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The Ambiguity of Henry James

——MWDW

A DISCUSSION of Henry James’s ambiguity may appropriately
begin with The Turn of the Screw. This story, which seems to
have proved more fascinating to the general reading public than any-
thing else of James’s except Daisy Miller, perhaps conceals another
horror behind the ostensible one. I do not know who first suggested
this idea; but 1 betieve that Miss Edna Kenton, whose insight into
James is profound, was the first to write about it,! and the water-
colourist Charles Demuth did a set of illustrations for the tale that
were evidently based on this interpretation.

The theory is, then, that the governess who is made to tell the story
is a neurotic case of sex repression, and that the ghosts are not real
ghosts but hallucinations of the governess.

Let us see how the narrative runs. This narrative is supposed to have
been written by the governess herself, but it begins with an introduc-
tion in which we are told something about her by a man whose sister’s
governess she had been after the time of the story. The youngest
daughter of a poor country parson, she struck him, he explains, as
‘awfully clever and nice . . . the most agreeable woman I've ever known
in her position’ and “worthy of any whatever.” (Now, it is a not in-
frequent trick of James’s to introduce sinister characters with descrip-
tions that at first sound flattering, so this need not throw us off.)
Needing work, she had come up to London to answer an advertisement
and had found someone who wanted a governess for an orphaned
nephew and niece. “This prospective patron proved a gentleman, a
bachelor in the prime of life, such a figure as had never risen, save in a
dream or an old novel, before a fluttered, anxious girl out of a Hamp-
shire vicarage.” It is made clear that the young woman has become

1In The Arts, November, 1924. This issue contans also photographs of
the Demuth illustrations.
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90 The Triple Thinkers

thoroughly infatuated with her employer. He is charming to her and
lets her have the job on condition that she will take all the responsibility
and never bother him about the children; and she goes down to the
house in the country where they have been left with a housekeeper and
some other servants.

The boy, she finds, has been sent home from school for reasons into
which she does not inquire but which she colours, on no evidence atall,
with a significance somehow ominous. She learns that her predecessor
left, and that the woman has since died, under circumstances which are
not explained but which are made in the same way to seera queer. The
new governess finds herself alone with the good but illiterate house-
keeper and the children, who seem innocent and charming. As she
wanders about the estate, she thinks often how delightful it would be
if one should come suddenly round the corner and see the master just
arrived from London: there he would stand, handsome, smiling,
approving.

She is never to meet her employer again, but what she does meet are
the apparitions. One day when his face has been vividly in her mind,
she comes out in sight of the house and, looking up, sees the figure of a
man on a tower, a figure which is not the master’s. Not long after-
wards, the figure appears again, toward the end of a rainy Sun-
day. She sees him at closer range and more clearly: he is wearing smart
clothes but is obviously not a gentleman. The housekeeper, meeting
the governess immediately afterwards, behaves as if the governess
herself were a ghost: ‘Twondered why she should be scared.” The gover-
ness tells her about the apparition and learns that it answers the des-
cription of one of the master’s valets, who had stayed down there and
who had sometimes stolen his clothes. The valet had been a bad
character, had used ‘to play with the boy . . . to spoil him’; he had
finally been found dead, having apparently slipped on the ice coming
out of a public house—though one couldn’t say he hadn’t been mur-
dered. The governess cannot help believing that he has come back to
haunt the children.

Not long afterwards, she and the little girl are out on the shore of a
lake, the child playing, the governess sewing. The latter becomes
aware of a third person on the opposite side of the lake. But she looks
first at little Flora, who is turning her back in that direction and who,
she notes, has ‘picked up a small flat piece of wood, which happened to
have in it a little hole that had evidently suggested to her the idea of
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sticking in another fragment that might figure as a mast and make the
thing a boat. This second morsel, as I watched her, she was very
markedly and intently attempting to tighten in its place.” This some-
how ‘sustains’ the governess so that she is able to raise her eyes: she
sees a woman ‘in black, pale and dreadful.” She concludes that it is the
former governess. The housekeeper, questioned, tells her that this
woman, although a lady, had had an affair with the valet. The boy had
used to go off with the valet and then lie about it afterwards. The
governess concludes that the boy must have known about the valet
and the worhan—the boy and girl have been corrupted by them.
Observe that there is never any reason for supposing that anybody
but the governess sees the ghosts. She believes that the children see them,
but there is never any proof that they do. The housekeeper insists that
she does not see them; it is apparently the governess who frightens her.
The children, too, become hysterical; but this is evidently the gover-
ness” doing. Observe, also, from the Freudian pomt of view, the
significance of the governess’ interest in the little girl’s pieces of wood
and of the fact that the male apparition first takes shape on a tower and
the female apparition on a lake. There seems here to be only a single
circumstance which does not fit into the hypothesis that the ghosts are
mere fancies of the governess: the fact that her description of the mas-
culine ghost at a time when she knows nothing of the valet should be
identifiable as the valet by the housekeeper. And when we look back,
we see that even this has perhaps been left open to a double interpreta-
tion. The governess has never heard of the valet, but it has been
suggested to her in a conversation with the housekeeper that there has
been some other male about who ‘liked everyone young and pretty,”
and the idea of thus other person has been ambiguously confused with
the master and with the master’s possible interest in her, the present
governess. And may she not, in her subconscious imagination, taking
her cue from this, have associated herself with her predecessor and
conjured up an image who wears the master’s clothes but who (the
Freudian ‘cenisor’ intervening) looks debased, ‘like an actor,” she says
(would he not have to stoop to love her)? The apparition had ‘straight,
good features” and his appearance is described in detail. When we look
back, we find that the master’s appearance has never been described at
all: we have merely been told that he was ‘handsome,” and it comes
out in the talk with the housekeeper that the valet was ‘remark-
ably handsome.” It is impossible for us to know how much the
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phantom resembles the master—the governess, certainly, would never
tell.

The new apparitions now begin to be seen at night, and the gover-
ness becomes convinced that the children get up to meet them, though
they are able to give plausible explanations of the behaviour that has
seemed suspicious. The housekeeper now says to the governess that,
if she is seriously worried about all this, she ought to report it to the
master. The governess, who has promised not to bother him, is afraid
he would think her insane; and she imagines ‘his derision, his amuse-
ment, his contempt for the breakdown 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.” The housekeeper, hearing this,
threatens to send for the master herself; the governess threatens to
leave if she does. After this, for a considerable period, the visions no
lonper appear.

But the children become uneasy: they wonder when their uncle is
coming, and they try to communicate with him—but the governess
suppresses their letters. The boy finally asks her frankly when she is
going to send him to school, intimates that if he had not been so fond
of her, he would have complained to his uncle long ago, declares that
he will do so at once.

This upsets her: she thinks for a moment of leaving, but decides that
this would be deserting them. She is now, it seems, in love with the boy.
Entering the schoolroom, after her conversation with him, she finds the
ghost of the other governess sitting with her head in her hands, looking
‘dishonoured and tragic,” full of ‘unutterable woe.” At this point the
new governess feels—the morbid half of her split personality is now
getting the upper hand of the other—that it is she who is intruding upon
the ghost: “You terrible miserable woman!” she cries. The apparition
disappears. She tells the housekeeper, who looks at her oddly, that the
soul of the woman is damned and wants the little girl to share her
damnation. She finally agrees to write to the master, but no sooner has
she sat down to the paper than she gets up and goes to the boy’s
bedroom, where she finds him lying awake. When he demands to go
back to school, she embraces him and begs him to tell her why he was
sent away; appealing to him with what seems to her desperate tenderness
but in a way that disquiets the child, she insists that all she wants is to
save him. There is a sudden gust of wind—it is a stormy night outside
—the casement rattles, the boy shrieks. She has been kneeling beside
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the bed: when she gets up, she finds the candle extinguished. ‘It was I
who blew it, dear!” says the boy. For her, it is the evil spirit disputing
her domination. She cannot imagine that the boy may really have
blown out the candle in order not to have to tell her with the light on
about his disgrace at school. (Here, however, occurs a detail which is
less easily susceptible of double explanation: the governess has fe/t a
‘gust of frozen air’ and yet sees that the window is ‘tight.” Are we to
suppose she merely fancied that she felt it?)

The next day, the little girl disappears. They find her beside the
lake. The young woman for the first time now speaks openly to one of
the children about the ghosts. “Where, my pet, is Miss Jessel?’ she
demands—and immediately answers herself: ‘She’s there, she’s there!’
she cries, pointing across the lake. The housekeeper looks with a
‘dazed blink’ and asks where she sees anything; the little girl turns upon
the governess ‘an expression of hard, still gravity, an expression
absolutely new and unprecedented and that appeared to read and accuse
and judge me.” The governess feels her ‘situation horribly crumble’
now. The little girl breaks down, becomes feverish, begs to be taken
away from the governess; the housekeeper sides with the girl and hints
that the governess had better go. But the young woman forces her,
instead, to take the little girl away; and she tries to make it impossible,
before their departure, for the children to see one another.

She 1s now left alone with the boy. A strange and dreadful scene
ensues. “We continued silent while the maid was with us—as silent, it
whimsically occurred to me, as some young couple who, on their
wedding-journey, at the inn, feel shy in the presence of the waiter.’
When the maid has gone, and she presses him to tell her the reason for
his expulsion from school, the boys seems suddenly afraid of her. He
finally confesses that he ‘said things’—to ‘a few,’ to ‘those he liked.’
It all sounds sufficiently harmless: there comes to her out of her ‘very
pity the appalling alarm of his being perhaps innocent. It was for the
instant confounding and bottomless, for if he were innocent, what then
on earth was-I?” The valet appears at the window—it is ‘the white face
of damnation.” (But is it really the spirits who are damned or the gover-
ness who is slipping to damnation herself?) She is aware that the Boy
does not see it. ‘No more, no more, no more!’ she shrieks to the
apparition. ‘Is she Zere?” demands the boy in panic. (He has, in spite of
the governess’ efforts, succeeded in seeing his sister and has heard from
her of the incident at the lake.) No, she says, it is not the woman: ‘But
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it’s at the window—straight before us. It’s there/” . .. “It’s /e?’ then
whom does he mean by ‘he’? ‘ “Peter Quint—you devil!” His face
gave again, round the room, 1ts convulsed supplication. ‘“Where?”’
‘What does he matter now, my own?’ she cries. “What will he ever
matter? / have you, but he has lost you forever!” Then she shows him
that the figure has vanished: ‘“There, there/” she says, pointing toward
the window. He looks and gives a cry; she feels that he is dead in her
arms. From the governess’ point of view, the final disappearance of the
spirit has proved too terrible a shock for the chuld and ‘fus little heart,
dispossessed, has stopped’; but if we study the dialogue frem the other
point of view, we see that he must have taken her “There, zhere/” as an
answer to his own ‘Where?” Instead of persuading him that there is
nothing to be frightened of, she has, on the contrary, finally convinced
him either that he has actually seen or that he 1s just about to see
some horror. He gives ‘the cry of a creature hurled over an abyss.’
She has literally frightened hum to death.

When one has once got hold of the clue to this meaning of The
Turn of the Screw, one wonders how one could ever have missed it.
There is a very good reason, however, in the fact that nowhere does
James unequivocally give the thing away: almost everything from
beginning to end can be read equally in either of two senses. In the
preface to the collected edition, however, as Miss Kenton has pointed
out, James does seem to want to give a hint. He asserts that T%e Turn of
the Screw is ‘a fairy-tale pure and simple’—but adds that the appari-
tions are of the order of those involved in witchcraft cases rather than
those in cases of psychic research. And he goes on to tell of his reply to
one of his readers who objected that he had not characterized the
governess sufficiently. At this criticism, he says, ‘One’s artistic, one’s
ironic heart shook for the instant almost to breaking’; and he answered:
‘It was “déa trés-joli” ... please believe, the general proposition of our
young woman’s keeping crystalline her record of so many intense
anomalies and obscurities—b&y whick I don’t of course mean her explana-
tion of them, a different matter. . . . She has “authority,” which is a good
deal to have given her. . . . ”” The italics above are mine: these words
seem impossible to explain except on the hypothesis of hallucination
(though this is hardly consistent with the intention of writing ‘a fairy-
tale pure and simple”) And note too, that in the collected edition James
has not included The Turn of the Screw in the volume with his other
ghost stories but with stories of another kind: between The Aspern
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Papers and The Liar—the first a study of a curiosity which becomes
a mania and menace (to which we shall revert in a moment), the second
a study of a pathological liar, whose wife protects his lies against the
world, acting with very much the same sort of ‘authority’ as the
governess in The Turn of the Screw.

When we look back in the light of these hints, we are mnclined to
conclude from analogy that the story is primarily intended as a
characterization of the governess: her sombre and guilty vistons and
the way she behaves about them seem to present, from the moment we
examine them from the obverse side of her narrative, an accurate and
distressing picture of the poor country parson’s daughter, with her
English middle-class class-consciousness, her inability to admit to her-
self her natural sexual impulses and the relentless English ‘authority’
which enables her to put over on inferiors even purposes which are
totally deluded and not at all in the other people’s best interests.
Remember, also, in this connection, the peculiar psychology of gover-
nesses, who, by reason of their isolated position between the family
and the servants, are likely to become ingrown and morbid. One has
heard of actual cases of women who have frightened a household by
opening doors or smashing mirrors and who have succeeded in tortur-
ing parents by mythical stories of kidnappers. The traditional ‘pol-
tergeist” who breaks crockery and upsets furniture has been for cen-
turies a recurring phenomenon. First a figure of demonology, he later
became an object of psychicresearch, and is now a recognized neurotic
type.

Once we arrive at this conception of The Turn of the Screw, we can
see in it a new significance in 1ts relation to Henry James’s other work.
We find now that it is a variation on one of his familiar themes: the
thwarted Anglo-Saxon spinster; and we remember unmistakable cases
of women in James’s fiction who deceive themselves and others about
the origins of their aims and emotions. One of the most obvious
examples is that remarkable and too little read novel, Z7%e Bostonians.
The subject of. T%e Bostonians is the struggle for the daughter of a poor
evangelist between a young man from the South who wants to marry
her and a well-to-do Boston lady with a Lesbian interest in her. The
strong-minded and strong-willed spinster is herself apparently quite in
the dark as to the real character of her feeling for the girl: she is con-
vinced that her desire to dominate her, to have her always living with
her, to teach her to make speeches on women’s rights and to prevent
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the young Southerner from marrying her, is a disinterested ardour
for the Feminist cause. But the reader is not left in doubt; and Olive
Chancellor is shown us in a setting of other self-deluded New England
idealists. )

There is a theme of very much the same kind in the short story called
The Marriages, which amused R. L. Stevenson so hugely. But here the
treatment is frankly comic. A young and rather stupid girl, desctibed as
of the unmarriageable type, but much attached to her widower father
and obsessed by the memory of her mother, undertakes to set up an
obstacle to her father’s proposed second marriage. Her project, which
she carries out, is to go to his flancée and tell this lady that her father is
an imposstble character who had made her late mother miserable. She
thus breaks up the projected match; and when her brother calls her a
raving maniac, she is not in the least disquieted in her conviction that,
by frustrating her father, she has proved faithful in her duty to her
mother.

James’s world is full of these women. They are not always emotion-
ally perverted. Sometimes they are apathetic—like the charming
Francie Dosson of The Reverberator, who, though men are always
falling in love with her, seems not really ever to have grasped what
courtship and mariiage mean and is apparently quite content to go on
all the rest of her life eating marrons glacés with her family in a
suite in a Paris hotel. Or they are longing, these women, for affection
but too inhibited or passive to obtain it for themselves, like the pathetic
Milly Theale of The Wings of the Dove, who wastes away in Venice and
whose doctor recommends a lover.

II

James’s men are not precisely neurotic; but they are the masculine
counterparts of his women. They have a way of missing out on
emotional experience, either through timidity or prudence or through
heroic renunciation. .

The extreme and fantastic example is the hero of The Beast in the
Jungle, who is finally crushed by the realization that his fate is to be the
man in the whole world to whom nothing at all is to happen. Some of
these characters are presented ironically: Mr. Acton of The Europeans,
so smug and secure in his clean-swept house, deciding not to marry the
baroness who has proved such an upsetting element in his little New
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England community, is an amusing and accurate portrait of a certain
kind of careful Bostonian. Others are made sympathetic, such as the
starved Lambert Strether of The Ambassadors, who comes to Paris too
late in life. |

Sometimes, however, the effect is ambiguous. Though the element
of irony in Henry James is often underestimated by his readers, there
are stories which leave us in doubt as to whether or not the author
could foresee how hig heroes would strike the reader. Is the fishy
Bernard Longueville, for example, of the early novel called Confidence
really intended for a sensitive and interesting young man or is he a prig
in the manner of Jane Austen? This is not due to a beginner’s uncer-
tainty, for some of James’s later heroes make us uneasy in a similar way.
The very late short story Flickerbridge, in which a young American
painter decides not to marry a young newspaper woman (the men
are always deciding 7oz to marry the women in Henry James) because
he fears that she will spoil by publicizing it a delightful old English
house, the property of a cousin of hers, which she herself has not yet
seen but at which he has enjoyed vistting—this story is even harder to
swallow,sinceitisall tooevidenthere that the authorapproves of hishero.

But what are we to think of T%e Sacred Fount? This short novel,
surely James’s most curious production, inspired when it first
appeared a parody by Owen Seaman which had a certain historical
significance because the book seemed to mark the point at which
James, for the general public, had definitely become unassimilable, and
therefore absurd or annoying. T%e Sacred Fount was written not long
after The Turn of the Screw and is a sort of companion piece to it.
Here we have the same setting of an English country house, the same
passages of a strange and sad beauty, the same furtive subversive hap-
penings in an atmosphere of clarity and brightness, the same dubious
central figure, the same almost inscrutable ambiguity. As in the
case of The Turn of the Screw, the fundamental question presents itself
and never seems to get properly answered: What is the reader to think
of the protagonist>—who is here a man instead of a woman.

It would be tedious to analyze T%e Sacred Fount as I have done Te
Turn of the Screw—and it would prove, I think, somewhat more difficult.
The book is not merely mystifying but maddening. Yet I believe that if
one got to the bottom of it, a good deal of light would be thrown on the
author. Rebecca West, in her little book on James, has given a burles-
que account of this novel as the story of how ‘a week-end visitor

D
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spends more intellectual force than Kant can have used on 7%e Critique
of Pure Reason in an unsuccessful attempt to discover whether there
exists between certain of his fellow-guests a relationship not more
interesting among these vacuous people than it is among sparrows.’
This visitor, who himself tells the story, observes that, among the
other guests, a man and a woman he knows, both of them middle-aged,
appear to have taken a new lease of life, whereas a younger man and
woman appear to have been depleted. He evolves a theory about them:
he imagjines that the married couples have been forming new com-
binations and that the younger man and woman have been feeding the
older pair from the sacred fount of their youth at the price of getting
used up themselves.

This theory seems rather academic—and does James really mean us
to accept it? Do not the narrator’s imaginings serve to characterize the
narrator just as the governess’ ghosts serve to characterize the gover-
ness? As this detached and rather eerie individual proceeds to spy on
and question his friends in order to find out whether the facts fit his
hypothesis, we decide, as we do with Tke Turn of the Screw, that there
are two separate stories to be kept distinct: a romance which the
narrator is spinning and a reality which we are supposed to divine from
what he tells us about what actually happens. We remember the
narrator of Zhe Aspern Papers, another prying and importunate fellow,
who is finally foiled and put to rout by the old lady whose private
papers he is trying by fraud to get hold of. In the case of The Aspern
Papers, there 1s no uncertainty whatever as to what we are to think of
the narrator: the author is quite clear that the papers were none of the
journalist’s business, and that the rebuff he received served him right.
Now, the amateur detective of The Sacred Fount is also foiled and
rebuffed, and in very much the same manner, by one of his recalcitrant
victims. ‘My poor dear, you are crazy, and I bid you good-night!” she
says to him at the end of the story. ‘Such a last word,” the narrator
remarks, ‘the word that put me altogether nowhere—was too in-
acceptable not to prescribe afresh that prompt test of -escape to other
air for which I had earlier in the evening seen so much reason. I should
certainly never again, on the spot, quite hang together, even though it
wasn’t really that I hadn’t three imes her method. What I too fatally
lacked was her tone.” But wiy did he lack her tone?>—w#y would he not

hang together? What view are we supposed to take of the whole
exploit of this singular being?
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Mr. Wilson Follett, the only writer, so far as I know, who has given
special attention to The Sacred Fount,® believes that the book is a
parable—even a conscious parody—of James’s own role as an artist.
The narrator may or may not have been right as to the actual facts of
the case. The point is that, in elaborating his theory, he has constructed
a work of art, and that you cannot test the validity of works of art by
checking them against actuality. The kind of reality that art achieves,
made up of elements abstracted from experience and combined
in a new way by the artist, would be destroyed by a collision with
the actual, and the artist would find himself blocked.

Now it may very well be true that James has put himself into Z%e
Sacred Fount—that he has intended some sort of fable about the brood-
ing imaginative mind and the material with which it works. But it
seems to me that Mr. Follett’s theory assumes on James’s part a con-
ception of artistic truth which would hardly be worthy of him. After all,
the novelist must pretend to know what people are actually up to,
however much he may rearrange actuality; and it is not clear in T%e
Sacred Fount whether the narrator really knows what he is talking
about. If the book is, then, merely a parody, what is the point of the
parody? Why should James have represented the artist as defeated by
the breaking-in of life?

The truth is, I believe, that Henry James was not clear about the
book in his own mind. Already, with The Turn of the Screw, he has
carried his ambiguous procedure to a point where we almost feel that
the author does not want the reader to get through to the hudden mean-
ing. See his curious replies in his letters to correspondents who write
him about the story: when they challenge him with leading questions, he
seems to give evasive answers, dismissing the tale as a mere ‘pot-
boiler,” a mere jex d’esprit. There was no doubt in Ze Bostonians, for
example, as to what view the reader was intended to take of such a
character as Olive Chancellor: Olive, though tragic perhaps, is definitely
unhealthy and horrid, and she is vanquished by Basil Ransom. But James
does leave his readers uncomfortable as to what they are to think of the
governess. And now, in The Sacred Fount, we do not know whether
the week-end guest, though he was unquestionably obnoxious to the

1 Henry James's ‘Portrait of Henry James' in the New York Times Book
Review, August 23, 1936. (Since my own essay was first written, Mr. Edward
Sackville West, in the New Statesman and Nation of October 4, 1947, has
taken issue with the views here expressed in the best defence of this book I
have seen.)
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other guests, is intended to be taken as one of the élite, a fastidious,
highly civilized sensibility, or merely as a little bit cracked and a bore.
The man who tried to get the Aspern papers was a fanatic, a cad and a
nuisance; but many of James’s inquisitive observers who never take
part in the action are presented as superior people, and Henry James
had confessed to being an inquisitive observer himself. Ambiguity was
certainly growing on him. It was eventually to pass all bounds in those
scenes in his later novels (of which the talks in The Turn of the Screw
between the housekeeper and the governess are only comparatively
mild examples) in which he compels his characters to carry on long
conversations with each of the interlocutors always muistaking the
other’s meaning and neither ever yielding to the impulse to say one of
the obvious things that would clear the situation up.

What if the hidden theme of The Sacred Fount is simply sex again?
What if the real sacred fount, from which the narrator’s acquaintances
have been drawing their new vitality, is love, sexual love, instead of
youth? They have something which he has not had, know something
which he does not know; and, lacking the clue of experience, he can
only misunderstand them and elaborate pedantic hypotheses; while
they, having the forces of life on their side, are in a position to frighten
him away. This theory may be dubious, also; but there is certainly
involved in Zhe Sacred Fount, whether or not Henry James quite meant
to put it there, the conception of a man shut out from love, condemned
to peep at other people’s activities and to speculate about them rather
barrenly, who will be shocked and put to rout when he touches the
live current of human relations.

Hitherto, as I have said, it has usually been plain what James wanted
us to think of his characters; but now there appears in his work a
relatively morbid element which is not always handled objectively and
which seems to have invaded the storyteller himself. It is as if at this
point he had taken to dramatizing the frustrations of his own life with~
out being willing to confess it, without fully admitting it even to himself.

But before we go further with this line of inquirys let us look at
Henry James in another connection.

I

Who are these characters of James’s about whom we come to be less
certain as to precisely what we ought to think?
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The type of Henry James’s observers and sometimes of his heroes is
the cultivated American bourgeois, like Henry James himself, who lives
on an income derived from some form of business activity, usually left
rather vague, but who has rarely played any part in the efforts which
have created the business. These men turn their backs on the commer-
cial world; they disdain its vulgarity and dullness, and they attempt to
enrich their experience through the society and art of Europe. But they
bring to these the bouxgeois qualities of timidity, prudence, primness,
the habits of mind of a puritan morality, which, even when they wish to
be men of the world, make it too easy for them to be disconcerted.
They wince alike at the brutalities of the aristocracy and at the coarse-
ness of the working class; they shrink most of all from the ‘common-
ness’ of the less polished bourgeoisie, who having acquired their in-
comes more recently, are not so far advanced i self-improvement. The
women have the corresponding qualities: they are innocent, conven-
tional and rather cold—sometimes they suffer from Freudian com-
plexes or akind of arrested development, sometimes they are neglected
or cruelly cheated by the men to whom they have given their hearts.
And even when James’s central characters are English, they assimilate
themselves to these types.

Itis enlightening in this connection to compare James’s point of view
with Flaubert’s. The hero of L’Education sentimentale is a perfect
Henry James character: he is sensitive, cautious, afraid of life; he lives
on a little income and considers himself superior to the common run.
But Flaubert’s attitude toward Frédéric Moreau is devastatingly ironic.
Frédéric has his aspects of pathos, his occasional flashes of spirit: but
Flaubert is quite emphatic in his final judgment of Frédéric. He con-
siders Frédéric a worm.

Now, James has his own kind of irony, but it is not Flaubert’s kind.
Frédéric Moreau, in a sense, is the hero of many of James’s novels, and
you can see how the American’s relation to him usually differs from the
Frenchman’s if you compare certain kinds of scenes which tend to recur
in Henry James with certain scenes in L’Education sentimentale of
which they sometimes seem like an echo: those ominous situations in
which we find the sensitive young man either immersed in some sort
of gathering or otherwise meeting successively a number of supposed
friends, more worldly and unscrupulous persons, who are obviously
talking over his head, acting behind his back, without his being able, in
his innocence, quite to make out what they are up to. You have this
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same situation, as I say, in James and in Flaubert; but the difference is
that, whereas with James the young man is made wondering and wist-
ful and is likely to turn out a putiful victim, with Flaubert he is quietly
and cruelly made to look like a fool and is as ready to double-cross
these other people who seem to him so inferior to himself as they are to
double-cross him.

In this contrast between Flaubert’s treatment of Frédéric Moreau and
James’s treament of, say, Hyacinth Robinson in The Princess Casa-
massima is to be found perhaps one of the reasons for James’s resent-
ment of Flaubert. James had known Flaubert, had redd him when
young, had obviously been impressed by his work; he had it in
common with the older man that he wanted to give dignity and in-
tegrity to the novel of modem life by imposing on it rigorous
esthetic form. Yet there is something about Flaubert that sticks in his
crop, and he keeps up a sort of running quarrel with him, returning to
the subject again and again in the course of his critical writing. But
though it is plain that James cannot help admiring the author of
Madame Bovary, he usually manages before he has done to give the
impression of belittling him—and he is especially invidious on the
subject of L’Education sentimentale. His great complaint is that
Flaubert’s characters are intrinsically so ignoble that they do not
deserve to be treated at length or to have so much art expended on
them and that there must have been something wrong with Flaubert
for him ever to have supposed that they did. James does not seem to
understand that Flaubert intends all his characters to be ‘middling’
and that the greatness of his work arises from the fact that it constitutes
a criticism of something bigger than they are. James praises the portrait
of Mme Arnoux: let us thank God, at least, he exclaims, that Flaubert
was able here to command the good taste to deal delicately with a fine-
grained woman! He does not seem to be aware that Mme Arnoux is
treated as ironically as any of the other characters—that the virtuous
bourgeois wife with her inhibitions and superstitions is pathetic only as
a part of the failure of a civilization. Henry James ‘mistakes Mme
Arnoux for a refined American woman and he is worried because
Frédéric isn’t one of his own American heroes, quietly vibrating and
scrupulously honourable. Yet it probably makes him uncomfortable to
feel that Flaubert is flaying remorselessly the squeamish young man of
this tfype; and it may be that Henry James’s antagonism to Flaubert has
something to do with the fact that the latter’s all-permeating criticism
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of the pusillanimity of the bourgeois soul has touched Henry James
himself. The protagonists of the later James are always regretting
having lived too meagrely; and James distils from these non-partici-
pants all the sad self-effacing nobility, all the fine wan beauty, they are
good for. Flaubert extracts something quite different from Frédéric
Moreau—a kind of acrid insecticide: when Frédéric and his friend,
both middle-aged by now, recall at the end of the book their first
clumsy and frightened visit to a brothel as the best that life has had to
offer them, it is a damnation of their whole society.

But there was another kind of modern society which Gustave
Flaubert did not know and which Henry James did. Henry James was
himself that new anomalous thing, an American. He had, to be sure,
lived a good deal in Europe both in childhood and early manhood,
and he had to a considerable extent become imbued with the European
point of view—so that the monuments of antiquity and feudalism, the
duchesses and princesses and princes who seem to carry on the feudal
tradition, arestill capable of having the eff ct for him of making modern
life look undistinguished. But the past, in the case of James, does not
completely dwarf the present, as the vigil of Flaubert’s Saint Anthony
and the impacts of his pagan armies diminish Frédéric Moreau. The
American in Henry James asserts himself insistently against Europe.
After all, Frédéric Moreau and the respectable Mme Arnoux are the
best people of Albany and Boston!—but in America they are not
characters in Flaubert. Their scruples and renunciations have a real
moral value here—for Frédéric Moreau at home possesses a real
integrity; and when these best people come over to Europe, they judge
the whole thing in a quite new way. James speaks somewhere of his
indigpation at an Englishwoman’s saying to him in England, in
connection with something they were discussing: “That is true of
aristocracy, but in one’s own class it is quite different.” As an American
and the grandson of a millionaire, 1t had never occurred to James that
anyone could consider him a middle-class person. When Edith Wharton
accused him in his later years of no longer appreciating Flaubert and
demanded of him why Emma Bovary, the choice of whom as a heroine
he had always deplored, was not just as good a subject for fiction as
Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, he replied: ‘Ah, but one paints the fierce
passions of a luxurious aristocracy; the other deals with the petty
miseries of a little bourgeoise in a pfovincial town!” But if Emma
Bovary is small potatoes, what about Daisy Miller? Why, Daisy Miller
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is an American girl! Emma Bovary has her longings and her debts
and her adultertes, but she is otherwise a conventional person, she
remains 1n her place in the social scheme even when she dreams of
rising out of it. So great is the prestige for her of the local nob1hty that
when she goes to the chiteau for the ball, the very sugar in the sugar
bowl seems to her whiter and finer than the sugar she has at home;

whereas a girl like Daisy Miller as well as one like Isabel Archer
represents a human species that had been bred outside of Europe and
that cannot be accommodated or judged inside the European frame.

When this species comes back to Europe, it tends to disregerd the social
system. Europe is too much for Daisy Miller: she catches cold in the
Coliseum, where according to European conventions she oughtn’t to
have been at that hour. But the great popularity of her story was
certainly due to the fact that her creator had somehow conveyed the
impression that her spirit went marching on.

There evidently went on in the mind of James a debate that was
never settled between the European and the American points of view;
and this conflict may have had something to do with his inability
sometimes to be clear as to what he wants us to think of a certain sort of
person. It is quite mistaken to talk as if James had uprooted himself
from America in order to live in England. He had travelled so much
from his earliest years that he had never had real roots anywhere. His
father had himself been a wandering intellectual, who had oscillated
back and forth between Europe and the United States; and even in
America the Jameses were always oscillating between New York and
Boston. They were not New Englanders even by ancestry, but New
Yorkers of Irish and Scotch-Irish stock, and they had none of the tight
New England local ties—they always came to Boston from a larger
outside world and their point of view about it was objective and often
rather ironical. To this critical attitude on Henry’s part was probably
partly due the failure of T%e Bostonians; and this failure seems to mark
the moment of his abandonment of his origmal ambition of becoming
the American Balzac, as it does that of his taking up his residence in
England and turning, for the subjects of his fiction, from the Americans
to the English. He had been staying for some time in London, and he
found he liked living in London better than in New York or New
England, better than in Paris or Rome. His parents in the States had
just died, and his sister came ever to join him.
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And this brings us to what seems to have been the principal crisis in
Henry James’s life and work. We know so little about his personal life
from any other source than himself, and even 1n his memoirs and letters
he tells us so little about his emotions, that it is impossible to give any
account of it save as it reflects itself in hlS writings.

Up to the period of his playwriting, his fiction has been pretty plain
sailing. He has aimed to be a social historian, and, in a limited field, he
has succeeded. His three long novels of the later eighties—7%e Boston-
cans, The Princess Casamassima and The Tragic Muse—are, indeed, as
social history, his most ambitious undertakings, and from the conven-
tional point of view—that of the reporting of the surface of life—by far
his most successful. The first hundred pages of ke Bostonians, with the
arrival of the young Southerner in Boston and his first contacts with
the Boston reformers, is, in its way, one of the most masterly things
that Henry James ever did. 7%e Princess Casamassima, with 1ts opening
in the prison and its revolutionary exiles in London, deals with issues
and social contrasts of a kind that James had never before attempted.
The familiar criticism of Henry James—the criticism made by H. G.
Wells: that he had no grasp of politics or economics—does not, in
fact, hold true of these books. Here his people do have larger interests
and functions aside from their personal relations: they have professions,
missions, practical ams; and they also engage in more drastic action
than in his novels of any other period. Basil Ransom pursues Verena
Tarrant and rescues her from the terrible Olive Chancellor; Hyacinth
Robinson pledges himself to carry out a political assassination, then
commits suicide instead; Miriam Rooth makes her career as a great
actress. One finds in all three of these novels a will to participate in
life, to play a responsible role, quite different from the passive ones of
the traveller who merely observes or the victim who merely suffers, that
had seemed characteristic of James’s fiction. Up to a point these books
are brilliant.

But there is a point—usually about halfway through—at which
every one of these novels begins strangely to run into the sands; the
excitement of the story lapses at the same time as the treatment be-
comes more abstract and the colour fasles from the picture. The ends
are never up to the beginnings. This is most obvious—even startling—
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in The Tragic Muse, the first volume of which, as we read it, makes us
think that it must be James’s best novel, so solid and alive does it seem.
Here are areas of experience and types of a kind that James has never
before given us: a delicately comic portrait of a retired parliamentarian,
which constitutes, by implication, a criticism of British Liberal politics;
a really charged and convincing scene between a man and a woman
(Nick Dormer and Julia Dallow) in place of the mild battledore-and-
shuttlecock that we are accustomed to getting from James; and, in
Miriam Rooth, the Muse, a character who comes nearer to carrying the
author out of the bounds of puritan scruples and prim prejudices on to
the larger and more dangerous stage of human creative effort than
any other he has hitherto drawn. Here at last we are among complete
people, who have the appetites and ambitions that we recognize—and
in comparison, the characters of his earlier works only seem real in a
certain convention. Then suddenly the story stops short: after the
arrival of Miriam in London, 7%e Tragic Museis almost a blank. Of the
two young men who have been preoccupied with Miriam, one re-
nounces her because she will not leave the stage and the other doesn’t,
apparently, fall in love with her. Miriam, herself, to be sure, makes a
great success as an actress, but we are never taken into her life, we know
nothing at first hand of her emotions. The only decisions that are
looming are negative ones, and the author himself seems to lose
interest.

These earlier chapters of The Tragic Muse are the'high point of the
first part of James’s career, after which something snaps. He announces
that he will write no more long novels, but only fiction of shorter
length; and it may be that he has become aware of his failure in his
longer novels to contrive the mounting-up to a climax of intensity and
revelation which, in order to be effective, this kind of full-length
fiction demands. At any rate, he applied himself to writing plays, and
for five years he produced little else; but one wonders when one reads
these plays—in the two volumes he called Theatricals—why James
should have sacrificed not only his time but also all the strength of his
genius for work that was worse than mediocre. He had had reason to
complain at this period that he had difficulty in selling his fiction, and
he confessed that his plays were written in the hope of a popular
success, and that they were intended merely as entertainment and were
not to be taken too seriously®—seeking to excuse that which ‘would
otherwise be inexplicable’ by invoking ‘the uttermost regions of
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dramatic amiability, the bland air of the little domestic fairy-tale.” Yet
the need for money and even for fame is surely an insufficient explana-
tion for the phenomenon of a novelist of James’s gifts almost entirely
abandoning the art in which he has perfected himself to write plays
that are admittedly trivial.

That there was something insufficient and unexplaned about James’s
emotional life seems to appear unmistakably from his novels. I believe
that 1t may be said that there have not been up to this point any con-
summated love affairs in his fiction—that is, none among the principal
characters and while the action of the story is going on; and this
defigiency must certainly have contributed to his increasing loss of hold
on his readers. It 1s not merely that he gave in The Bostonians an
unpleasant picture of Boston, and in The Tragic Muse, on the whole,
a discouraging picture of the English; it is not merely that Zhe Princess
Casamassima treated a social-revolutionary subject from a point of
view that was non-political and left neither side a moral advantage. It
was not merely that he was thus at this period rather lost between
America and England. It was also that you cannot enchant an audience
with stories about men wooing women in which the parties either
never get together or are never seen functioning as lovers. And you
will particularly dampen your readers with a story—Tke Tragic Muse
—which deals with two men and a girl but in which neither man ever
gets her. There is, as I have said, in The Tragic Muse, one of his more
convincing man-and-woman relationships. Julia Dallow 1s really
female and she behaves like a woman with Nick Dormer; but here the
woman’s political ambitions get between Nick and her, so that this,
t00, never comes to anything: here the man, again, must renounce. (In
Henry James’s later novels, these healthily female women—Kate Croy
and Charlotte Stant—are to take on a character frankly sinister.) Years
later, Henry James explained in his preface to The Tragic Muse
that the prudery, in the eighties, of the American magazines had made
it impossible for Miriam Rooth to follow the natural course of becom-
ing Nick Dormer’s mistress; and certainly the skittishness of a public
that was scandalized by Jude the Obscure is not to be underestimated.
But, after all, Hardy did write about Jude, and Meredith about Lord
Ormont and his Aminta, and let the public howl; and it might well have
enhanced Henry James’s reputation—to which he was by no means
indifferent—if he had done the same thing himself. Problems of sexual
passion in conflict with convention and law were beginning to be
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subjects of burning interest. But it is probable that James had by this
time—not consciously, perhaps, but instinctively—come to recognize
his unfittedness for dealing with them and was far too honest to fake.

One feels about the episode of his playwriting that it was an effort
to put himself over, an effort to make himself felt, as he had never
succeeded in doing. His brother William James wrote home in the
summer of 1889, at the beginning of this playwriting period, that
Henry, beneath the ‘rich sea-weeds and rigid barnacles and things’ of
‘strange heavy alten manners and customs’ with which he had covered
himself like a ‘marine crustacean,’ remained the ‘same dear" old, good,
innocent and at bottom very powerless-feeling Harry.” He had seriously
injured his back in an accident in his boyhood, and it was necessary for
him still, in his forties, to lie down for regular rests. And now it is as if
he were trying to put this ‘broken back,” as he once called it, into
making an impression through the drama as he had never been able to
put it into a passion. His heroine Miriam Rooth has just turned away
from the Philistine English world which rejects her and taken into the
theatre the artist’s will with which she is to conquer that world; and her
creator is now to imitate her.

But his plays were either not produced or not well received. At the
first night of Guy Domville (January §, 1895), he ran foul of a gallery
of hooligans, who booed and hissed him when he came before the
curtain. Their displeasure had evidently been partly due to a feeling of
having been let down by one of James’s inevitable scenes of abdication
of the lover’s role: the hero, at the end of the play, had rejected a
woman who adored him and an estate he had just inherited in order to
enter the Church. These five years of unsuccessful playwriting had put
Henry James under a strain, and this was the final blow. When he
recovers from his disappointment, he is seen to have passed through a
crisis.

Now he enters upon a new phase, of which the most obvious feature
is a subsidence back into himself. And now sex does appear in his work
—even becoming a kind of obsession—in a queer and left-handed way.
We have The Turn of the Screw and The Sacred Fount; What Maisie
Knew and In the Cage. There are plenty of love affairs now and plenty
of irregular relationships, but there are always thick screens between
them and us; illicit appetites, maleficent passions, now provide the
chief interest, but they are invariably seen from a distance.

For the Jamesian central observer who has become a special feature
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of his fiction—the reflector by whose consciousness 1s registered all
that we know of events—has undergone a diminution. This observer is
less actively involved and is rarely a complete and a full-grown person:
we have a small child who watches her elders, a female telegraph
operator who watches the senders of telegrams and lives vicariously
through them, a week-end guest who seems not to exist in any other
capacity whatever except that of week-end guest and who lives
vicariously through his fellow guests. The people who surround
this observer tend to take on the diabolic values of the spectres of
The Turn of the Screw, and these diabolic values are almost invariably
conpected with sexual relations that are always concealed and at
which we are compelled to guess. The innocent Nanda Brookenham of
The Awkward Age, a work of the same period and group, is hemmed in
by a whole host of goblins who beckon and hint and whisper and ex-
hale a creepy atmosphere of scandal. It has for the time become difficult
for James to sustain his old objectivity: he has relapsed into a dreamy
interior world, where values are often uncertain and where it is noteven
possible any longer for him to judge his effect on his audience—on the
audience which by this time has shrunk to a relatively small band of
initiated readers. One is dismayed, 1n reading his comments on Zhe
Awkward Age, which he regarded as a technical triumph, to see that he
was quite unaware of the inhuman aspect of the book which makes it a
little repellent. The central figure of The Sacred Fount may perhaps
have been presented ironically; but James evidently never suspected
how the ordinary reader would feel about this disembowelled gibbering
crew who hover around Nanda Brookenham with their shadowy
sordid designs.

This phase of Henry James’s development is also distinguished by
a kind of expansion of the gas of the psychological atmosphere—an
atmosphere which has now a special flavour. With What Maisie
Knew, James’s style, as Ford Madox Ford says, first becomes a little
gamey. He gets rid of some of his old formality and softens his
mechanical hardness; and, in spite of the element of abstraction which
somewhat dilutes and dims his writing at all periods, his language
becomes progressively poetic.

With all this, his experience of playwriting has affected his fiction in
a way which does not always seem quite to the good. He had taken as
models for his dramatic work the c3nventional ‘well made’ French
plays of the kind that Bernard Shaw was ridiculing as ‘clock-work
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mice’; and when he took to turning his plays into novels (Covering End
and The Ouzcry), their frivolity and aruficiality became even more
apparent (it was only in The Other House, which he also made into a
novel, that he had dared to be at all himself, and had produced a
psychological thriller that had something in common with Z%e Zurn
of the Screw; Guy Domville, t00, was evidently more serious, but the
text has never been published). Even after he had given up the theatre,
he went on casting his novels in dramatic form—with the result that
The Awkward Age, his supreme effort in this direction, combines a life-
less trickery of logic with the equivocal subjectivity of a nightmare.

In this period also originates a tendency on James’s part to exploit
his slesght-of-hand technique for the purpose of diverting attention from
the inadequacies of his imagination. This has imposed on some of
James’s critics and must of course have imposed on James himself. One
can see from his comments at various periods how a method like that of
Tolstoy became more and more distasteful to him. Tolstoy, he insisted,
was all over the shop, never keeping to a single point of view but
entering the minds of all his characters and failing to exercise suffi-
ciently the principle of selection, and James was even reckless enough,
in his preface to The Tragic Muse, to class War and Peace with Les
Trois Mousquetaires and The Newcomes, as ‘large loose baggy mon-
sters, with . . . queer elements of the accidental and the arbitrary’—
though the truth was, of course, that Tolstoy had spent six years on his
novel, had reduced it by a third of its original length and made of every
little scene a masterpiece of economy and relevance. He speaks in the
same preface of the difficulty he has found himself in handling a complex
subject—though it is only a problem here of going into the minds of
two of the characters. The truth is, of course, that the question of
whether or not the novelist enters into a variety of points of view has
nothing necessarily to do with his technical mastery of his materials or
even with his effect of concentration. Precisely one trouble with e
Tragic Muse is that James does not get inside Miriam Rooth; and if he
fails even to try to do so, it is because, in his experience of the world
and his insight mto human beings, he is inferior to a man like Tolstoy.
So, in The Wings of the Dove, the ‘messengering,’ as the drama courses
say, of Kate Croy’s final scene with Merton Densher is probably due to
James’s increasing incapacity for dealing directly with scenes of emo-
tion rather than to the motives he alleges. And so his recurring
complaint that he is unable to do certain things because he can no longer
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find space within his prescribed limits has the look of another excuse.
Henry James never seems aware of the amount of space he is wasting
through the long abstract formulations that do duty for concrete
details, the unnecessary circumlocutions and the gratuitous meaningless
verbiage—the as ir were’s and as we may say’s and all the rest—all the
words with which he pads out his sentences and which themselves are
probably symptomatic of a tendency to stave off his main problems,
since they are a part of the swathing process with which he makes his
embarrassing subjects always seem to present smooth contours.

N

But after this a new process sets in. In The dmbassadors, The Wings of
the Dove and The Golden Bowl, the psychological atmosphere thickens
and fills up the structure of the novel, so carefully designed and con-
trived, with the fumes of the Jamesian gas; and the characters, though
apprehended as recognizable human entities, loom obscurely through
a phantasmagoria of dreamlike similes and metaphors that seem some-
times, as Miss West has said, more vivid and solid than the settings.
But a positive element reappears. The novels of The Awkward Age

period were written not merely from an international limbo between
Europe and the United States but in the shadow of defeat and self-
doubt. Yet in these queer and neurotic stories (some of them, of course
—The Turn of the Screw and What Maisie Knew—among James’s
masterpieces) moral values begin to reassert themselves. These present
themselves first in an infantile form, in Maisie Farrange and in Nanda
Brookenham, whose innocence is a touchstone for the other characters.
Then, in the longer novels that follow, embodied in figures of a more
mature innocence, they come completely to dominate the field. These
figures are now always Americans. We have returned to the pattern of
his earlier work, in which the typical dramatic conflict took place
between glamorous people who were worldly and likely to be wicked,
and people of superior scruples who were likely to be more or less
homely, and in which the glamorous characters usually represented
Europe and the more honourable ones the United States. In those
earlier novels of James, it had not been always—as in The Porirait of a
Lady—the Americans who were left with the moral advantage; the
Europeans—as in the story with thatYitle—had been sometimes made
the more sympathetic. But in these later ones it is always the Americans
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who command admiration and respect—where they are pitted against a
fascinating Italian prince, a charming and appealing French lady, and a
formidable group of rapacious English. Yes: there was a beauty and
there was also a power in the goodness of these naive but sensitive
people—there were qualities which did not figure in Flaubert’s or
Thackeray’s picture. This was something new n the world which did
not fit into the formulas of Europe. What if poor Lambert Strether ad
missed in Woollett, Mass., many things he wauld have enjoyed in
Paris: he had brought to Paris something it lacked. And the burden of
James’s biography of William Wetmore Story, which cani® out at the
same time as these novels, the early years of the century—rather
different from that of his study of Hawthorne, published 1n 1880—is
that artists like Story who left Boston for Europe eventually found
themselves in a void and might better have stayed at home.

And now Henry James revisits America, writes 7%e American Scene,
and, for the first time since the rejected Bostonians, lays the scene of a
novel—T%e Ivory Tower, which he dropped and did not live to finish—
entirely in the United States.

In another unfinished novel, the fantasia called T4e Sense of the Past,
he makes a young contemporary American go back into eighteenth-
century England. Here the Jamesian ambiguity serves an admirable
artistic purpose. Is it the English of the past who are ghosts or the
American himself who is only a dream?—will the moment come when
they will vanish or will he himself cease to exist? And, as before, there is
a question of James’s own asking at the bottom of the ambiguity:
Which is real-—America or Europe?—a question which was apparently
to be answered by the obstinate survival of the American in the teeth of
the spectres who would drag him back. (It is curious, by the way, to
compare T#e Sense of the Past with Mark T'wain’s Connecticut ¥Yankee:
the two books have a good deal in common.)

Yes: in spite of the popular assumption, founded on his expatriation
and on his finally becoming a British citizen, it is the ideals of the United
States which triumph in James’s work. His warmest tributes to Ameri-
can genius come out of these later years. Though he could not, in
Notes of a Son and Brother, resist the impulse to remove references to
Lincoln as ‘old Abe’ from William James’s early letters of the wartime,
this autobiographical reverie contains pages on Lincoln’s death of a
touching appreciation and pride. ‘It was vain to say,” he writes of
Andrew Johnson, of whom he declares that the American people felt
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him unworthy to represent them, ‘that we had deliberately invoked the
“common” in authority and must drink the wine we had drawn. No
countenance, no salience of aspect nor composed symbol, could
superficially have referred itself less than Lincoln’s mould-smashing
mask to any mere matter-of-course type of propriety; but his admirable
unrelated head had itself revealed a type—as if by the very fact that
what made in it for roughness of kind looked out only less than what
made in 1t for splendid final stamp; in other words for commanding
Style.” And of the day when the news reached Boston: ‘I was fairly to
go in shame Of its being my birthday. These would have been the hours
of the streets if none others had been—when the huge general gasp
filled them like a great earth-shudder and people’s eyes met people’s
eyes without the vulgarity of speech. Even this was, all so strangely,
part of the lift and the swell, as tragedy has but to be of a pure enough
strain and a high enough connection to sow with its dark hand the seed
of greater life. The collective sense of what had occurred was of a
sadness too noble not somehow to inspire, and it was truly in the air
that, whatever we had as a nation produced or failed to produce, we
could at least gather round this perfection of classic woe.” In T%e
American Scene, he writes of Concord: “We may smule a little as we
“drag in” Weimar, but I confess myself, for my part, much more
satisfied than not by our happy equivalent, “in American money,” for
Goethe and Schiller. The money is a potful in the second case as in the
first, and if Goethe, in one, represents the gold and Schiller the silver, I
find (and quite putting aside any bimetallic prejudice) the same good
relation in the other between Emerson and Thoreau. I open Emerson
for the same benefit for which I open Goethe, the sense of moving in
large intellectual space, and that of the gush, here and there, out of the
rock, of the crystalline cupful, in wisdom and poetry, in Wahrheit and
Dichtung; and whatever I open Thoreau for (I needn’t take space here
for the good reasons) I open him oftener than I open Schuller.” Edith
Wharton says that he used to read Walt Whitman aloud ‘in a mood of
subdued ecstasy’ and with tremendous effect on his hearers.

James’s visit to the United States in 190405, after nearly a quarter
of a century’s absence, had been immensely exciting to him. He had
plunged into his sensations with a gusto, explored everything accessible
with a voracity and delivered himself of positive ideas (the presence
and the opinions of William must paftly have stimulated this, as a
passage in Henry’s note-books suggests) at a rate that seems almost to
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transform the personality of the modest recluse of Lamb House, with
his addiction to the crepuscular and the dubious. One realizes now for
the first time, as he was realizing for the first time himself, how little
of America he had seen before. He had never been West or South. He
had known only New York, Boston and Newport. But he now
travelled all the way south to Florida and all the way west to Cali-
fornia, apparently almost drunk with new discoveries and revelations.
His account of his trip in T%e American Scene, published in 1907, has
a magnificent solidity and brilliance quite different from the vagueness
of impressionism which had been making the backgrounds of his
novels a little unsatisfactory; and the criticism of the national life shows
an incisiveness, a comprehensiveness, a sureness in knowing his way
about, a grasp of political and economic factors, that one might not
have expected of Henry James returning to Big Business America.
It is probably true that James—as W. H. Auden has suggested—had
never approached Europe with anything like the same boldness. In
Italy, France, or England, he had been always a ‘passionate pilgrim’
looking for the picturesque. But with long residence abroad, as he tells
us, the romance and the mystery had evaporated, and America, of
which he had been hearing such sensational if sometimes dismaying
news, had in its turn been coming to seem romantic. What is exhilarat-
ing and most surprising 1s the old-fashioned American patriotism
which—whether he is admiring or indignant—throbs in every pulse
of The American Scene. It would be difficult to understand why James
should have been credited in the United States with being an immode-
rate Anglophile—even if the implications of The Wings of the Dove
had been missed—after The American Scene had appeared, if one did
not have to allow for the shallowness of professional criticism and the
stupid indifference of the public that marked that whole period in
the United States. The truth is that he returns to America with some-
thing like an overmastering homesickness that makes him desire to
give it the benefit of every doubt, to hope for the best from what
shocks or repels him. He is not at the mercy of his wincings from the
elements that are alien and vulgar. The flooding-in of the new foreign
population, though he has to make an effort to accept it, does not
horrify him or provoke him to sneers, as it did that professional
explorer but professional Anglo-Saxon, Kipling—after all, the James
family themselves had not béen long in the United States and were
so nearly pure Irish that Henry speaks of their feeling a special interest
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in the only set of their relatives that represented the dominant English
blood. He thinks it a pity that the immigrants should be standardized
by barren New York, but he is gratified at the evidence that America
has been able to give them better food and clothing. The popular
consumption of candy, in contrast to the luxury and privilege that
sweets have always been in Europe, seems to please him when he
attends the Yiddish theatre. He is angry over the ravages of com-
mercialism—the explojtation of real-estate values and the destruction
of old buildings and landmarks that followed the Civil War—but he
is optimistic enough to hope that the time is approaching when the
national taste will have improved sufficiently to check this process.
And in the meantime at Mount Vernon he feels awe at the memory of
Washington, invokes in the Capitol the American eagle as a symbol
of the republican idealism, and writes one of the most eloquent and
most moving pages to be found in the whole range of his work in
celebration of the Concord bridge and the shot heard round the world.
It is as if, after the many books which James had written in countries
not native to him, under the strain of maintaining an attitude that
should be rigorously international, yet addressing himself to an
audience that rarely understood what he was trying to do and in
general paid little attention to him—it is as if, after a couple of decades
of this, his emotions had suddenly been given scope, his genius for
expression liberated, as if his insight had been confronted with a field
on which it could play without diffidence; and he produced in Z%e
American Scene, one of the very best books about modern America.
The point is that James’s career—given his early experience of
Europe—had inevitably been affected by the shift in American
ambitions which occurred after the Civil War. It has been shown by
Mr. Van Wyck Brooks in his literary history of the United States
how the post-Revolutionary American had been stimulated—much
like the Russian of the first years of the Soviet regime—to lay the
foundations for a new humanity, set free from the caste-barriers and
the poverties of Europe, which should return to the mother-continent
only to plunder her for elements of culture that might be made to serve
the new aim; but how, with the growth of industry, the ascendancy of
business ideals, the artists and the other intellectuals found it difficult
to function at home and, discouraged with the United States, more and
more took refuge in Europe. James exPlains, in Zhe American Scene,
that the residence abroad of Americans like himself, of small incomes
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and non-acquisitive tastes, had by this time become merely a matter
of having found oneself excreted by a society with whose standards
of expenditure one was not in a position to keep up, at the same time
that one could not help feeling humiliated at being thrust by it below
the salt. But though his maturity belonged to this second phase, he
had grown up during the first—the brothers of his grandmother
James had fought in the Revolution and been friends of Lafayette
and Washington, and his James grandfather had come to America
from Ireland and made a fortune of three million dollars—and he had
never lost the democratic idealism, the conviction of ha\'fing scored a
triumph and shown the old world a wonder, that were characteristic
of it. This appears at the beginning of James’s career in the name of
‘the American,” Newman, and at the end in his magnificent phrase
about Lincoln’s ‘mould-smashing mask.’

VI

But Henry James is a reporter, not a prophet. With less politics even
than Flaubert, he can but chronicle the world as it passes, and in his
picture the elements are mixed. In the Americans of Henry James’s
later novels (those written before his return)—the Milly Theales,
the Lambert Strethers, the Maggie Ververs—he shows us all that was
magnanimous, reviving and warm in the Americans at the beginning
of the new century along with all that was frustrated, sterile, exces-
sively refined, depressing—all that they had in common with the
Frédéric Moreaus and with the daughters of poor English parsons.
Here they are with their ideals and their blights: Milly Theale, for
example, quite real at the core of her cloudy integument, probably the
best portrait in fiction of a rich New Yorker of the period. It is the
period of the heyday of Sargent; but compare such figures of James’s
with the fashionable paintings of Sargent, truthful though these are
in their way, and see with what profounder insight as well as with what
superior delicacy Henry James has caught the moneyed distinction of
the Americans of this race.

But between the first blooming and the second something tragic has
happened to these characters. What has become of Christopher New-
man? What has become of Isabel Archer? They are Lambert Strether
and Milly Theale—the one Worn out by Woollet, Mass., the other
overburdened with money and dying for lack of love. Neither finds
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any fulfilment in Europe, neither ever gets his money’s worth. Maggie
Verver has her triumph in the end, but she, too, is much too rich for
comfort. These people look wan and they are more at sea than the
people of the earlier novels. They had been tumbled along or been
ground in the sand by the surf of commercial success that has been
running in the later part of the century, and in either case are very
much the worse for it. It seems to me foolish to reproach Henry James
for having neglected the industrial background. Like sex, we never
get very close to it, but its effects are a part of his picture. James’s
tone is more often old-maidish than his sense of reality is feeble;
and the changes in American life that have been going on during his
absence are implied in these later books.

When he revisits the States at last, he is aroused to a new effort
in fiction as well as to the reporting of The American Scene. The
expatriate New Yorker of 7%e Jolly Corner comes back to the old house
on Fifth Avenue to confront the apparition of himself as he would
have been if he had stayed and worked ‘downtown.” ‘Rigid and
conscious, spectral yet human, a man of his own substance and stature
waited there to measure himself with his power to dismay.” At first
this alter ego covers its face with its hands; then it advances ‘as for
aggression, and he knew himself give ground. Then harder pressed
still, sick with the force of his shock, and falling back as under the hot
breath and the sensed passion of a life larger than his own, a rage of
personality before which his own collapsed, he felt the whole vision
turn to darkness and his very feet give way.’ He faints.

Yet at contact with this new America which is extravagant at the
same time as ugly, the old Balzac in James revives. I do not know why
more has not been made in the recent discussion of James—especially
by the critics of the Left, who are so certain that there is nothing in
him—of the unfinished novel called Tke fvory Tower. The work of
James’s all but final period has been ‘poetic’ rather than ‘realistic’;
but now he passes into a further phase in which the poetic treatment
is applied to what is for James a new kind of realism. The fiction of
his latest period is occupied in a special way with the forgotten, the
poor and the old, even—what has been rare in James—with the
uncouth, the grotesque. It is perhaps the reflection of his own old age,
his own lack of worldly success, thestrange creature that he himself
had become. This new vein had already appeared in the long short
story The Papers, with its fantastically amusing picture of the sordid
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lives of journalists in London; and he later wrote Fordham Castle, in
which he said he had tried to do something for the parents of the
Daisy Millers whose children had left them behind—a curious if not
very successful glimpse of the America of Sinclair Lewis; and T%e
Bench of Desolation, the last story but one that he published, surely
one of the most beautifully written and wonderfully developed short
pteces in the whole range of James’s work: a sort of prose poem of
loneliness and poverty among the nondescript small shopkeepers
and retired governesses of an English seaside resort.

But in the meantime the revelation of Newport, as it presented itself
in the nineteen hundreds—so different from the Newport which James
had described years ago in An International Episode—stimulates him
to something quite new: a kind of nightmare of the American nouveaux
rickes. Here his appetite for the varied forms of life, his old interest
in social phenomena, seem brusquely to wake him up from reverie.
The appearances of things become vivid again. To our amazement,
there starts into colour and relief the America of the millionaires, at
its crudest, corruptest and phoniest: the immense amorphous mansions,
complicated by queer equipment which seems neither to have been
purchased by personal choice nor humanized by personal use; the old
men of the Rockefeller-Frick generation, landed, with no tastes and no
interests, amidst a limitless magnificence which dwarfs them; the silly
or clumsy young people of the second generation with their dubious
relationships, their enormous and meaningless parties, their touching
longings and resolute strivings for an elegance and cultivation which
they have no one to guide them in acquiring. The spectre of T%e Jolly
Corner appeared to the expatriate American ‘quite as one of those
expanding fantastic images projected by the magic lantern of child-
hood’; and in somewhat the same way, for the reader of James, with
the opening of Tke [vory Tower, there emerges the picture of old
Abner Gaw, a kind of monster from outside the known Jamesian
world, sitting and rocking his foot and looking out on the sparkling
Atlantic while he waits for his business partner to ‘die. The Ivory
Tower, in dealing with the newest rich, is comic and even homely;
but it is also, like all this later work of Henry James, poetic in that
highest sense that its characters and scenes and images shine out with
the incandescence which shows them as symbols of phases through
which the human soul has passed. The moral of the novel—swhich
seems quite plain from the scenario left by James—is also of particular
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interest. The ivory tower itself, a fine piece of Chinese carving, is
to represent, for the young American who has just returned from
Europe and inherited his uncle’s fortune, that independence of spirit,
that private cultivation of sensations and that leisure for literary work,
which the money is to make possible for him; but it fatally contains,
also, the letter in which Abner Gaw, out of vindictiveness toward
the partner who has double-crossed him, has revealed all the swindles
and perfidies by which the fortune has been created. So that the
cosmopolitan nephew (he has always had a /Zzzle money) is finally to
be only too 3lad to give up the independence with the fortune.

Henry James dropped The Ivory Tower when the war broke out
in 1914, because he felt it was too remote from the terrible contem-
porary happenings. These events seem to have presented themselves
to James as simply a critical struggle between, on the one hand, French
and English civilization and, on the other, German barbarity. He had
believed in and had invoked rather vaguely the possible salutary effect
for the world of an influential group of international élite made up
of the kind of people with whom he associated and whom he liked to
depict in his novels; but now he spoke of the past as ‘the age of the
mistake,” the period when people had thought that the affairs of the
world were sufficiently settled for such an élite to flourish. He was
furiously nationalistic, or at least furiously pro-Ally. He railed against
Woodrow Wilson for his delay in declaring war, and he applied in
1915, in a gesture of rejection and allegiance, to become a British
subject. ‘However British you may be, I am more British still!” he is
said to have exclaimed to Edmund Gosse, when the process had been
completed—something which, Gosse is supposed to have remarked,
‘nobody wanted him to be.” He had hitherto refrained from this
step, feeling, as we gather from The American Scene, some pride and
some advantage in his status as a citizen of the United States. But he
had been thrown off his balance again, had been swung from his
poise of detachment, always a delicate thing to maintain and requiring
special conditions. It never occurred to James that he had been, i
The Ivory Tower, much closer to contemporary realities than he was
when he threw up his hat and enlisted in a holy war on Germany;
that the partnership of Betterman and Gaw was not typical merely of
the United States but had its European counterparts—any more than
it was present to him now that the cla%s antagonisms of Te Princess
Casamassima, his response to the depression of the eighties, must
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inevitably appear again and that the events he was witnessing in
Europe were partly due to that social system whose corruption he
had been consciously chronicling, and were expediting the final
collapse which he had earlier half—predmted

But as Hyacinth Robinson had died of the class struggle, so Henry
James died of the war. He was cremated, and a funeral service was held
—on March 3, 1916—at Chelsea Olcl Church in London; but his
ashes, as he had directed, were brought to the United States and buried
in the Cambridge cemetery beside his parents and sister and brother.
One occasionally, however, finds references to him which assume
that he was burted in England—just as one sometimes also finds refer~
ences which assume that he was born in New England—so that even
Henry James’s death has been not without asuggestion of the equivocal.

The English had done him the honour, not long before he died,
of awarding him the Order of Merit. But I do not think that anybody
has yet done full justice to his genius as an international critic of
manners, esthetic values and morals. The strength of that impartial
intelligence of which his hesitating and teasing ambiguity sometimes
represented a weakness had prompted him to find his bearings among
social gravitational fields which must at the time have seemed almost
as bewildering as the astronomical ones with which the physics of
relativity were just beginning to deal. It had fortified him to meet and
weather the indifference or ridicule of both the two English-speaking
peoples to whom he had addressed himself and whose historian he had
trained himself to be; and it had stimulated him, through more than
half a hundred books, a long life of unwearying labour, to keep recreat-
ing himself as an artist and even to break new ground at seventy.

For Henry James is a first-rank writer in spite of certain obvious
deficiencies. His work is incomplete as his experience was; but it is
in no respect second-rate, and he can be judged only in company with
the greatest. I have been occupied here with the elements that travail
or contend or glow beneath the surface of his even fiction, and my
argument has not given me occasion to insist, as ought to be done in
any ‘literary’ discussion of James, on his classical equanimity in dealing
with diverse forces, on his combination, equally classical, of hard
realism with formal harmony. These are qualities—I have tried to
describe them in writing about Pushkin—which have always been
rather rare in American and Erglish literature and of which the fiction
of James is one of the truest examples.
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1948. 1 have left my description of The Turn of the Screw mainly
as I originally wrote it. In going over it again, however, it has struck
me that I forced a point in trying to explain away the passage in which
the housekeeper identifies, from the governess’s description, the male
apparition with Peter Quint. The recent publication of Henry James’s
note-books seems, besides, to make it quite plain that James’s conscious
intention, in The Turn of the Screw, was to write a bona fide ghost
story; and it also becoqmes clear that the theme of youth feeding age
was to have been the real subject of The Sacred Fount. I should today
restate my tResis as follows:

At the time that James wrote these stories, his faith in himself
had been somewhat shaken. Though he had summoned the whole
force of his will and brought his whole mind to bear on writing plays,
he had not made connections with the theatre. The disastrous opening
night of Guy Domville had occurred on January 5, 1895. On the
evening of January 10, we learn from an entry in the note-books,
James had heard from Archbishop Benson the story that suggested
The Turn of the Screw. On January 23, he writes: ‘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. . . . T have only to face my problems.’
The Turn of the Screw was begun in the fall of 1897 (The Spoils of
Poynton and What Maisie Knew had been written in between). Now,
to fail as James had just done is to be made to doubt one’s grasp of
reality; and the doubts that some readers feel as to the soundness of
the governess’s story are, I believe, the reflection of James’s doubts,
communicated unconsciously by James himself (in sketching out his
stories in his note-books—as for The Friends of the Friends, des-
cribed below—he sometimes shifts over without a break from a
first person which refers to himself to a first person which refers
to the imaginary teller). An earlier story, The Path of Duty, published
in 1884, is perhaps the most obvious example of James’s interest in
cases of self-deception and his trick of presenting them from their own
points of view; and it is given a special relevance to the problem of
The Turn of the Screw by the entry about it in the note-books. This
entry is simply a notation of a curious piece of gossip which James
had heard in London, with a discussiof of the various ways in which
it could be treated in fiction; but the story that James afterwards
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wrote depends for its effectiveness on an element which James does
not mention there. The original anecdote is used, but it here gets
another dimension from the attitude of the woman who is supposed
to be telling it. This American lady in London is enamoured of an
attractive nobleman in line for a desirable baronetcy, with whom she
is on fairly close terms but who takes no serious interest in her. She
therefore intervenes in a mischievous way, under the pretence of keep-
mg him to the ‘path of duty,” to prevent him from marrying the
woman he loves and induce him to marry one he doesn’t—a situation
in which everybody else is to be left as dissatisfied as slie is. She has
never admitted to herself her real motives for what she is doing, and
they gradually dawn on the reader in the form of intermittent suspicions
like the suspicions that arise in one’s mind in reading T%e Turn of the
Screw. But in the case of The Path of Duty, we are quite clear as we finish
the story, as to what role the narrator has actually played. She has
written her account, we realize, though ostensibly to satisfy a friend
who had been asking her about the episode, really as a veiled confession;
and then she has decided to withhold it, ostensibly to shield the main
actors, but really to shield herself. Here James, having noted down an
anecdote, as he was also to do for The Turn of the Screw and had
already done with the notion that was to be used in T%e Sacred Fount,
has produced a psychological study for which the anecdote is only a
pretext. Another story, The Friends of the Friends, the idea for which
James first noted in the December of 1895 and which he immediately
afterwards wrote, also offers a clue to the process which I believe was
at work in The Turn of the Screw. The Friends of the Friends is a ghost
story, which involves, like 7he Marriages and The Path of Duty, a
mischievous intervention prompted by interested motives on the part
of a woman narrator; and the ghost is presumably a product of this
narrator’s neurotic jealousy. Maud-Evelyn, a story written later and
first published 1 1900, though the first suggestion of it seems also
to occur in the note-books of 1895, presents a young man who
from interested motives lends himself to the spiritualistic self-decep-
tions of parents who have lost their daughter. One is led to conclude
that, in T%e Turn of the Screw, not merely is the governess self-deceived,
but that James is self-deceived about her.

A curious feature of these note-books is the tone that Henry James
takes in collecting his materidis and outlining his plots. It is not, as
with the notes of most writers, as if James were sitting in the work-~
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shop of his mind, alone and with no consciousness of an audience,
but exactly as if he were addressing a letter to a friend who took a
keen interest in his work but with whom he is not sufficiently intimate
to discuss his personal affairs. He calls himself mon bon and caro mio—
‘Causons, causons, mon bon,” he will write—and speaks to himself
with polite depreciation—referring to ‘the narrator of the tale, as I
may in courtesy call it.” But, though he talks to himself a good deal—
and sometimes very e:xcitedly and touchingly—about his relation to
his work, his muse,” he never notes down personal emotions in
relation to anything else as possible subjects for fiction. One comes to
the conclusion that Henry James, in a special and unusual way, was
what is nowadays called an ‘extrovert’—that is, he did not brood
on himself and analyse his own reactions, as Stendhal, for example, did,
but always dramatized his experience immediately in terms of imag-
inary people. One gets the impression here that James was not intro-
spective. Nor are his characters really so. They register, as James
himself registered, a certain order of perceptions and sensations; but
they justify to some degree the objection of critics like Wells that his
psychology is superficial—though it would be more correct to put
it that, while his insight is not necessarily superficial, his ‘psychologi-
zing’ tends to be so. What we are told is going on in the characters,
heads is a sensitive reaction to surfaces which itself seems to take place
on the surface. We do not often see them grappling with their problems
in terms of concrete ambitions or of intimate relationships. What we
see when we are supposed to look into their minds is something as
much arranged by James to conceal, to mislead and to create suspense
as the actual events presented. These people, so far as the ‘psycholo-
gizing’ goes, are not intimate even with themselves. They talk to
themselves about what they are doing and what is happening to them
even a good deal less frankly than James talks to himself about them,
and that is already with the perfect discretion of an after-dinner
conversation between two gentlemanly diners-out. As Henry James
gets further away—beginning with What Maisie Knew—from the
realism of his earlier phases, his work—as Stephen Spender has said
in connection with The Golden Bowl—becomes all a sort of ruminative
poem, which gives us not really a direct account of the internal work-
ings of his characters, but rather ]ames s reflective feelings, the flow
of images set off in his mind, as he pe8ps not impolitely inside them.
Not, however, that his sense of life—of personal developments and
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impacts—is not often profound and sure. The point is merely that it
is not always so, and that the floor of the layer of consciousness that
we are usually allowed to explore sometimes rings rather hollow.
Where motivations are rarely revealed, we cannot always tell how
much the author knows; and it is on this account that arguments occur
—and not only in the case of The Turn of the Screw but also in that of
The Golden Bowl—as to what is supposed to be happening in a given
situation or as to what kind of personalities the characters are sup-
posed to be. Carefully though, from one point of view, the point
of view of technical machinery, Henry James alwdys planned
his novels, he seems sometimes to falter and grope in dealing with
their human problems. The habits he imposed on himself m his
attempt to write workable plays was unfortunate in this connection.
The unperformed comedies that he published in the two volumes of
Theatricals, which are almost the only things he wrote that can really
be called bad, show a trully appalling self-discipline in sterile and stale
devices and artificial motivations. In the stage world of Henry James,
young men are always prepared to marry, regardless of personal taste
or even of close acquaintance, from an interest in a property or an
inheritance, or because they have been told that they have com-
promised girls or simply because women have proposed to them;
and an element of this false psychology was afterwards carried by
James through the whole of his later fiction along with his stage
technique. It is true that in this later fiction there is a good deal of
illicit passion, as had not been the case in his plays; but his adulteries
seem sometimes as arbitrary as the ridiculous engagements of
Theatricals. They are not always really explained, we cannot always
be sure they are really there, that the people have been to bed together.
But, on the other hand, we sometimes feel the presence, lurking like
‘the beast in the jungle,” of other emotional factors with which the
author himself does not always appear to have reckoned.

T once gave The Turn of the Screw to the Austrian novelist Franz
Hollering to see what impression he would get of it. It did not occur
to him that it was not a real ghost story, but he said to me, after he had
read it: “The man who wrote that was a Kinderschinder’; and I remem-
bered that in all James’s work of this period—which extends from
The Other House through The Sacred Fount—the favourite theme is
the violation of innocence, withi the victim in every case (though you
have in The Zurn of the Screw a boy as well as a girl) a young or a little
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gitl. In The Other House a child is murdered; in Whar Maisie Knew
and The Awkward Age, a child and a young virgin are played upon by
forces of corruption which, though they do not destroy the girls’
innocence, . somewhat harm them or dislocate their emotions by
creating abnormal relationships; in The Turn of the Screw, which-
ever way you take it, the little girl is either hurt or corrupted. (The
candid and loyal young heroines of The Spoils of Poynton and In the
Cage, though they can hardly be said to be violated, are both, in their
respecnve ways, represented as shut out from somethmg) This, of
course, in a'sense, is an old theme for ]arnes Washington Square and
The Portrait of @ Lady were studies in innocence betrayed. But there
is something rather peculiar, during this relatively neurotic phase,
in his interest in and handling of this subject. The real effectiveness
of all these stories derives, not from the conventional pathos of a
victim with whom we sympathize but from the excitement of the
violation; and if we look back to Henry James’s first novel, Warch and
Ward, serialized when he was twenty-eight, we find a very queer little
tale about a young man of twenty-six who becomes the guardian of a
girl of ten and gradually falls in love with her but is for a long time
debarred from marrying her, when she comes of age to marry, by a
complication of scruples and misunderstandings. The relationship
clearly connects itself with the relationship, in 7%e Awkward Age,
between Nanda and Mr. Langdon, in which, also, the attitude of the
pseudo-father is given a flavour of unavowed sex. We are not in a
position to explain, on any basis of early experience, this preoccupation
of James with immature girls who are objects of desire or defilement;
but it seems clear what symbolic role they played from time to time
in his work. He seems early to have ‘polarized’ with his brother
William in an opposition of feminine and masculine. This appears in a
significant anecdote which he tells in his autobiography about
William’s having left him once to go to play, as he said, with ‘boys
that curse and swear’; and in his description of his feeling from the
first' that William was ‘occupying a place in the world to which I
couldn’t at all aspire—to any approach to which in truth I seem to
myself ever conscious of having signally forfeited a title’; and one
finds it in their correspondence and in everything one has heard of
their relations. There was always in Henry James an innocent little
girl whom he cherished and loved anfd protected and yet whom he
later tried to violate, whom he even tried to kill. He must have felt
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particularly helpless, particularly unsuited for the battle with the
world, particularly exposed to rude insult, after the failure of his
dramatic career, when he retreated into his celibate solitude. The
maiden innocent of his early novels comes to life again; but he now
does not merely pity her, he does not merely adore her: in his
impotence, his impatience with himself, he would like to destroy or
rape her. The real dramatic and esthetic values of the stories that he
writes at this period are involved with an equivocal blending of this
impulse and an instinct of self-pity. (The conception of innocence
excluded is a reaction to the same situation: Fleda Vetch, {n The Spoils
of Poynton, misses marrying the man she loves and misses inheriting
the spoils, which in any case go up in flames; the girl in the telegraph
office finds that 1t is not she who is ‘in the cage’ but the dashing young
captain whose amours she has fascinatedly watched from afar—just as
James must have had to decide that the worldly success he had tried
for was, after all, not' worth having. So the innocents in certamn of
the other stories, too, are left with a moral advantage.) This is not in
the least, on the critic’s part, to pretend to reduce the dignity of these
stories by reading into them the embarrassments of the author. They
do contain, I believe, a certain subjective element which hardly appears
to the same degree elsewhere in James’s mature work; but he has
expressed what he had to express—disappointments and dissatis-
factions that were poignantly and not ignobly felt—with dramatic
intensity and poetic colour. These are fairy-stories, but fairy-stories
that trouble, that get a clear and luminous music out of chords very
queerly combined. They are unique in literature, and their admirable
style and form are not quite like anything else even in the work of
James. In The Wings of the Dove, of course, which follows The Awk-
ward Age, he is still occupied with violated innocence, but now his
world is firm again on its base, and we are back on the international
stage of The Portraut of @ Lady. Milly Theale, though languishing
and fatally ill, is a real and full-grown woman dealing with a practical
conspiracy, not a tender little girl or jeune fille jeopardized by an
ambiguous dream.?

1 The immaturity of the heroines in James serves sometimes to provide
one of his many pretexts for making it impossible for the heroes to marry
them. The whole question of the motif of impotence in James has been dis-
cussed very suggestively and intergstingly—though on the basis of an incom-
plete acquaintance with Henry James’s work—in a paper called “The Ghost
of Henry James: A Study in Thematic Apperception’ by Dr, Saul Rosenzweig
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It is of course no longer true, as is implied in the above essay, that
the stature and merits of James are not fully appreciated in the English-
speaking world. Since the centenary of James’s birth in 1943, he has
been celebrated, interpreted, reprinted, on a scale which, I believe, is
unprecedented for a classical American writer. There have contri-
buted to this frantic enthusiasm perhaps a few rather doubtful elements.
A novelist whose typical hero invariably decides not to act, who

(Character and Personality, December 1943). Dr. Rosenzwerg suggests that
the accident ¥ which Henry James spramned his back at eighteen—‘a hornid
even if an obscure hurt,” as James himself calls 1t—and from which he suffered,
sometimes acutely, all the rest of his life, may have been partly neurotic not only
1n 1ts results but even in 1ts origin—since 1t offers a strangely close parallel with
the accident 1 which the elder Henry James had lost his leg—also in extmn-
guishing a fire—at the age of thirteen. The son’s accident had occurred, as he
tells us himself, at the begmning of the Civil War and put 1t out of the question
for him to answer Lincoln’s first call for volunteers. Dr. Rosenzweig has brought
to light a very early story of James, the first he ever published. ‘The Story of a
Year’, which appeared in the Atlantic Monthly n March 1865. Here you have
a young man of the North who, just before going off to the war, becomes engaged
to a girl but makes her promuse that, if he should die, she will forget him and
marry someone else. She dreams, when he has gone, that she 1s walking 1 a
wood with a man who calls her wife and that they find a dead man covered
with wounds. They lift the corpse up to bury it, and 1t opens 1ts eyes and says
‘Amen’; they stamp down the dirt of the grave. The lover 1s actually wounded,
lingers for some time between life and death, and then dies, leaving the fiancée
to marry another man. Another factor in the story 1s the young man’s mother,
who comes between him and the girl, being unwilling to have him marry her and
trying to prevent her seeing him after he has been brought home wounded—
Henry James, it seems, was his mother’s favourite child. Dr. Rosenzweig mught
also have cited another early short story, An Extraordinary Case (1868), in which
another returned soldier, suffering from an unspecified ailment, loses hus girl
to another man and dies.

One can agree with Dr. Rosenzweig that a castration theme appears here—
one recognizes 1t as the same that figures through the whole of James’s work;
but that work does not bear out the contention put forward by Dr. Rosenzweig
that James was to suffer all his life from unallayed feelings of guilt for not having
taken part in the war. The only real pieces of evidence that Dr. Rosenzweig
is able to produce are the short story, Owen Wingrave, which deals with the
deliberate pacifism of a young man from a military family and leaves the moral
advantage all with the pacfist, who dies in the cause of peace; and Henry James’s
excitement at the begmning of World War I and his memoirs at this time of
the Civil War. He must certainly be right, however, in assuming that well before
the age when “The Story of a Year’ was written, a state of mind 1n which ‘aggres-
sion and sexuality were repressed” had been ‘established as a modus vivendi.’
One of James’s most curious symbols for his chronic inhibition occurs in a very
early story called first Théolinde, then Rosg-Agathe, in which a man falls
love with a dummy in a Parisian hairdresser’s window and finally buys her and
takes her home to live with. The wax dummy is cut off at the wast.
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remains merely an mntelligent onlooker, appeals for obvious reasons
to a period when many intellectuals, formerly romantic egoists or
partisans of the political Left, have been resigning themselves to the
role of observer or of passive participant in activities which cannot
command their whole allegiance. The stock of Henry James has gone
up in the same market as that of Kafka, and the recent apotheosis of
him has sometimes been conducted as uncritically as the prayers and
contemplations of the Kafka cult. At the same time, in a quite different
way, he has profited from—or, at any rate, been publicized by—the
national propaganda movement which has been advertising American
civilization under the stmulus of our needs in the war and our emer-
gence into the international world. The assumption seems to be
that Henry James is our counterpart to Yeats, Proust and Joyce, and
he has been tacitly assigned to high place i the official American
Dream along with ‘Mr. Jefferson,” the Gertysburg Address, Paul
Bunyan, the Covered Wagon, and Mom’s Huckleberry Pie. He will
doubtless be translated for the Japanese, who were fascinated before
the war by the refinements of Paul Valéry and Proust.?

Yet we do well to be proud of him, and there are very good reasons
for young people to read him straight through, as—incredible though
it would have sounded at the time he was still alive—they seem more
and more to be doing. Henry James stands out today as unique among
our fiction writers of the nineteenth century in having devoted whole-
heartedly to literature the full span of a long life and brought to it
first-rate abilities. Beside James’s half century of achievement, with its
energy, continuity and variety, the production of Hawthorne looks
furtive and meagre and the work of Poe’s brief years fragmentary.
Alone among our novelists of the past, Henry James managed to master
his art and to practise it on an impressive scale, to stand up to popular
pressures so as not to break down or peter out, and to build up what
the French call an cwuvre.

1 Since writing thus, I have found in a book catalogue—along with a Japanese
translation of Ulysses—a volume of James’s short stories translated into Japanese
(1924), and a Japanese book about James (1934).



