very lonely, a
very cultivaggd and a very honest man —- he's not a prodigious
proprietor,"

Marriage to Osmond, however, turns out badly. Her bitterest
discovery is that he has no respect for her mind, and he is increasingly
curt in his addresses to her. Furthermore, Osmond's attempts to make a
’brilliant marriage for his daughter Pansy create a further strain. Pansy
is in love with a young man named Rosier who strikes Isabel as an
excellent choice for her step-daughter, but Osmond is determined that
the girl will marry lord Warburton, who has come to Italy with Ralph
Touchett and has been frequenting the Osmond home. Osmond asks Isabel
to help bring the marriage about, and she is at first inclined to please
him, but she soon realizes that Iord Warburton's intérest in Pansy has

been merely his disguise‘for continuing the old interest in herself., She

20James, The Novels and Stories, VII, ppe 63-l.
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drops her support of the project then, Lord Warburton returns to
England without having spoken to Osmond for Pansy, and Isabel's

husband accuses her of having deliberately subverted the marriage.

His resentment turns to hate, and when Isabel learns that Ralph is
dying in England and wants to visit him on his deathbed,:Osmond

refuses his permission. Isabel, however, goes in defiance of him,
after having learned from Osmond's sister, the Countess Gemini, that
Pansy is not the daughter of Osmond's first wife but of Osmond and
Madame Merle, who had been lovers for many years. Isabel sees now the
trickery whereby Madame Merle arranged that Osmond should have the use
of her fortune. In England, she talks with Ralph just before his death
in one of the most beautiful scenes that James ever wrote, After the
funeral Caspar Goodwood, who has sensed Isabel!s unhappiness, pleads
with her to leave her husband permanently. Pelham Edgar brings his
summary of the events of the story to a close by writing of Goodwood,
"His passion has an energy scarcely to be denied: she feels herself
carried along on the torrent of his impetuous love, and realises that
here is the protective strength, the devotion and the refuge that her
heart craves. Yet knowing and feeling this, she masters her inclination
and returns to Rome."Zl In going back to her husband she has indicated
her determination to abide by the act of will which was her choice of
him in the face of Ralph's opposition and she has demonstrated that she

is no longer the dupe of romantic illusions which would cause her to

ZIEdgar, OP. _C_i_;'ll., Pe 2)—1-9-
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sacrifice herself endlessly to whim and fancy. Iike Madame de Mauves,
Isabel knows now that "Visions are vain things; we must make the:best
of the reality we happen to be in for."22 The redemption of Isabel

Vhas been accomplished by means of her willingness to explore and endure
all the implications of her chosen and self-asserted destiny and by the
moral“earnestness.of her accepting without protest the full consequences
of her decisions, W#ill, imagination, and taste have been the factors
dominant in her history, and they operate together at the end of the
novel to preclude for her any other action than that of returning to

Gilbert Osmond.

iii

The symbol which James uses as his means of comment on Isabells
romantic confusion is the most conventional one of all: literature, or
the book, comes to represent Isabel's false notions of reality, She is
a tireless reader, and like Emma Bo#aryishe has come through her reading
to entertain great expectations of 1life which life is under no compulsion
to fulfill, When alone, Isabel is scarcely ever without a book, and the
experience of literature repeatedly provides the metaphorical vocabulary.
In addition, James has furnished the novel with an unusual nqmber of
explicit comments on Isabel's reading, as if he had been at pains that we
should not miss the full point of her activity. The romantic character

of Isabel's reading is indicated very early in the novel when James tells

22James, The Novels and Stories, XVIII, p. 251.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



232

us of the old house in Albany in which Isabel had been reared.

The foundation of her knowledge was really laid in
the idleness of her grandmother'!s house, where, as most of
the other inmates were not reading people, she had uncon-
trolled use of a library full of books with frontispieces,
which she used to cling upon a chair to take down. When
she had found one to her taste -~ she was guided in her
selection chiefly by the frontispiece -~ she carried it
into a mysterious aparbment which lay beyond the library and
which was called, traditionally, no one knew why, the office.23
Isabel's eagerness to know more of life -~ the boundless en-
thusiasm which is the source of both her later embarrassment and her
restraint -- is first called into play as the girl tells Mrs. Touchett
that "I like places in which things have happened == even if they're
sad things. A great many people have died here; the place has been
full of life....I mean full of experience -~ of people's feelings
and sorrows."zh
Edmund Ludlow, Isabel's brother—in-law, applies the book image
to Isabel in speaking of her to his wife, who has accused him of not
caring for Isabel because %she'!s so original." "Well, I don't like
originals; I like translations," Mr., Ludlow had more than once reblied.
Hlsabel!s written in a foreign tongue., I can't make her cn;t’c,."‘?5 We are
told, however, that Isabel hated to be thought bookish and used to do
her reading in secret and that her experience in literature had taught

her that the unpleasant had been left out of her instruction.2® There

is delightfully conscious irony in one of James'!s earliest comments on

23James, The Novels and Stories, VI, p. 26.

2hmpig., p. 30
25Tbide, pe 3l
EéIbidna D. :39.
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his heroine,

She had had everything a girl could have: kindness,
admiration, bonbons, bouquets, the sense of exclusion from
none of the privileges of the world she lived in, abundant
opportunity for dancing, plenty of new dresses, the london

ectator, the latest publications, the music of Gounod, the

poetry of Browning, the prose of George Eliot,27

To indicate a lack of real experience, the book-metaphor is
extended to Ralph Touchett, also, This is the way James indicates
Ralph's physical incapacity. "Living as he now lived was like reading
a good book in a poor translation -- a meagre entertainment for a young
man who felt that he might have been an excellent linguist."28

Isabel is spoken of as "a prodigy of learning, a creature
reported to have read the classic authors -- in translations",29 and
a paternal aunt, Mrs. Varian, "having a reverence for books" had "once
spread the rumour that Isabel was writing a book. n30 In one of her
earliest conversations with her uncle, old Mr. Touchett, Isabel wants
40 know whether or not the English "corresponded with the descriptions
in the books," to which the old man replies, ‘"The books? well, I don't
know much about the books. You must ask Ralph about that. I've always
ascertained for myself - got my information in the natural i‘orm,,"3l
plainly establishing for the novel the antithesis between the life of

Isabel's books, which is the life of her romantic illusion, and the life

of reality. Still, the scene makes clear Isabel's eagerness to know

2TIbid., pe LO.
zag_bg'._q., p. h6.
29§3§£§, pe 58,
Proe. cite

ihid.. p. 66.
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reality -- she wants to compare what she has read with what really is,.
Later, when Isabel tells Mr. Touchett that the English are not very
nice to young girls in the novels, he corrects her quick judgment.
"I believe the novels have a great deal of ability, but I don't suppose
they're very accurate,® and he goes on to tell her of a lady writer, a
friend of Ralph's, who had put him in a book with complete lack of
understanding. 32 Isabel had fread in some ingenious author that they
{_the English] are at bottom the most romantic of races,"33

But as Isabel's experience begins to accumulate at Gardencourt
and she is faced with the problem of dealing with her two insistent
suitors, Lord Warburton and Caspar Goodwood, she notices that her
interest in reading lags.

It seemed to her at last that she would do well to
take a book; formerly, when heavy-hearted, she had been able,
with the help of some well-chosen volume, to transfer the seat
of consciousness to the organ of pure reason. Of late, it was
not to be denied, literature had seemed a fading light, and
even after she had reminded herself that her unclet!s library
was provided with a complete set of those authors which no
gentleman's collection should be without, she sat motionless
and emﬁty_-handed, her eyes bent on the cool green turf of the
la\m.3

In other words, now that her real experience has begun, the romantic
illusion, which is symbolized by her interest in books, has begun to

lose its hold on her imagination,

Early in the narrative there is a remark which is unusual for

321pid, , PP. 67-8.

331bide, Pe 99.

3b1pid., pe 123
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Henry Jame# and would almost certainly never have occurred in the later
novels. Stepping into the narrative in his own person, the author tells
us not to smile at Isabel's folly, and he promises her redemption, "If
there was a great deal of folly in her wisdom," he writes, "those who
Jjudge her severely may have the satisfaction of finding that, later, she
became consistently wise only abt the cost of an amount of folly which will
constitute almost a direct sppeal to charity.“35 Isabel'!s ability to
mature, to grow in wisdom, through her determination to know an abundance
of 1ife, is the essence of her eventual moral and intellectual security.
The image of the book continues to occur with marked frequency.
Lord Warburton, telling Isabel how he fell in love with her, says "It
was at first sight, as the novels say; 1 know now that's not a féncy—phrase,
and I shall think better of novels for ev‘ermore."36 For Isabel "“to read
between the lines was easier than to follow the text, n37 and as Isabel
and Henrietta plan a trip to London, James brings together her literary
interests and her romantic view of life,

They would stay at some picturesque old inn — one of
the inns described by Dickens -— and drive o ver the town in
those delightful hansoms....They would dine at a coffee-house
and go afterwards to the play; they would frequent the Abbey
a{ld the British M:lseum and f:f.nd og_g where Doctor Johnson had
lived, and Goldsmith and Addison.

In Iondon they meet the ever-accommodating Mr. Bantling who,

with great un-romantic efficiency, attaches himself to Henrietta, and

B Tide, pe 127
36Ibid., pp. 129-30‘

3T1pid,, p. 150,

38%. s PDe. 15 6"‘7 .
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tells them, in describing his sister, "She's tremendously fond of
distinguished people and writers. She writes herself, you know; but

I haven't read everything she has written. It's usually poetry, and

I don't go in much for poetry. n39 Impatient with Isabel because of her
second refusal of Caspar Goodwood, Henrietta tells her that she is "like
the heroine of an immoral novel, w0 and it is interesting that Isabel
receives the news of her uncle's death -— the event which is to launch
her public career as a young lady of fortune —- while she is reading

in the library.

In the scene in which‘we meet Gilbert Osmond for the first:
time, he employs the book-metaphor. Answering the nun who says that
the education of his daughter Pansy,: which has included gymnastics,
has not made the girl "big," Oswmond says, "I'm not sorry. I prefer
women like books —- very good and not too long. “m To Isabel, however,
Pansy "was like a sheet of blank paper —- the ideal jeune fille of
foreign fiction. Isabel hoped that so fair and smooth a page would be

12

covered with an edifying text."'™ QOsmondt!s sister, the Countess Gemini,

is another matter. "She was by no means a blank sheet; she had been

k3 Osmond, who will be the agent

wribten over in a variety of hands."
of Isabelts disillusionment, is projected as someone who interferes
with Isabel's reading. In the scene in which he tells her that he loves

her, he interrupts her reading of a romantic history.

39gg;g., p. 171,
LOpi4,, p. 208.
Mpid., p. 291
hzw., Pe 35k

ABEC‘ 2@—.

m————
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Isabel tells no one of the interest of either Lord Warburton
or Osmond, not even her sister Lily, for "It was more romantic to say
nothing, and, drinking deep, in secret, of romance, she was as little

disposed to ask poor Lily's advice as she would have been to close that

Lk

rare volume‘forever," and in the days prior to her marriage to Osmond,
Isabel is spoken of as discovering that "her sense of the romantic...was
more active than it had ever ’z::een."bf5 Another declaration of Osmond's

love is spoken in terms of the symbol of the book; Isabel has revived

his interest in life.

It's just as when one has been trying to spell out

a book in the twilight and suddenly the lamp comes in. I had

been putting out my eyes over the book of life and finding

nothing to reward me for my pains; but ?gw that I can read it
properly I see it's a delightful story.“

But it is not long after their marriage that Isabel realizes
that "she had not read him right."h7 She learns very quickly of how little
Osmond values her intellect., "Isabel read all this as she would have read
the hour on a c].c>ck—-fau:e."l““8 lord Warburton's motives as he seeks the
hand of Isabel'!'s stepdaughter are only too obvious to Isabel. She '"read,
more Or less, between the lines of what he said himself.“h9 Of the other

suitor, Caspar Goodwood, James writes that "all the first year of her

0
marriage he had dropped out of her books."5

thames, The Novels and Stories, VII, p. 30.

hsIbid‘, Pe 35.
héIbid., Ppe 70-1.

h'?Ibido’ Pe 1680

halbido, P 177

L9Tpid., p. 235.

o~

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



238

As her knowledge of the deception that has been practiced
on her deepens, Isabel is forded to consider realities not previously
known., She wonders sbout the true character 6f Madame Merle. "She
[isabeg] asked herself, with an almost childlike horror of the supposi-
tion, whether to this intimate friend of several years the great
historical epithet of wicked were to be applied. She knew the idea
only by the Bible and other literary works,"* and when Osmond and
Madame Merle quarrel, he tells that lady that she talks of revenge
"like a third-rate novelist.”52

After the bitter and intense scene in which Osmond forbids her
to go to England to see the dying Ralph Touchett, Isabel finds the
Countess Gemini in "the open doorway of a little parlour in which a
small collection of heterogeneous books had been arranged."53 Her
education in the perfidy of the world now complete, Isabel is able to
renounce the books of her illusion.

The Countess had an open volume in her hand; she
appeared to have been glancing down a page which failed to
strike her as interesting. At the sound of Isabel's step
she raised her head,

“Ah my dear," she said, "you, who are so literary,
d tell me some amusing book to read! Everything heret!s of
a dreariness --! Do you think this would do me any good?"

Isabel glanced at the title of the volume she held

out, but without rgﬁding or understanding it. "I'm afraid I
can't advise you."

5l1bid., p. 288,

52Ibid., Pe 29k

53Ibid., pP. 313.

Sthid., ppe 313-1l.
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That Isabel has no further use for false instruction is
indicated by the manner in which Ralph Touchett disposes of his fine
library in his will, and his gesture is that of bequeathing romance to
the one person in the novel who needs it most, since her contact with
reality is already full and strong. Mrs. Touchett tells Isabel what
he has done,

"And what do you think he has done with his library?

It sounds like a practical joke. He has left it to your

friend Miss Stackpole -- 'in recognition of her services to

literature.!' Does he mean her following him up from Rome?

Was that a service to literature? It contains a great many

rare and valuable books, and as she can't carry it about the

world in her trunk he recommends her to sell it at auction. n55

But Isabel herself at Gardencourt finds that "she had never
been less interested in literature than to-day when she occasionally
took down from the shelf one of the rare and valuable vo:l.u.mes."b 6 It

is the final and most appropriate use of the book as symbol to affirm

the process of Isabel's coming to maturity.

iv

Anyone who has taught The Portrait of a Lady knows the

disappointment with which students, many of them reading James for the
first time, protest its ending. To have sent Isabel back to Gilbert
Osmond seems an act of monstrous injustice on the part of her creator;

how much more satisfying to the modern imagination if she had been

55Ibf\.d., Pe 370.

Proc. cit.
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permitted to divorce her husband and come back to America with the
faithful Caspar Goodwoodl:

But our analysis of the operation of the symbol of the book
as it suggests the censure of Isabel for her naive romantic sympathies
demonstrate§ that no destiny other than that of the reﬁurn to Home was
possible for James's heroine. To have minimized Isabel's distress and
to have treated thé results of her sentimental comfusion so lightly as
to make an éaéy and immediate adjustment of them possible at the
conclusion would have vitiated the significance of the entire experience
which has gone before. It is not simply that Isabel must be punished
for her folly but that we should not slight the determination with
which she pursued it. Isabelt's lapse from imaginative realism is so
self-willed that it imposes consequences which her author, out of
respect for her moral integrity, could not possibly absolve her from,
Isabel has been shocked alive; she wanders no longer in the dream world
of literary and historical romanticism; but living the good life requires
more of someone with Isabel's imagination than a simple renunciation of

' the past and its error. If one has willed the error with the highest

degree of perception of which one was capable at the time of choice,
then one is bound to honor without protest the destiny which that choice
has provided. To/do otherwise would be to disregard the obligations of
decency and taste.

But,apart from the novel's symbols, we are prepared earlier
in the narrative for Isabel's decision, "Oné ought to choose something

very deliberately," Isabel tells Osmond, "and be faithful to that,"S7

57James5 The Novels and Stories, VI, pp. 335-6.
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and her answer to Henrietta's accusation that she is too proud to con-

fess that she has made a mistake in marrying Osmond is even more

resolved.

"I don't know whether I'm too proud. But I can't
publish my mistake., I don't think that's decent. I'd much

rather die.," ,

"You won't think so always," said Henrietta.
"I don't know what great unhappiness might bring

me to; but it seems to me I shall always be ashamed, One

must accept one's deeds. I married him before all the world;

I was perfectly free; it was impossible gg do anything more

deliberate. One can't change that way."

Liberty, that is, entails high standards of responsibility for
one's actions. The privilege of freedom is not sanction for personal
or moral diffusion or for a constant fluctuation of conviction and’
opinion. Freedom of the will is dignified only through our willingness
torknow and acdept the effects of careful, sensitive and unhampered
choice, The great good life is fidelity to a standard of lhuman
freedom which assures the maximum opportunity for the operation of the
imagination, refined by an informed and exacting taste, and providing
the occasions for wholly responsible acts of will from which there will
not be an easy appeal. The great goéd l1life of the novels of Henry James
derives its impetus from the author's steadfast defense of the moral
dignity of man,

It has been the purpose of this thesis, then, to demonstirate this

8bfense "and:to ahow that James's concern with social and moral considera-—

tions can be apprehended through an analysis of the language of the

581b1d, s PpPe 249-50,
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novels., Such analysis reveals that most of the novels and stories of
the period 1881-1900 contain careful symbolic structures which help
to convey meaning, theme and tone. The language joins with the other
parts of the novel in the unity or gestalt of the work., Consequently,
the study of James must always include attention to his language if
the full significance of the novels is to be realized: critical
observation of his imagery is not only helpful, it is indispensable.
Such observation results in a new appreciation of Henry James
as a writer of great moral force, a penetrating criﬁic of the social
disorders of his time, a tireless commentator on the vulgar:%.zation of
manners, ‘a shrewd and prophetic interpreter of social change and moral
conflict, a dedicated practitioner of an art to which, as T. S. Eliot's
memorable statement has it, "he brought a mind so fine that no idea |
could violate it", a steadfast defender of the fullest conceivable
measures of human liberty and responsibility, a tireless proponent of
those graces and gestures which make a civilization of free men possible.

The water imagery, which, in The Princess Casamassima, helps

to show the imprecise and, therefore, (in this instance) morally
defective manner in which the upper classes view the suffering and
distress of the workers;; the figures of light and vision which, in The
Awkward Age, operate to suggest the desperation with which a decadent
society tries to see and understand its corruption; the symbols of dust

and drought which, in The Spoils of Poynton, indicate the spiritual

aridness of an age which places its trust in objects of material splendor;

the metaphor of steel wire and twisted metallic cords which, in
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The Bostonians, demonstrates the self-deception and attempted manipula-

tion of another's will which results from a limited comprehension of
human psychology —- these symbolic structures, along with the others
detailed in this StudijhOW'not only the range of James's interest in
the contemporary scene but a solid, thoughtful, and sincere approach to
a solution of the problems of his age.

Necessarily selective, this thesis has had to reject several
stories which contain moral comment quite as pronounced as that of the
stories treated. James's delightful little mystery "Owen Wingrave® is
as pointed and severe an indictment of war as literature since James, in
its persistent concern with this subject, can show. "The Reverberator“
carries James's own denunciation of vicious practices in the journalism-
of his day. The poignancy of "The Pupil" is unfbrgettable in its
handling of the distress caused a child by the shabby pride and showy
display of a family living beyond its means. "Sir Dominic Ferrand" is
a dexterous assertion of an individual's democratic right to safety
from slander and villification. A full treatment of all of the stories
of the period 1881-1900 would require many more pages, but the findings
would serve principally to re-~inforce the statements already madé.
Further symbols of morality would repeat the evidence that James in
the middle period is anything but "thin® in substance, just as they
would support the new opinion of James: that, as Edmun§ Wilson has said,

"he can be judged only in the company of the greatest."
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' Appendix: The Turn of the Screw Again

Note: Any discussion of the middle period of James's career failing

to comment on the story of the period which has received the greatest

amount of critical attention, namely "The Turn of the Screw" (1§98) s

would certainly seem incomplete. I do not see, however, that James's

ghost story comtributes to the central discussion of the thesis and

consequently append this chapter as a separate piece of analysis, It

is the development of a paper prepared for a course in Techniques of

Modern Fiction, given by Mark Schorer at the Kenyon School of English,

1949,

i
In refuting the Edna Kenton-Edmund Wilsonl interpretation of

The Turn of the Screw, recent studies of the story have gone too far in
2

the opposite direction., The analyses by Oliver Evans® and Robert
Bechtold Heilman3 prove conclusively, from close attention to James's
preface, his letters and the story itself, that the theory which hoids
that the ghosts of the story are "merely the hallucinations of the

governess"l is untenable 3 but, although they establish the "authority"

lthe best expression of this theory is to be found in Edmund Wilson,
"The Ambiguity of Henry James," a much-anthologized piece which can be
found in Wilson's book The Triple Thinkers (New York, 1938), I have the
essay at hand in American Harvest, eds. Allen Tate and John Peale Bishop
(New York, 1942), pp. 251~90, and my quotations from the essay are from
this edition,

oliver Evans, "James's Air of Evil: The Turn of the Screw,"
Partisan Review, XVI (February, 19L9), pp. 17587

3Robert Bechtold Heilman, "The Turn of the Screw as Poem," Forms of
Modern Fiction, William Van O'Connor, ed., (Minneapolis, 1948), pp. 211-26.

L’Wilson, Op. 92-3}_0, P 2570
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of the governess to report what she sees, they fail to acknowledge

that she too has a responsibility for the accumulation of evil which
finally engulfs the children. The governess is perhaps not "a neurotic
case of sex/repression“;s neither, however, is she a competent governess.
Above all, she is not a meaningless shstraction. She has an operating
identity of her own in the dramatic problem, and it must not be elimi-
nated.,

Mr, Philip Rahv says in his introduction to this story that
fso far as intention goes, we should keep in mind that in James we are
always justified in assuming the maximum; and the trouble with the
governess theory is that it reduces the intention to a minimum."6
Mr. Rahv is entirely right,and the point that this chapter wishes to
make is that Evans and Heilman are themselves guilty of oversimplifica-
tion. Their explanations of the stofy see the governess finally as an
ideal‘gdod in conflict with the absolule @wil of Peter Quint and
Miss Jessel., I propose to prove‘thaf the governess is nothing of the
sort; ?hat James intended no conflict so specific and so easy; that,
though she has the authority to report, the governess has not the
authority to interpret; and that maximum of intention involves something
like pfesenting the vision of real and wholly evil ghosts to a young
girl who, because of the limitations of her personality, biography and

artificial situation, is incapable of dealing decisively with the spirits,

*Ioc. cit.

6Philip Rahv, ed., The Great Short Novels of Henry James, (New York,
19&’4): Pp. 62h‘5 3 '
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Disregarding Wilson's notion that the ghosts are unreal, we can,
nevertheless, retain functional points from his essay, the principal
one being that the governess, holding the dead boy in her arms at the
story's conclusion, must share the responsibility for his death. The
denial of what she is told by her imagination, which is active from
the opening of the story with a precise clarity and penetration, has
accelerated the concentration of evil which results in the tragedy.

The evidence for the point I wish to make comes from James's
repeated use of a device which, so far as I have been able to discover,
has not been commented on in other criticél studies. Though the text
of this story in the Macmillan edition of James's works runs to a mere
161 pages, we notice with considerable surprise that there are explicit
references to letters and/or letter writing on more than forty of them.
Such repetition is never accidental in so conscious an artist as James;
indeed, we had better assume maximum of intention here also. Letters

have plot and structural importances in The Turn of the Screw which

are immediately obvious., But they also have, I am convinced, an
additional and more subtle importance in establishing the character of
the governess. We know"from the preface that James was sensitive to the
charge that the character of the governess had not been sui"ficiently
developed; and part of his response to the persons who made that
criticism hints that their reading of the story may have been defective.
James writes that, on hearing the criticism, "One's artistic, one's

ironic heart shook for the instant almost to breaking....It was

tde ja tres-joli'...please believe, the general proposition our young
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woman's keeping crystalline her record of so many intense anomalies

and obscurities -- by which I don't mean, of course, her explanation

of them, a different matter."’ Mr, Wilson quotes this part of the

preface for justification of his Yhallucination" theory, which is
certainly extravagant. But I don't see how it is possible to deny
James's implication here that there is more to the character of the
governess than what meebs the eye. I want to show that James was, as
usual, extraordinarily devious in inserting the dimensions of her
character; that her preoccupation from the story's beginning with
letters and the writing of letters firmly outlines the inadequacies

which implement her failure,

ii

It is by means of a letter, interestingly enough, that we get
to hear the governess!'s story in the first place, In order that
Douglas, having just heard about a ghost that appearedto a child,
can tell us about ghostly apparitions to two children, the manuscript
in the govermess's handwriting must be sent for. Douglas writes to
his man; the packat is delivered three days later. This first use of
the device in the frame of the story seems of no particular signifi-
cance to me, but the next reference to letter writing is another matter,
Relating the circumstances under which the young lady was employed as

governess of the two children, Douglas tells us that she was forbidden

Tjames, The Novels and Stoiies, XVII, p. xxi.
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by their uncle-guardian to write to him--",,.she should never trouble
him-~but never, never: neither appeal nor complain nor write abéut
anything.ﬂa The prohibition here is, of course, a matter of plot if

of nothing else, for the isolation which results from the uncle's
provision makes‘possible the greatest amplitude for a ghost story. But
there is something else_to be noticed. The young girl has been strongly
affected by the charm of her employer. "He was handsome and bold and
pleasant,}off—hand and gay and kind."9 She succumbed, Douglas tells

n10

us, to the "seduction exercised by this splendid young man." - The two

basic themes of The Turn of the Screw are joined here: attraction and

denial. To yield to that which attracts is to accept that which
restricts. Throughout the story the governess is repeatedly forced
to sacfifice the demands of her perception to the vagaries of emotional
desire,

The initial use of the letter device in the story proper is an
important case in point, and it has the added -- and extremely forceful
-- function of introducing the boy Miles into the story. On the evening

of her first day at Bly the governess receives a letter from the head-

master of Miles's school. "I broke the seal with a great effort,"
James has the governess write.ll The headmaster'!s letter contains dis-

tressing news; Miles has been dismissed from his school; he may not

BIbido, po 13?0
9 .

‘Tbids, P 13L.
Omi4., p. 136,

Hpid., p. 1bh.
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i

return to it after his holidays. The governess confers with Mrs. Grose,
the housekeeper, about the letter the following morning. Faced with
the letter, Mrs. Grose reveals that she is illiterate; and, to the
demands of.the governess toianW‘whéther or not Miles is bad, she can
only insist that the governess must see him first. At Bly he has
occasionally been mischievoué but not to the extent -~ the governess
supplies the words -~ "to contaminate' or "o corrupt."l2 These words
are important because they establish that the governess has had from
the moment of receiving the letter an unusual intuitive sense of the
probable nature of Milest!s offense. Speaking of the content of the
letter from the school, She says, "They go into no particulars. They
simply express their regret that it should be impossible to keep him,

That can have only one meaning...,.That he's an injury to the others....

To his poor little innocent matesl“l3

Seeing Miles the following day, however, the governess is
completely captivated; and the immoderateness of the language she uses
in describing him is surely meant to alarm us,

, -+ X" was a little late on the scene, and I felt,
as he stood wistfully looking out for me before the door of
the inn at which the coach had put him down, that I had seen
him, on the instant, without and within, in the great glow of
freshness, the same positive fragrance of purity, in which I
had from the first moment, seen his little sister, He was
incredibly beautiful, and Mrs. Grose had put her finger on it:
everything but a sort of passion of tenderness for him was
swept away by his presence. What I then and there took him
to my heart for was something divine that I have never found
to the same degree in any child -- his indescribable little
air of knowing nothing in the world but love. It would have

121pid., p. 147

L1oid., p. 145,
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been impossible to carry a bad name with a greater sweetness
of innocence, and by the time I had got back to Bly with him
I remained merely bewildered -—- so far, that is, as I was not
outraged -- by the sense of the horrible letter locked up in
my room, in a drawer. As soon as I could compass a private

——— sormpamnnrs’ —— g

She promptly understood me. "You mean the ecruel
charge =74

"It doesn't live an instant. My dear woman, look
at him}"

She smiled at my pretension to have discovered his
charm, "I assure you, Miss, I do nothing else! What will
you say, then?" she immediately added.

"In answer to the letter?" I had made up my mind.
"Nothing,"

tAnd to his uncle?®

I was incisive, "Nothing."

"And to the boy himself?"

I was wonderful. "Nothing."lh

I have quoted from the text at some length here because it
is precisely in these decisions that the governess's dereliction'of
duty begins. Yielding to the physical beauty of the child, she has
renounced the perceptive validity of her imagination. Her refusal to
ansﬁer the letter is a denial of what a moment's imaginative illumina-

tion had told her about the seriousness, if no£ the precise identifica-

tion, of Miles's behavior at school. The letter which was so difficult

—— —— SP—— w— -

answered. The governess'!s delinguency here is nothing less than
acquiescence in evil; itmprepares for —-- even, I should prefer to say,
invites == the visit of a more active malice. Before the chapter ends
Petér Quint has made his first appearance to the young woman,

James'!s next use of the letter device is highly interesting

1
thid., pp. 150-51
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because, although it has nothing whatever to do with the story of the
children, it has a relevance exclusive to the character of the gover=-
ness, Now completely under the spell of Miles, convinced that '"he
was only too fine and fair for the horrid, unclean school—warld,"15
the governess acknowledges her lapse. "I gave myself up to it; it
was an antidote to any pain, and I had more pains than one," But it

is her next sentence which startles. "I was in receipt in these days

of disturbing letters from home, where things were not going well."

And then: "But with my children, what things in the world mattered?
That was the question I used to put to my scrappy retirements. I wés
dazzled by their lovélinessyml®
The circumferenée of the governess'!s neglect has now
expanded with her denial of an obligation to the world outside Bly as
well as to the world within. She is beguiled from morality and rendered
incapable of the act of wili which the dual exigencies require, The
effect is sudden: Peter Quint reappears, this time with a bold aggres-
siveness which shocks the governess into a terrifying awareness of what
he wants and of what, therefore, is‘required of her. It was "not for
me that he had come there. He had come for someone else," she tells us,
this flash of knowledgeiéfoducing in her “a sudden vibration of duty and

courage."17 She runs out on the terraceito the very spot where he must

have been standing, but he is gone now, She then goes directly to the

lSIbid.’ p. 159‘
161p14,, p. 160.

1T1bid,, p. 162,
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window through which he had been visible and sees Mrs. Grose just
coming into the inside room. What happens then has often been
considered one of the most puzzling occurrences of the book.

She saw me as I had seen my own visitant; she
pulled up short as I had done; I gave her something of the
shock that I had received. She turned white, and this made
me ask myself if I had blanched as much., She started, in
short, and retreated on just my lines, and I knew she had
passed out and come round to me and that I should presently
meet her, I remained where I was, and while I waited I
thought of more things than one. But there's only one I
take space to mention. I wondered why she should be scared,18
Mrs, Grose has been too much ignored by other critics of James'$

étory; she seems not to have fitted very well into any of the interpre-
tations I have mentioned and was consequently dropped. But she will
fit very well into a theory which sees the governess as being at fault
in the management and control of the children, and that fitness is
established by means of the letter-writing device. For, as we have
learned already, Mrs, Grose is illiterate; she is unable to write; she
does not, in other words, have the ability to make the aet of will
which is necessary to dispel the evil. But we can go 2 step further
and change the tense of our verb. Neither, therefore, has she had such
ability in the past. Mrs. Grose tells the governess later that when
she was convinced at an earlier tﬁne of the evil influence of Quint
on Miles, she remained silent; she did not act; as the governess is

now doing, she permitted the evil, If Mrs. Grose has been "scared! at

seeing the governess through the window at which Peter Quint had just

Bpid., p. 163.
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appeared, I see no reason for our not being able to hold, at least
tentatively, that Mrs. Grose has also seen ghosts. We remember that
she had seemed to the governess positively on her guard against showing
how relieved she was to have another person at Bly. She betrays through
a slip of her tongue very early in the story =~ before the governess
even knpws of the previous existence of Peter Quint —- that he is an
ever-present reality to her, and the manner in which she cuestions the
governess about the description of the ghost indicates én imperfectly
disguised eagerness to establish his identity. But it is wrong to read
Mrs. Grose's part in the conflict as synonymous with that of the governess.
They are nbt alike, and their relation to the Spirits is nét the same,
The difference between them is somebhing that James's use of the
letter-writing device will verify.
It has something to do with a conviction which the governess
announces to Mrs. Grose after Quint's second appearance., The reader
has been told nothing as yet about ﬁhe intimacy between Quint and Miles,
but the same'uncanny intuition which the governess has previously
displayed operates again,
‘"He was looking for little Miles., " A portentous
clearness now possessed me. "That's whom he was looking for.”
"But how do you know?"
T know, I know, I knowl#. My exalbation grew. "And
you know, my deari"

She didnt't deny thif9 but I required, I felt, not
even so much telling as that.

191bid., p. 170.
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The superiority of the goverhess in the situation at Bly is precisely
the superiority of her perceptiveness,’ Mrs. Grose is an inadequate
protagonist in the drama, although she knows what is at stake and
recognizes the antagonists. The governess is an adequate protagonist
whose single weakness-~that of indulging her delight in the beauty of
the children to the neglect of writing to their uncle about the genuine
crisis of Miles'sexpulsion (and, we/must not forget, pleasing the very
charming uncle by not writing) has given the forces of evil their
initial édvantage. Mrs. Grose's full revelations about the nature
of the relationship between Quint and Miles, about her failure to
oppose it, and about the violence of Quintt's death, sharply accentuate
the horror we are asked to behold, and maké the first appearance of
Miss Jessel at this point in the story seem the inevitable outcome
of the unwillingness to deal resolutely with so much destructive evil,
There is an interesting use of metaphor in a later reference
to the letter of Miles's dismissal. The governess is questioning
Mrs. Grose about the latter's statement that Miles had been océasion—
ally bad at Bly; the governess wants to know if this badness related
to his awareness of the relationship between Quint and Miss Jessel.
"But I shall get it out of you yet," she says to Mrs, Grose., "There
was something in the boy tﬁat suggested to you...that he covered and
concealed their relation." And almost immediately afterward: "I don't
wonder you looked queer;..when I mentioned to you the letter from his

5ch001."20 The exact function of James's device is implicit here.

201bid., pp. 188-9.
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Letters in the story are regularly covered and concealedg they are
difficult to open; they are put aside; the writing of letters is
resisted. To acknowledge the full import of the letters and to
respond to them would be salutary; the refusal to deal properly with
them or to write new ones is an immoral indolence which gives impetus
to the hostile forces represented by Quint and Miss Jessel.

The matter of whether or not actual contact exists between
the children and the ghosts seems to have been settled with sufficient
conclusiveness by the essays of Heilman and Evans., I think that we
must be prepared to accept the governess's vigorous assertion that
contact does exist, And so persuaded is'she of the danger of this
communication that, after the incident of discovering Miles on the
lavn in the middle of the night looking up toward the tower in which
Quint had first appeared, she accuses the children to Mrs. Grose of
policy and fraud. "They are not mine -- they're not yours," she tellsl
the housekeeper., "They're his and they're hers." If this contact is

not broken, the children may be destroyed.

4

",,.They [the spirits] don't know, as yet, quite
how —-- but they're trying hard. They're seen only across,
as it were, and beyond....but there's a deep design, on
either side, to shorten the distance and overcome the
obstacle; and the success of the tempters is only a question
of 'bime...o"

Mrs. Grose'!s suggestion of the way to prevent this catastrophe

21
Ibid., p. 212,
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is the one we have been waiting’fqr. Their uncle must be written to
and he must take the children away. The governess reacts in quick
opposition. Is she to write to him that "his house is poisoned and
his 1little nephew and niece mad?....That's charming news to be sent
him by a governess whose prime undertaking was to give him no worny."zz
Mrs. Grose is adamant., He ought to be here — he ought to help.23
The paragraph which follows is more pertinent to the contentions of
this chapter than any other which we have looked at so far.
I quickly rose, and I think I must have shown her
a queerer face than ever yet. "You see me asking him for a
visit?" No, with her eyes on my face she evidently couldn't.
Instead of it even —— as a woman reads another -- she could
see what I myself\gaw: his derision, his amusement, his
contempt for the break-down of my resignation at being left
alone and for the fine machinery I had set in motion to
attract his attention to my slighted charms. She didn't
know -=- no one knew ~- how proud I was to serve him and to
stick to our terms; yet she none the less took the measure,
I think, of the warning I now gave her. "If you should so
lose your head as to appeal to him for me —*
She was really frightened. "Yes, Miss?® ‘
"I would leave, on the spot, both him and you."zu
Theré follows a month of strange bewilderment and indecision
during which the spirits fail to appear to the governess, though she is
apprehensive that they are regularly visible to the children. She is
convinced, furthermore, that the children are fully aware of her
predicament:' that speaking to them of the ghostly visitations was
"an effort beyond [her] strength."2> She recognizes a "small, ironic

éonsciousness"26 on the part of her pupils; certain subjects of

22Tbid., p. 212.
PLoc. cite
oo, cit,

25Tbida, p. 213.
26100, ait.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



257

discussion and study —- like the return of the dead in general ==

become forbidden ground by a sort of tacit a;rangement. There is an
unexpressed sensibility in the childrén to the entire problem, but,
worse, for the governess, there are moments when she is ready to cry
out to her charges, “Théy're here, they're here, you little wretches, and
you can't deny it now, 27 Masterfully, at the end of the chapter which
details’the experience of this month, Henry James re-employs the device
of the letters. We learn that the children, as part of their studies,
'have been writing letters to their uncle. But these are letters without
purpose or accomplishment; these are, again, hidden and suppressed
letters. "...l let my charges understand,® writes the governess, "that
their own letters were but charming literary exgrcises. They were too
beautiful to be posted; I kept them myself; I have thém all to this
hour."28 It is unnecessary to comment on the éymbolic meaningfulness
here.. Once again, letters might have broken the evil; it is surely
conceivable that the messages might have awakened in the uncle a greater
interest in the children, a desire, perhaps, to visit them. But the
letters to the governess were too beautiful to be posted. They are

covered and concealed; the evil goes on,

But there must be a reckoning, and it cannot longer be postponed.
Miles demands to know when he is going back to school; he wants "to see

"more life" than is possible at Bly; he wonders if his uncle knows that

21 bid., p. 216,

281bid., p. 218.
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he is being kept from school, "I don't think your uncle mach cares,"
the governess offers.29 Miles, however, suggests that his guardian
can be made to care by coming down to Bly. The development from this
point is swift and sure. Miles's suggestion strikes an instant fear in
the governess, and she makes the first judgment of her failure to deal
with her difficulties.

My fear was of having to deal with the intolerable
question of the grounds of his dismissal from school, for
that was really the question of the horrors behind. That his
uncle should arrive to treat with me of these things was a
solution that, strictly speaking, I ought now to have desired
to bring on; but I could so little face the ugliness and the
pain of it that I simply procrastinated and lived from hand
to mouth,30
She determines then to leave Bly —- to depart without announce-

ment when Mrs, Grose and the children are at church., She enters the
house, going straight to the schoolroom where she will pick up several

of her belongings., There, to her astonishment, she sees Miss Jessel

again, The former governess is seated at a table, and she is writing a

letter, She is doing, in other words, what the present governess has
been unwilling to do. This is the ultimate example of the letter hidden
or concealed -- a letter written by a spirit -- and, once again, the
effect is to intensify the evil. For the governess decidés now to
remain at Bly; the vision of the "terrible, miserable woman" has given
her a sense that she xfmst stay. Had she left, the uncle most certainly

would have been sent for, and the safety of Miles and Flora assured.

29Tbid., p. 22k,

O1oid., p. 225.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



259

In remaining, the governess merely pushes on to an inexorable
catastrophe a conflict which she has largely precipitated.

Next day, however, she makes a feeble resolution to write.
She will send "for their uncle." She will show him the letter from
Miles's school, She "ought to have done so on the instant."31 She will
tell him that Miles was made wicked by Quint and Miss Jessel., MNrs.
Grose protests: the children shall not suffer; the uncle didn't really
know Quint and Miss Jessel; she (Mrs. Grose) is to blame.

I was silent awhile; we looked at each other.

"Then what am I to tell him?"

"You needn't tell him anything. I'11l tell him,"

I measured this. "Do you mean you'll write —-2"
Remembering she couldn't, I caught myself up. "How do you
communicate?" ‘

"I tell the bailiff. He writes.”

"ind should you like him to write our story?"

My question had a sarcastic force that I had not
fully intended, and it made her, after a moment, inconse-
quently break down, The tears were again in her eyes.

"Ah, Miss, you writel" :

"Well--tonight, " I at lastianswered; and on this
we separated,

The reluctance of the governess is, of course, apparent,
though she does go so far in the evening "as to make a beginning.,®
After staring for a long time at a blank sheet of paper, she takes
a candle and pays a visit to MilesS room., He urges his return to

school more emphatically now, and the governess reveals that she has

begun a letter to his uncle. "Well, then, finish iti" Miles tells

3 1bid., p. 23L.

3 pid., p. 232,
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her, but now she has the courage to ask for confirmation of her fears
about the nature of the offense which caused his dismissal from school,
She appeals to him in hysteria to allow her to help him, The answer
is "an extrao:dinary blast and chill," a great shake of the room, and
a loud high shriek from the boy, "a note either of Jjubilation or of
terror." She sees then that the candle is out. "It was I who blew it,
deari" said Miles,33
) To Mrs. Grose's ingquiry the next afternoon, the governess

answers that she has written her letter to the uncle. "But I didn't
add" - the governess tells the reader -- "that my letter sealed and
. directed, was still in my p{h‘cke‘c."Bh There i% remains concealed until
Flora is suddenly missed. Lulled‘into forgetfulness by Miles's
beautiful piano playing the governess has neglectfully assumed the girl
%0 be with Mrs. Grose. TWhen it iis discovered that she is not, a
searching party is drawn up. Flora's absence motivates another
decision. "I quickly...felt for myrletter, drew it forth, held it up,
and then, freeing myself, went and laid it on the great hall table.
'Luke will take it,!' I said as I came back."35 I call attention to the
ﬁearly-ritualistic detail here, to the fact that James makes so much
of the governess' actions. She Ufelt for [the] letter, " she "drew it
forth," she "Qg}é it EE5"36 these are the gestures of purposeful

separation; these are the farewell to vacillation and ambiguity.

33mpid., p. 238.
Mrid., p. 239.
Bvid., p. 212

36,

Ioc, cit,
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Freeing herself -- from the dread fascination of a beauty which has
placed her in an intolerable situnation - she places the missive on
the table.

But it does ﬁot reach its destination; her éction is too late,
After the violent, impassioned scene with Flofa, in which the governess
accuses her of being fully aware of the presence of Miss Jessel aﬁd in
which Mrs., Grose defends the little girl and carries her off to the
house, we learn that Miles has stolen the letter., Concealment has been
fipal in this case; the letter has been burnt. The governessk act of
will has been to no advantage. Flora -~ we have Mrs. Grose's word for
it now -~ is totally depraved, although the old lady consents to take
her off at once to London, It remains oniy for Quint to claim his
victim, which, of course, he does at the precisely appropriate moment
-= the moment when Miles begins the full confession of his deeds at
school, of the things he said to the other pupils he liked, the things
that were too bad "to write EQEQ-"37 "The coward horror! appears for the
last time at the windoﬁg Miles gives full proof that he has always been
aware of the nearness of the ghost by naming him (the governess and
Miles had never discussed either of the spirits, yet he speaks both
their names in these final moments). There is a brief minute in which
the governess somewhat hysterically anticipates victory over Quint, but

the greatest bitterness of all overtakes her,

3 7Ibid., pe 275.
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. .With ' the stroke of the loss I was so proud of
he uttered the cry of a creature hurled over an abyss, and
the grasp with which I recovered him might have been that of
catching him in his fall. T caught him, yes, I held him -~
it may be imagined with what a passion; but at the end of
a minute I began to feel what it truly was I held. We were
alone with th§ quiet day, and his little heart, dispossessed,
had stopped.3 :

1ii .
By way of conclusion, I want to come back to the point which

Mr, Rahv makes in his introduction to The Turn of the Screw: that we

must always assume maximum of intention in a James story. I risk the
tediousness of reiteration to insist on the fact that James has
deliberately created a governess who is emotionally inadequate in the
situation., She must not be erased from the story, as it seems to me
she has been in the interpretationsof Heilman and Evans. If she is
seen as positive good in conflict with absolute evil, this is a stofy
of limited ingenuity; it can hardly be said to have what James himself
claimed for it, namely, "the immense merit of allowing the imagination
absoiute freedom of hand;"39 No gréat skill is required to write a story
about the appearance of bad ghosts to a good person. It is an old

~ tradition which could have had little appeal for an artist of such
conscious inventiveness aé James., The fullest dramatic potentialities
of his basic materials could best be realized by an arrangement which,
while it projected the ghosts as real and wholly visible evil, would

pit them against an opponent not fully able to deal effectively with

Broid., p. 277.

39Toid., p. xviii.
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them. The technique of James in The Turn of the Screw is nothing

less than the technique of Shakespeare in Hamlet end Macbeth, If

supernatural creatures — who admit, of course, of only one dimension
-- are to be brought into the real world, they must reveal themselves
to people of intense interior conflict; otherwise one is able to

write only a rigid moral parable. Maximum of intention in The Turn of
the Screw results from James's manipulation of the destructive evil of
Peter Quint and Miss Jessel into the limited realm of experience of the
governess. She 1s not inured to evil; she cannot categorize it; more
importantly, she cannot sense that she is also capable of it.
Consequently, in a slavish attachment to excitements and attractions
which were totally foreign to her experience before her interview with
the charming uncle, she denies her imagination, neglects her duty, and
facilitates the conquest of the children,

To confirm her failings without a clumsy or blatant announce-
ment of them, Jémes, as I have tried to show, has used the device of
the 1étters. These operate, as I have demonstrated, in both the plottand
the structure of the novel, But they have a symbolic control as well;

they demonstrate those facets of the governess!s character which are the

source of her failure., The letters of The Turn’gg'the Screw are nevér
successful in accomplishing a desired action; they are instruments of a
denial which evolves from an uncritical and almost pathological atbach-
ment to physical beauty. As such, they actualize the weaknesses of the
governess, they give her psychical dimension, they give James's story

still another "turn of the screw."
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