The Novel at the Turn of the Century, 2
The Modernist Novel: Henry James (1843-1916)

Preliminary facts

· Henry James and Joseph Conrad the first experimenters in the history of the English novel

· Both born outside Britain

· James born in New York City

· His father prominent intellectual (Swedenborgian mysticism), travelled a great deal to Geneva, Paris, and London with family; knew Thomas Carlyle, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Washington Irving, and William Makepeace Thackeray

· Brother, William James, author of Principles of Psychology (1890) and The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902)

· H.J. British citizen in 1915 

· James was shy, sensitive and had difficulty mixing with other boys – was a confirmed bachelor, claimed to practice celibacy, question of homosexuality arises

· Briefly attended Harvard Law School 

· By his mid- twenties James was considered one of the most skilled writers in America

· Many of his novels revolve around the social manoeuvrings of the upper classes, the situation of Americans living in Europe – new topic (e.g. The American, The Europeans, and Daisy Miller )

· America: Optimism and innocence – Europe: decadence and social sophistication

Between romanticism and modernism

· His language still largely belongs to the 19th century (long, sometimes tedious sentences) 

· But realism, psychological realism, conscious construction of works point forward

· Slow and uneventful plotting

· Elliptical technique (scenes implied rather than told) 

· Extremely productive author: two biographies, two volumes of memoirs of his childhood and a long fragment of autobiography; 22 novels, including two unfinished ones, 112 tales, 15 plays, and dozens of essays. 

· Novels include The Portrait of a Lady (1881), The Bostonians (1886), The Wings of the Dove (1902), The Ambassadors (1903), and The Golden Bowl (1904)

· Sensitivity to moral questions 

· Intermediates between: 

- America and Britain

· 19th c. predecessors (Dickens, George Eliot) and modernists, such as Joyce and Woolf

· 3 large periods

1. Realism: From The Portrait to The Tragic Muse (1890)

2. Experimenting (realism recedes, emphasis on style)

3. Three great novels synthesize experimentation (The Wings of Dove, The Ambassadors, The Golden Bowl)

James’s reception ambiguous, for example:

-
Virginia Woolf in a letter said: "Please tell me what you find in Henry James. ...we have his works here, and I read, and I can't find anything but faintly tinged rose water, urbane and sleek, but vulgar and pale as Walter Lamb. Is there really any sense in it?" 

· Ernest Hemingway: "Pretty soon I will have to throw this away so I better try to be calm like Henry James. Did you ever read Henry James? He was a great writer who came to Venice and looked out the window and smoked his cigar and thought.”

· The Henry James Review

· Benjamin Britten’s opera, The Turn of the Screw (1954)  

The Turn of the Screw (1897)

· In 1895 the play Guy Domville was booed off the stage

· James retreated to Sussex where he wrote The T of the S

· He was interested in spiritual phenomena

· Henry James, Sr., and William James were both members of the Society for Psychical Research

· The ghost story was a popular genre:

· The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe (1794), archetypal Gothic novel, influencing  

· Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1818)

· Other examples: Irish author Sheridan La Fanu’s collections, In a Glass Darkly (1872), The Purcell Papers (1880), the first Gothic novel: Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764)

· The Turn of the Screw first appeared in Collier’s Weekly in twelve instalments (1898)

· Main characters: The governess, Mrs. Grose (housekeeper), Miles, Flora, the children’s uncle, Peter Quint, Ms. Jessel, Luke, Douglas, the narrator)

· Reliability of the narrator? (Henry Beers, Harold Goddard, Edna Kenton, Edmund Wilson; the insane governess theory) 

· Ambiguity

· Is it truly a ghost story?

· Psychological realism

· Elliptical scenes

· Observations through the eyes of the first person narrator on the basis of other people's reactions

· Structure similar to that of Decameron and Canterbury Tales (group of people telling stories to one another)

Narrative technique

· Excerpt 1: “Let me say here distinctly, to have done with it, that this narrative, from an exact transcript of my own made much later, is what I shall presently give. Poor Douglas, before his death—when it was in sight—committed to me the manuscript that reached him on the third of these days and that, on the same spot, with immense effect, he began to read to our hushed little circle on the night of the fourth.”

· Story is the not the one read out by Douglas 

· There are four versions of the story: 

· the “thin old-fashioned gilt-edged album“ with a red cover (Governess’s written version), 

· Douglas’s reading out of the story, 

· the exact transcript which was made by the narrator on the basis of the original and 

· the narrative which is based on the transcript (=The Turn of the Screw) itself. 

· Two planes of time, which clash: 

· Douglas’s retelling of the story to this circle of people (is this the book we read?) 

· Time of the narration (is this the book we read?) 

· Several times removed from “the Truth” (Plato)

· Ambiguity about the nature of the children: are they angelic or demonic?

· Are they so angelic that makes them preternatural and thus demonic? 

· Do they see and communicate with the ghosts?

· Are they bad and corrupt, have they been corrupted?

· Is the governess a lunatic or a courageous woman trying to save the children from damnation?

Excerpt 2:


“Coming downstairs to meet my colleague in the hall, I remembered a pair of gloves that had required three stitches and that had received them—with a publicity perhaps not edifying—while I sat with the children at their tea, served on Sundays, by exception, in that cold, clean temple of mahogany and brass, the "grown-up" dining room. The gloves had been dropped there, and I turned in to recover them. The day was gray enough, but the afternoon light still lingered, and it enabled me, on crossing the threshold, not only to recognize, on a chair near the wide window, then closed, the articles I wanted, but to become aware of a person on the other side of the window and looking straight in. One step into the room had sufficed; my vision was instantaneous; it was all there. The person looking straight in was the person who had already appeared to me. He appeared thus again with I won't say greater distinctness, for that was impossible, but with a nearness that represented a forward stride in our intercourse and made me, as I met him, catch my breath and turn cold. He was the same—he was the same, and seen, this time, as he had been seen before, from the waist up, the window, though the dining room was on the ground floor, not going down to the terrace on which he stood. His face was close to the glass, yet the effect of this better view was, strangely, only to show me how intense the former had been. He remained but a few seconds—long enough to convince me he also saw and recognized; but it was as if I had been looking at him for years and had known him always. Something, however, happened this time that had not happened before; his stare into my face, through the glass and across the room, was as deep and hard as then, but it quitted me for a moment during which I could still watch it, see it fix successively several other things. On the spot there came to me the added shock of a certitude that it was not for me he had come there. He had come for someone else.


The flash of this knowledge—for it was knowledge in the midst of dread—produced in me the most extraordinary effect, started as I stood there, a sudden vibration of duty and courage. I say courage because I was beyond all doubt already far gone. I bounded straight out of the door again, reached that of the house, got, in an instant, upon the drive, and, passing along the terrace as fast as I could rush, turned a corner and came full in sight. But it was in sight of nothing now—my visitor had vanished. I stopped, I almost dropped, with the real relief of this; but I took in the whole scene—I gave him time to reappear. I call it time, but how long was it? I can't speak to the purpose today of the duration of these things. That kind of measure must have left me: they couldn't have lasted as they actually appeared to me to last. The terrace and the whole place, the lawn and the garden beyond it, all I could see of the park, were empty with a great emptiness. There were shrubberies and big trees, but I remember the clear assurance I felt that none of them concealed him. He was there or was not there: not there if I didn't see him. I got hold of this; then, instinctively, instead of returning as I had come, went to the window. It was confusedly present to me that I ought to place myself where he had stood. I did so; I applied my face to the pane and looked, as he had looked, into the room. As if, at this moment, to show me exactly what his range had been, Mrs. Grose, as I had done for himself just before, came in from the hall. With this I had the full image of a repetition of what had already occurred. She saw me as I had seen my own visitant; she pulled up short as I had done; I gave her something of the shock that I had received. She turned white, and this made me ask myself if I had blanched as much. She stared, in short, and retreated on just MY lines, and I knew she had then passed out and come round to me and that I should presently meet her. I remained where I was, and while I waited I thought of more things than one. But there's only one I take space to mention. I wondered why SHE should be scared.”


Excerpt 3:


“Suddenly, in these circumstances, I became aware that, on the other side of the Sea of Azof, we had an interested spectator. The way this knowledge gathered in me was the strangest thing in the world—the strangest, that is, except the very much stranger in which it quickly merged itself. I had sat down with a piece of work—for I was something or other that could sit—on the old stone bench which overlooked the pond; and in this position I began to take in with certitude, and yet without direct vision, the presence, at a distance, of a third person. The old trees, the thick shrubbery, made a great and pleasant shade, but it was all suffused with the brightness of the hot, still hour. There was no ambiguity in anything; none whatever, at least, in the conviction I from one moment to another found myself forming as to what I should see straight before me and across the lake as a consequence of raising my eyes. They were attached at this juncture to the stitching in which I was engaged, and I can feel once more the spasm of my effort not to move them till I should so have steadied myself as to be able to make up my mind what to do. There was an alien object in view—a figure whose right of presence I instantly, passionately questioned. I recollect counting over perfectly the possibilities, reminding myself that nothing was more natural, for instance, then the appearance of one of the men about the place, or even of a messenger, a postman, or a tradesman's boy, from the village. That reminder had as little effect on my practical certitude as I was conscious—still even without looking—of its having upon the character and attitude of our visitor. Nothing was more natural than that these things should be the other things that they absolutely were not.


Of the positive identity of the apparition I would assure myself as soon as the small clock of my courage should have ticked out the right second; meanwhile, with an effort that was already sharp enough, I transferred my eyes straight to little Flora, who, at the moment, was about ten yards away. My heart had stood still for an instant with the wonder and terror of the question whether she too would see; and I held my breath while I waited for what a cry from her, what some sudden innocent sign either of interest or of alarm, would tell me. I waited, but nothing came; then, in the first place—and there is something more dire in this, I feel, than in anything I have to relate—I was determined by a sense that, within a minute, all sounds from her had previously dropped; and, in the second, by the circumstance that, also within the minute, she had, in her play, turned her back to the water. This was her attitude when I at last looked at her—looked with the confirmed conviction that we were still, together, under direct personal notice. She had 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 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. My apprehension of what she was doing sustained me so that after some seconds I felt I was ready for more. Then I again shifted my eyes—I faced what I had to face.

VII


I got hold of Mrs. Grose as soon after this as I could; and I can give no intelligible account of how I fought out the interval. Yet I still hear myself cry as I fairly threw myself into her arms: ‘They KNOW—it's too monstrous: they know, they know!’


‘And what on earth—?’ I felt her incredulity as she held me.


‘Why, all that WE know—and heaven knows what else besides!’ Then, as she released me, I made it out to her, made it out perhaps only now with full coherency even to myself. ‘Two hours ago, in the garden’—I could scarce articulate—’Flora SAW!’


Mrs. Grose took it as she might have taken a blow in the stomach. ‘She has told you?’ she panted.


‘Not a word—that's the horror. She kept it to herself! The child of eight, THAT child!’ Unutterable still, for me, was the stupefaction of it.


Mrs. Grose, of course, could only gape the wider. ‘Then how do you know?’


‘I was there—I saw with my eyes: saw that she was perfectly aware.’


‘Do you mean aware of HIM?’


‘No—of HER.’ I was conscious as I spoke that I looked prodigious things, for I got the slow reflection of them in my companion's face. ‘Another person—this time; but a figure of quite as unmistakable horror and evil: a woman in black, pale and dreadful—with such an air also, and such a face!—on the other side of the lake. I was there with the child—quiet for the hour; and in the midst of it she came.’”

PAGE  
4

