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THE G HOST OF LANGUAGE 
IN THE T UR OF THE SCREW 

BJ l),\ RRE I. ~ I A:-JS tl.L 

A word cannot be mea nin g less; 10 be a word it must have mean ­
ing.1 So-ca lled !>\ ncategorema tic wo rds (s uch as "if") may be a spe­
cia l case. These are said to have no mean ing in themselves b11t o n ly 
in the contex t o f the sentences in which th ey fi g ure. 2 De mo n­
st rati ves ("this"), p rono uns, and p roper no uns(" a po leon," " Ica­
rus") a re a lso specia l in that the mea nin g they d o have is usua lly said 
merely Lo refer ou tward to a re fe re nt : the re ferent it e lf is th en the 
word 's actua l mea ni ng. :1 O th e r than these cases, to wha tever exte nt 
th ev a 1·e conside red specia l, words have 111eani11gs. 

A mean ing is a n idea. Wh at the idea is of can be considered in 
e ithe r (o r indeed both ) o f the fo llowing ways. T he id ea ca n be 

1 Sec Ferd inand cit· Saussure. Co1111 dr li11g1111/ique gh,rm/e, ed . Charles Ba ll ) a nd Alben 
Sec hcha, e ( P.iris: Pa, 01. 19 Hi). pp. 99- IOO; Bc·11 rand Russell. fl,e Pri11oplr1 of ,\/ntlll'malin 
(London: Cambridg<' L:n i,e1, 11 , Prc,s. 190'.I). p. 47. 

~ Sec \.\' ill ia m P. Als1on, l'l11io10ph_1• of l.a11g11agr (Eng lewood Cli ffs, . .). : Prc n1 iLc- H~II . 
19h l ). p. 1-l . 

·
1 

On 1hc general subjec1 of refen ing meanings, see Charles Sanders Peirce. C.ol/ect,d 
Popn,, ed . Charles I l,111shornc a nd P.iul \ \"ciss, 8 vols. (Cam bi idge: I l ,11 ,·a rd Un i,ersil) 
Press. 193 1-58). 2 (i','/e111e11/1 of l.og,c, 1932): 160-65: U111ber10 Eco, A Theo,y of Semiotic, 
(Bloorning1o n : Indiana Un i,e1sin P1ess. 1976). pp. 163-64 , Fo r dc monstra1i,es. pro­
nouns. a nd prope1 nouns, SC'C' Ed mund H usse1 I. Log1ra/ hwe111gollom, trans. J. :-.; . Find­
la), 2 ,ols. (London: Ro utledge & Kegan Pau l, 1970), 1:328 and 2:684-85; Ro ma n ln ­
gardcn . The Uteral)' ll'ork of Art, tra n s. George G. GrabowiC7 (Evans1o n, Ill.: Nort h-
1\CSIC'rn L'n i,ersit, Press. 197'.I), p. 245; Rudolf Carnap, The l.og,ml S1111ct11re of the \ \"orld. 
I ram. Ro lf A. (;e01 gc ( BerJ..cle1: l,;11 i,c1 sil} of California Press. 1967), p. 48. Bu i propc1 
no u ns are held 10 be u n ique in la ngu age a nd essent iall y d iffere nt from d em onslrati ves 
a nd p ronouns in L11ch, ig \\'i11gens1ci 11 . Pre/11111,wry; Studies for the "P/11lo10phiml l,westiga-
110111" (;enew/11 Kno1111 a1 the /J/11e a11d Brou-11 /Joolu. 2nd ed. (Ne" York: l larpc1 & Rm,. 
1960). p. 82. 
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conside red to consist of certa in attributes, as pects, or features (for 
instance, those in a dictionary definition of "tree") of whatever is 
meant. T he idea that is the meaning is not the idea of any particu lar 
tree which exists in space a nd time (the gna rled oak o n grand­
fathe r 's farm), but only a type consisti ng o f what all the subsumed 
particulars a re considered to have in common ;4 o r the meaning is 
such a type of which any particular must have so me,5 but not 
necessaril y a ll , of the a ttributes. "Tree" means a type made up of the 
attributes considered more or less common to a ll trees. 

The meaning or type (usua lly ca lled a reference o r designatwn)G 
may indeed have particular instances of itself in space and time. 
These a re insta nces in that they have a ll , or some of, the attributes of 
the mean ing itself.7 Such particula r insta nces of a meani ng (the 
gnarled oak) are its referent, extension , or denotatum. s A meaning's 
extension ac tu a lly ex ists in the world as a pa rticular object or the 
obj ect's state of affairs. 

A word's mean ing can a lso be considered in a somewhat diffe rent 
way. Here the re latio n of meaning to particular obj ect is reversed. 
The object does ex ist in the world . Whoever is to have a meaning of 
it is introduced to the object by an ostens ive act (such as pointing)9 

accompan ied by th e wo rd for the object. The lea rne r co nceives hi s 
own meaning consist ing o f a ttributes he himself imputes to the 
object, 10 a meaning that is his personal means of referring back to 
the orig inal objec t o r a nother like it. I I His meaning (un like the ty pe 

1 Peirce, 2: 168-69: Charles \V. Morris. Fou11datiom of the Theory of Signs (Chicago: Uni ­
versity of Chicago Press. 1938), p. 5. 

; For a n acco un t o r this so-called cluster concept , see Saul A. Kripke, "1 a ming and 
Necessity." in Semantics of ,\ 'atural Language, ed. Donald Davidson and Gilbert Ha rman , 
2nd ed. (Boston: D. Reidel. 1972). pp. 280,327. 

6 On refere nce , see C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards, The ,\leaning of Meaning, 2 nd ed . 
rel'. ( ew York: Harcourt, Brace, 1927). pp. 10 - 11. On designalum, see Mo rris, p p . 3-5. 

i Fo r an account and c riti cism of how an ex te nsion is Judged to be of a meaning, see 
llila ry Putnam. "The IVleaning of" ' Meaning,"' Philosophical Papers, 3 vols. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge L'niversit y Press, 1975-83), 2 (J\fi11d. Langungeand Reality, 1975): 234-35, 245. 
See also Kripkc, p. 300. 

8 For re feren t, see t::co. pp. 59-60: Ogden a nd Richa rds, p. 11. For ex tension. sec 
Nelson Goodman . Ln11g 11nges of Art, 2nd ed. ( Indianapolis: H ac kett. 1976). p. 144. For 
denolalum, sec Mo rris. p . .5. 

!I On the vexed q uest io n of objects that are abse n t or otherwise not capable of being 
pointed at , see Keith S. Donnellan. "Speaking o f Not hing," PhR. 83 ( 1974): 8 (the 
"historical expla nat ion" theo ry). See also Putna m. p . 246: Kripke. pp. 298-302 (the 
"initia l baptism a nd causal chain" theo ry). 

10 See Kri pke. pp. 328. 3 19 ('" paradig matic instances"); Putna m. p. 234 ("inclexica l 
component"). 

11 For a general account of the meaning as itself a reference (like a p roper noun ), see 
Stephen P. Schwa rtz, " Introd uction ," in Naming. Necessity, a11d Natural Kinds, ed . Ste­
phen P. Sch wartz (Ithaca: Cornell L.: 11i versity Press. 1977), p . 29. 
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meanl in to no ex istence at a ll. "There i · no king" wi ll not do. The 
meaning does not posit hi s nonex istence . The meaning brings him 
into existe nce so a to auribute to him , not baldness, but the attribute 
of not be ing there. He ex ists with the attribute 110/. Thus Wittgen­
ste in's observation that the p ropositions "p" and "~ p," while they 
have o pposite enses, ha\'e corre ponding to th e propositions o ne 
and th e sam e tale of affairs. '.! 1 

A negat i\'e, hypothetical, or conditio n otherwise contrary to fact 
is not in language trul y such a contra ry but (as Wolfgang Iser sa s) 
the induceme nt to realize the very thing meant not to be. Language, 
he says, can ne,er be about nothing.22 This ability or language to 
ta lk abou t nonexi tent things as if they did ex ist has been called a 
defect.2:I Language can neve r q ui te get rid of the thing it sa)'S d oes 
not exist. The thing is still there haunting the sente nce- la nguage 

creates ghosl.L 

3 

Literary statements pos1ung the no nex istence, the no n-inner­
extension (a· discussed above), o f the ir types or objects thus have a 
way or turning into tatement that do eem to po it such a n exten-
ion. It is possible to read Keats's "Od e on a Grecian rn a 

meaning that the a ltar (line 32) and the little town or citade l (35, 36) 
are actua lly depicted 0 11 the urn itsclf21-tha t these li ttle de tai ls are 
posited as extended in the poem's inner world . This is because, 
whil e th e in terrogatives in which these detail are e mbedded men­
tio n them as merely where the sacrifice mighl (hypoth etically) be 
going to and where the people may (hypothe tically) have come from, 
the posited d eta il seem neverthe less now "fact" themselves, !here, a 
if they were extended o n the urn it e lf-language' unavoidable 

ghostly presence· now as if "on" the urn. 
C riticism of thi poem can be said to have progre eel over the 

years a extension ha properly been taken away from more and 

ti Luci wig Wit1genstcin, 11actat1L1 LO!flC<1•Pl11/osopluc1.1.1, trans. D. F. Pca1 s and B. F. 
t.llGuinness (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 196 1). p. 45 (4 .062 1). Sec .Jonathan 
Culler. r/,e />1111111/ of Sl!fll\ ( Ithaca: Cornell Uni,crsin Press, 198 1), pp. 11 5- 16. 

H The /111pl1rd Reade, (Baltimore: J o lrns l lopki 11s Uni\cn,it)' Press, 1974). pp. 37. 268. 
ti Frege. p. 95 (in refe1 cnce on l) to <.e1 tain "special case~"). 
2 1 See, for instance. Sidnc) Col, in. j ohn Kea/1 ( cw York: Chai lcs Scribner·~ Son , 

l!l 17). p. 417. Stephen A. Larrabee. £11g/11/, /Ja1d1 mu/ Grma11 ,\1arb/e1 ( ew York: Col um• 
bi,1 t.Jni,en,it) Pre,s. 19 13), p. 22:t comment~ on how Keats "took liberties with the 
Antique in carving a town" on his urn. 
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more of the d eta il. The poem as ekphrasis, d escription o f a real u rn 
exte nded in real space a n d time, has g iven way to th e poem as 
descriptio n o f a n imag inary urn extended o n ly in the poem's in ne r 
world ; this in turn has g iven way to the poem as pa rtly d e tai l witho ut 
even inner exte nsion25 - types gene rated by lang uage's m ig h t's, 
may's, and n ot's wit h no there at all to exist in. 

The Turn of the Screw is a n othe r such case. He nry J a mes's sto ry was 
first read as a g host story in which the governess describes· g hosts 
which exist , have exte nsio n , in the story's inne r wo rld of a cou n try 
house. T he sto ry th en cam e to be read as a psych ological o ne in 
which the g hosts a re in the governess's mi nd- thus still have inne r 
extension but n ow "in" a ch a racte r extended in the story's in ner 
world . T he re o ug h t to be a furth e r stage in which some o f th e 
details turn o ut no t to h ave a n y inne r exte nsio n at all but to be 
merely sca red up in to be ing by la ng uage defecti vely going about its 
job of meaning (and being mea n t by its au thor to be thus defective in 
meaning) that som ethi ng is negati ve, h ypothe tical, o r otherwise 
contrary to fact. 

Consider, fo r insta nce, the fo llowing passage, severely edited 
down so as to string togethe r by e lli psis mar ks the crucia l wo rds 
positing where if a n ywhere the types are meant to be extend ed: 

.. . the con viction I from one mo ment to another fou nd m yself 
form ing as to what I should see stra igh t before me a nd across the 
la ke as a conseq uence of ra ising my eyes. T hey were a t tached al 
this junctu re to the stitching in wh ich I was e ngaged. . . There 
was an alien object in view-a fi gure . ... meanwhile ... I 
transferred my eyes st raigh t to little Flora. . . then .. . l was 
determ ined by a sense t hat .. within the minute she 
had . .. turned her back to the water. T his was he r attitude 
when I at last looked at her. ... T he n I again shifted m y eyes­
! faced what I had to facc. 26 

Unless mista ke nl y ed ited , the above does not mean that the fig u re 
is there; does not eve n mean tha t the governess im agines it th e re 
though it is not; b ut mea ns that if (hypothe tical) she should do so­
and-so she would see (or imagine) it there (the fi nal "faced what I had 

2; See my '·Keat's [sic] Urn: 'On' a nd On," Lang&S, 7 (1974): 235-36. 
2• The Novels and Tales of Hen,)' James, New York Edition , 26 vols. ( ew York: Charles 

Scribner's Sons, 1907- 17), 12:20 1-2 (chap. 6). 
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to face" be ing followed by the hiatus precedin g the next chapter, 
which is set in a diffe re nt tim e and place). Furthe rm o re, the above 
passage does not mean tha t Flo ra turned he r back to the wate r ; does 
not even quite mean that the gove rness imagines Flo ra did th ough 
actua lly Flora's back was to the wate r from the beginning; but means 
that the governess senses that Flo ra had turned he r bac k but o nly says 
how Flo ra actua lly was whe n the governess al las t looked al he r. 

H ere is la nguage with its negatives, hypothe ticals, a nd conditions 
othe rwise contra ry to fact scaring up types that have no inner 
extensio n , no there, whateve r. Be low, in turn, a re passages from 
cri tics whose interpre tatio ns o f the sto ry belo ng not lo stage one 
(the g hosts al Bly) but to stage two (the g hosts in the governess's 
m ind)-and have yet to go o n to stage three (the g hosts in lan­
guage) : 

Lifting her eyes fro m he r sewin g, the governess jJer-ceives a spec­
ter across 1he lake ... _27 

. . . it is she - a lways she herself-who sees the lu r king shapes 
anti hera lds them to he r lit tle world . Not to .. . Flora, but, 
behind Flora a nd facin g the governess, the apparit ional Miss 
.J esselfint ajJpfared. T here are t raps and lures in plenty .... n 

The critics have indeed in the italicized words fa lle n into a trap­
seen a g host. T he text does not mean that the figure d id a ppear ; nor 
does the text even q u ite mean that the fi gure was imagined by the 
governess to appear; o nl y that if the gove rness had lifted her eyes 
she wou ld have seen (or imag ined ) it. Ye t a third example : 

When she looks u p, the child has turned her back to the apparition on 
the far side of the lake. 29 

H ere not o nly has th e hypothetical a nd unseen fi gure been given 
inner exte nsion as seen ; so a lso has Flora's hypothetical and unseen 
tu rning o f he r back. 

i 7 Oscar Cargill. "The Tum of the Screw and Alice J ames," PMLA, 78 ( 1963): 242 (m) 
ital ics). 

28 Edna Kenton, "I Ienry J ames to t he Ruminant Reader: The Turn of t he Screw," The 
Arts, 6 ( 1924): 254 (111)' ital ics). 

2Y Francis X. Roellinger, .J r., " Psychical Research and 'The Turn of the Screw,"' A L, 20 
(1949): 409 (my ita lics). 
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The Turn of the Screw is th us a m e na ble to stage three criticism so as 
to take away e ven inne r ex te ns io n from those of its meanin gs that d o 
not prope rly have a n y extensio n at all. Indeed, thi s story is m o re 
than ame nable; it asks fo r such treatme nt (a re levant a rticle o n the 
story by Shosha na Fe lma n is re fe rred to be low). T he Turn of the Screw 
begins as ex te nded in a n a mple e no ug h inne r world: Lo ndo n 's 
Harley Street , the g ro unds and ro oms of Bly, the gove rn ess's inner 
thoughts a s she wa lks a nd sits the re. But little by little this extensio n 
is take n away. By the e ncl the sto ry has reduced itself to a text, with 
only a text's d imensions: no as-if " rea l" three-d ime nsio na l inne r 
world , no such there fo r the meanin gs to ex te nd themselves in ­
merely words themselves. The Turn of the Screw creates itself a text 
(the governess's ma nuscript) in the midst o f the sto ry's inner world, 
then takes away th at world and leaves itself-a text. 

4 

The story begins in an inner world ex te nded in space and time 
just as the exte rnal wo rld is ex te nded. The read er looks th rou g h a 
window in to thi s word -world wh ich is like his own. The re Douglas 
and his auditors exist in the be fore an d a fter o f "inne r" t ime (he 
writes to Lo ndon for the man uscript, th ey wa it, then liste n to it r ead 
word by wo rd). His a ud itors in turn a re mad e to "look" th roug h 
another window into the governess's word -world , which too is ex­
tended like the ir own a n d li ke th e read e r 's. The governess exists in 
the be fo re a nd a fter of "inne r-inne r" time (she goes to Harley 
Street, she waits, she goes to Bly, whe re summe r turns to autumn). 
Likewise a ll the worlds a re exte nded in three-d im e nsiona l space . 
Douglas 's is (he gets up, presents his bac k to th e fi re). His very 
manuscript is so extended in th ree dimensio ns ("a thin o ld-fash ­
ioned gilt-ed ged a lb u m"). :IO A lso the governess's world (its g ravel 
drive and rooms). 

T hus whe n she "sees" the appa rition o uts id e the di ni n g-roo m 
window, the re is indeed a n outside, a n o utside to which she th e n go es 
so as to be whe re the a ppa rit ion was (cha p. 4). A window with 
extensio n beyond it into a third dimensio n - th at is the world in 
which the sto r y begins. By the end , as Mil es stands framed in the 
same window (chap. 24), the th ird dime nsio n o f an ou tside has a ll 

JO The prologu e preced in g the fi rst chapter (p. 156); hereafter d esig na ted as "pro­
logue." 
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but disappeared . The Turn of the Screw has become "flat" like the text 
o n a page , o r fl at like a text which has g iven up proj ect ing any inner 
extensio n , a ny there, that is "real " like the world seen through a 
window. The re is next to nothing an ymo re beyond the story's fl at, 
two-dime nsiona l window to be walked into o r een. 

A world ex te nded in three dime nsions with time passing- that is 
our real world and the inne r wo rld convemiona ll y projected by the 
window of a tex t. Such an inner world , le s o ne dimensio n and time, 
turns into that othe r kind o f inne r world projected by the graphic 
a rts such as pa inting . Po rtra its and scene-pa inting a re the real 
projected in two d imensio ns. The Turn of the Screw is a strikin gly 
malerisch tex t inte nt on fla1tening itse lf o ut by presenting some of its 
objects not as th ree-dimensio na ll y "real" but as paintings. 

T he governess notes the po rtraits o n the walls at Bly (cha p. 4), and 
she like ns the childre n themsel ves to pa intings (for instance, the 
re fe rence to Raphael in the first chapte r ). She eems to conceive 
he rself not so m uch as wri t ing u p the reality o f he r g hostl y pres­
ences as painting the m into existence . She expresses he r satisfaction 
at bring ing Mrs. Grose "stroke by stroke" (chap. 7) to see in her 
Pe te r Quint "a touch o f picture" (chap. 5). She notes tha t th e house­
keeper " fill ed o ut m y picture" (chap. 16). She cong ratulates herself 
o n having created of her presences a "picture" dow n to the "last 
deta il," a "po rtra it o n th e exhibitio n of which" Mrs. Grose "had 
instantly recognised and named them " (chap. 8). 

He r p resentat io n o f Pe te r Q u int's first a ppea rance is tha t he is 
th e re "as a pictu re in a frame" -against a backg ro und of no so und, 
no move me nt, as if tim e has sto pped (chap. 3). When he appears 
again , fra med in th e dining-room window, he is presented , as he was 
o n the towe r, only fro m the waist up as a ha lf-le ngth portrait (chap. 
4); the same aga in when he appears on the sta ircase having as­
cended "halfway up" and with a wi ndow as frame behind h im (chap. 
9). 

Does his presentation have inne r extension into the third dimen­
sio n ? Does he have a back to present as does Douglas? T he foll owing 
passage seems to give hi m o ne : 

I can't ex press what followed ... save by saying that the silence 
itselr ... became th e element into which I saw the figure dis­
appear; in which I defi nitely saw it turn, as I might have seen 
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the . . wretch to which it had once belonged turn 
my eyes on the ... back .... (chap. 9; m y italics) 
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. with 

But the back is not there-me re ly a g host back created by la ng uage's 
hypothetical "as I m ig ht have." Does Miss Jessel have a third dime n­
sion ? As she is presented sitting on the sta irs, her· back to the 
governess, does she h ave a front? 

I had been the re but an instant ... when she van ished without 
looking round al me. I knew, for a ll that, exactl y what dreaclf"ul 
face she had LO s how . ... (chap. I 0) 

Here, too , no ex te nsion in to the thi rd dimensio n -mere ly a ghost 
fron t created by the governess's say ing that she knows what the face 
would have looked li ke. 

The Turn of the Screw thus presents itse lf as a strange in ne r wo rld 
projected some places in three dime nsions, s·o me places in two. Bly is 
not "real" so as to be walked through , yet with portraits propped on 
towers and lean ing aga inst stair cases; rather, Bly is real in some 
places, bu t in o thers two-d imensio na l and pa interly so as to bafAe the 
idea of through. "BafHe": a wo rd used in reference to Miles in the fina l 
scene as he tries to look through th e window and finds nothing there. 

A portrait is th ree-dimensional reali ty projected on the two­
dimensional p la ne of the canvas t h roug h or behind which nothing is 
signified ; the same is true of a story as a text. There is nothing 
through o r behind the two dimensions of the text. The gilt-ed ged 
album can indeed be leafed th rough. But opened to a page, th e 
album becom es a text with no through. The Turn of the Screw is not only 
painterly but textual in its p resentation o f obj ects g ive n no oth e r 
side, no third dimens ion. 

Do any of the objects and characters in the governess's narratio n 
have a dime nsio n that pulls them free o f the Aat page o n which they 
arc put down as text? She seems to be writin g not about her subject 
but to be writing th e subject itself. She re fers to the "grey prose of 
my office" (cha p . 4) and eve n accuses o ne of he r characters o f h aving 
behaved under the "dictation" of a nother (chap. 20). T he bache lor 
is "such a figu re as had never r isen , save in a dream or an o ld novel" 
(prologue). Pe ter Qu int comes in to ex iste nce as the governess is 
thinking that to meet a certain someone "would be as charming as a 
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charming !story" (chap. 3). When he appears, where i~ he? " ... I 
saw him as I see the le tte rs I form on this page" (chap. 3). The n in the 
dining room he is in the (flat) window. Could he actual!}' be in the 
third dime nsion of the shrubbery bf1hind the window? She purports 
to search for him there, knowing " I le was there or was no t there: 1101 

there if I didn 't ee him"-and indeed he is neit her seen nor there 
(chap. 4). The Turn of the Screw isjlat both like a pa inting and like an 
opened text. 

5 

Most of the objects and characters in the governess's text are at 
least there to the extent that they are written up imo the three or two 
d imensions of Bly's inne r world. But some, while ,vriue n , a re not 
there at a ll. These a re shee r ly ghost objects sca red up by her lan­
guage'.11 and (like Keats's little town mentioned earlier) having no 
provena nce whatever in the inne r world of Bly. There is, for in-
ta nce, a waiter who d oes not ex ist at Bly, nor does he ex ist merely a 

a figure o f peech in the governess's thoughts at Bly; he exist · in the 
text itself-a ghost waiter created by language. 

We conlin ued ... as silent, it whimsicall y occurred to me, as 
some young couple who, o n their wedding-journey, al the inn , 
feel sh y in lhe presence of lhe waile r. I le turned round o nl y 
"hen the waiter:12 had le ft us. (cha p. 22; m y ita lics) 

Most of the sto ry's ghosts- in-the-tex t are pronouns. Again and 
again there a re pronouns with mistakable a nd mistaken re fe rents:33 

"That's wha t he wa m s!" ... 
"Th e ch ild ?" 

"Heaven forbid! The ma n ." (chap. 6) 

"Take me away ... oh take me away from lzrr!" 
"From me?" .. . 
" From vou - from you!" (cha p. 20) 

11 
A sim1la1 poi111 is made b) David A. Cool and Timoth) .J. Con ig,111. "'Narrati1 e 

S11ucture in The Tum of the Screw: A 'ew Approach to Meaning." SSF. 17 ( 1980): 64 
(ci ting T,vetan Todorov's observatio n that the "supernatu1 al is bo rn of lang uage'"). 
,i A~ originall) published in Collier's the text reads '"maid": changed to ''\,a iter"' in the 
ew York Edition. 

~
1 

Shoshana Fe lman, "Tu1ning the Screw of Interpretation ,"' in L1teralure and P1)(ho­
a1w~ym, ed. Shosh,111a Felma n (Balumore: Johns I lopkins Universit) Press, 1982), p. 1.,4, 
re ma1 l s on this aspeu or the ston. Sec also John Carlos Rowe, The Theore/1rn/ Dime11J101L1 
of l/e,11-,,•Jame.1 (i\ladison : Univenity o f Wisconsin Press. 1984). p. 132. 
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Indeed, nothing is more characteristic of the story than the per­
verse reluctance of its pronouns to settle on unambiguous refer­
ents. The story's way of going about its business is evident in an ea rly 
interrogation of Mrs. Grose by the governess-"But of whom did 
you speak first?" (chap. 2)-and aga in in the tense words she directs 
at Miles in that phantasmagoria of mistakable pronouns the fina l 
scene: "Whom do you mean by 'he'?" 

A pronoun independent of a referent can be said to have no 
meaning (as discussed in the first section)- like the bachelor's letter 
communicating nothing but its reference to an enclosed other letter 
which is nevertheless still sealed as yet unread.34 A pronoun in this 
state brings into ex istence a "he," "she," or "someone" which hovers 
without any extension in the Bly-world to attach itself to. 

There are, for instance, pronouns which the reader temporarily 
attaches to a mistaken referent. The pronoun, thus attached, ex­
tends itself or "sends" itself into Bly's inner world to take on life 
there-subsequently to be proved not extensible or deliverable as 
addressed. The pronoun as mistakenly addressed has proved itself 
to be extended or living on ly where Russell 's King of France lives: in 
the very text itself that has brought "him" into being rather than in 
an imaginary or real world referred to by the text. 

Thus the governess describes herself as wishing to meet a "some 
one" clearly in reference to the bachelor, and then as looking at the 
tower: "He did stand there! " The bachelor is now there in the "he" 
for the reader up to "was not the person" (chap. 3), where the 
pronoun finds its proper referent, the "there" of the "he" proves 
nowhere, the "he" a ghost-bachelor only in the text and not on the 
tower. The same for the governess's saying in the final scene that " I 
saw him" meet "my leap." To the reader a possible referent is the 
ghost of Peter Quint described as in the window. But the referent 
subsequently proves to be Miles, the ghost of Peter Quint left to 
inhabit only the sentence itself. 

Some of the story's pronouns simply have no certain referents to 
be discovered: 

14 On this letter-within-a-letter as the separation of "sign ifier from signified," see 
Felman, p. 145. She sets up the equation "to see ghosts = to see letters" (pp. 151, !66), and 
avers that '"seeing ghosts' and 'seeing letters' both involve the perception of ambigu­
ous ... signifiers" (p. 154). But finally she is not making a linguistic point like mine by 
a psychoanalytic one: the story's le tters are undeliverable to the uncle, who re presents 
the unconscious; the ghosts of Peter Quint and Miss J essel represent some of the con­
tent of the undeli verable letters. 
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"You tho ught I mig h t be walking in the grounds?" 
"We ll , you know, 1 thought some one was." (chap. 10) 

"Of' course we've the others." 
"We've the others-we've ind eed the others." (chap. 23) 

Flora in the first example and Miles in the second may be consid­
e red to have or not to have in mind a ce rtain re ferent ; and the 
referent may be co nside red to be or not to be that of the gove rness. 
These pronou ns have no ce rta in refere nts as unmistakable entrees 
into the Bly-wo rld. Such pronouns are free to take o n whatever life 
the reade r chooses to g ive the m. But the life, the extension , is not­
cannot be-in the world re fe rred to by the text but only in the world 
of the tex t. The same is true o f the fo llowing : 

" lL's he?" 

"Whom do you mean by 'he'?" 
"Peter Quint-you d evil!" (chap. 24) 

Miles's "you" as he stands facing into the din ing room has no certain 
re fe re nt (Pe te r Quint? the governess?). The pronoun does not­
cannot-attach itself unmistakably to anything extended in the 
inner world of Bly. The "you" scared up into life inhabits not Bly but 
the text- a ghost in the text. 

6 

The above features have the e ffect of turning th e story from a text 
describing a n inner wo rld to a text describing mere ly itself. The 
story's own mos t prominent terms for this effect a re, first, that Bir 
begins as an inside wh ich has an outside, and ends me re ly an inside; 
and , second , that the story begins as a mailable or sendable letter, 
and ends an unsendable one. 

Bly's windows at the beginning a re open (chap. 1). T he governess 
can go to a n outside wh ich is beyond the window (c hap. 4 ). Indeed, 
she can apparently go to the village (chap . 5). She knows "space and 
a ir and freedom" (c hap. 3). But the constrictio ns o f pain terl iness 
and textuality seem progressively to close off any beyond , any 
outside . The governess comes not lo be able to imagine those pic­
tures o f pe rfection Flora and Miles as be ing, as exte nded, beyond or 
ou tside Bly itself: "the on ly form that in my fancy the afte r-years 
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could ta ke fo r the m was that of a ro mantic exte nsion of 
the ... pa rk" (chap. 3). 

Bly comes more and more to be not a window with a beyond but a 
mirror. Among its furni shin gs to confro nt the n ewly a rrived gov­
erness a re full -length mirrors a nd (in the next sente nce) a Mrs . 
Grose (chap. 1). That worthy is d escribed offering he r reflective self 
(her "mere smooth aspect") to the governess's fa ncies as a "large 
clean saucepan" (chap 11). When the govern ess looks "prod igious 
things," sh e ge ts " the ... reflexion o f the m" in Mrs. Grose's face 
(chap. 7). Mrs. Grose presents "the p la in assent of he r experie nce to 
whatever ... I fou nd credible" (cha p . 12). Many of the ho use­
keeper's rep lies are me rely repetitions and echoes ("she ec hoed " 
[chap. 5]) of the governess's own words (som e examples a ppear in 
chapters I , 2, and 5). T he governess h as every reason to fee l "that we 
should on every question be quite at one" (chap. I ). 

By the story's baffl ing fi nal scene th ere is next to nothing through 
or beyond the Bly-window to be seen or heard -merely reflection 
and echo, the open-windowed Bly now a "prison .'' The face once 
be)'ond the window is now d escribed (and o n ce re peated) as "against 
the glass"-the face now as it were in the plane of the glass rathe r 
than through it. T he re is no beyond.35 The governess, who had 
faced Miles away from the window lest he see, can at the last le t him 
turn to face it: " I had nothing now there to kee p him from." There is 
next to nothing any longe r outside the flat pl ane of the text, n o 
objects, nothing but th e "q uiet day. " 

The story presents thi s effect in yet a nother way. Here th e s tory is 
a letter rather than a window; the "d imension" gradually ta ken away 
is not what is through the window but what is beyond the letter as any 
recipient. In the prologue the text's inne r world has busy communi­
cation by means of print and letters with a "beyond." Douglas 
successfu lly writes to London for the manuscript, a manuscript that 
is successfully comm unicable to his auditors in the read ing and to 
Henry James's reade rs by means of the nar rator 's exact transcript. 
In the manuscript itse lf the bac he lor publishes into the beyond of 
Hampshire a newspaper advertisemen t; and the prospective gov­
erness successfully writes to London in response. 

n lndeed,Jacques Derrida remarks that a// lite rary tex ts make themseh·es into prisons 
11ith no beyond; for his discussion o f J acques Lacan's seminar on a story that raises all 
the im1es I have discussed above- "The Purlo ined Letter"- see "The Purveyor of 
Truth," YFS, no. 52 ( 1975 ), pp. IO I. 110. 



62 THE TURN OF THE SCREW 

Bly itse lf at the beginning still precariously h as this communica­
tion wit h a dimension beyond itself. The governess is in receipt of 
letters from home (chap. 4). She is also in receipt of a letter from the 
London bachelor. But this letter begins the fading away of Bly's 
communication with a n ything in an extra-Bly dimension beyond.36 
T he bachelor's letter is disturbing (the governess's letters from 
home were "disturbin g" as we ll [chap. 4]) in cutting off further 
commu nication outward on the part of its r eceiver: " o t a word" 
(chap. 2). (She had previously been to ld that she must "n either 
appeal nor .. . write about anyth ing" [prologue] .) T his valedic­
tory letter (he never writes to his wards [c hap. 13]) is thus a p rologue 
which cuts off r efe re nces to a ueyond and refe rs mean in g ex­
clusively inward to the words of a text ("Read him, please; deal with 
him" [chap. 2]),just as the story's own prologue a lso cuts off refer­
ence to Douglas himself and refers meaning instead to the words of 
the governess's own text ("Th e story itself will tell").37 

Such meaning-as-reference is baffling in putt ing off meaning 
itself onto a document s till sealed unread and hence meaningless to 
t he referrer, unreadable by Mrs. Grose (ch ap. 2), less tha n commu­
nicative to the governess h erself(who does not know wh at to make of 
it [ch a p. 2]), and never finall y commun icated to the reader. T he 
bach e lo r 's communication, t h at final dimension of beyond or outside 
the sheer text of The Turn of the Screw, is merely a reference to a sealed 
text swallowed up into the self-referring text of the story itself­
locked up in one of the drawers in the governess's room (chap. 3). The 
governess's text, unlocked and referred inward to Douglas's au­
ditors , itself presents a text refe rred in ward only to be locked up 
again . "The story itself will tell"-only wh at the story itself will tell. 
O utside, beyond, has come in for t h e last t ime only to be locked away 

out of sig h t. 
T he story then goes about its job of making certain nothing escapes 

ou tward from the prison o f its text. Flo ra sets busily to practicing 
the writing o f he r O's, but distracted , stop s (ch ap. 2). That portrait 
of tragedy Miss Jessel is described sitting at the schoolroom table as 
if a h o u sem aid writing a letter to her lover-but interrupted , stops 
(chap. 15). The childre n write lette rs outward to their uncle, but the 

J6 Felman no tes this undel iverability of letters (p. 141 ). 
:17 And vice versa t he story can be seen as cutting off reference to the p rologue; thus 

Rowe comments that the prologue "becomes a necessary introduction o nce it has been 
determined as that which 1he Governess's writ1en narrative seeks to exclude" (p. 131). 
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letters are never posted (chap. 13). Mrs. Grose proposes writing to 
him herself via the bai li ff, but re fe rs the communication to the 
governess (chap . 16), who does indeed write a letter-never posted 
(chap. 21). All communication at .8ly flags. At the Sea of Azof the 
governess enters into the children 's game by playing "some­
thing .. . very quiet" (chap. 6). Scenes occur in an "intense hush" 
(chap. 3 ), a "stil I hour" (chap. 6), the "quie t day" o f the last sentence. 
flora's interrup ted O 's turn into the "nothing" Miles finds in the 
goYerness's unposted letter (chap. 24). 

The Tum of lhe Screw end s a picture with no third d imension , a 
window become blank or a mirror, a letter unsendable beyond 
itself-jlal like that two-dimensional place Flatland38 so as to a llow 
its imprisoned fi gures no view, no communication , no reference 
beyond th e plane of the ir own restricted ex iste nce . 

7 

The prologue brings into be ing the governess's narrative; the 
narrative in turn brings into be ing- nothing possible beyond itself, 
no epilogue. This story perve rse ly turns away from ve risimilitude­
away from the window-and turns itself into a text with no reference 
beyond its literal self. Words themselves, not the dimensions of 
reality they can be made to refe r to, are the sto ry's power. Words, even 
words that are say ing what is not a nd that a re extended nowltPre, can 
scare up ghosts to haunt the printed page itself. Words have that 
power. That sto lid, unimaginative nonreader Mrs. Grose , offe red 
the bachelor's letter, puts he r hands behind her back (chap. 2) as if 
being handed a bomb. Hidd en at the dead center of this story is what 
\tiles did that is the root-evi l o f which the story is the Hower-words, 
"I said things." 

Dartmouth College 

ix For a brief account of such a mathematical structure. see Carl Sagan. Co.11110.1 (New 
York: Random !lo use. I 980). p. 262. 


