
THE tDlIVERSITY OF BULL 

'!he Role ot the Bafto&tor 

in JUmr:y J .... '. lovel. 1896-1901' 

1MtiDg a '1'bea1a tI'IllIm tw. tor tile De~ Gt 

Dootor ot ibUoaoJlb1' 

in the Un1:nr8i V ot Bull 

David Seed, M.A. (Cantab.) X.A. (Le1o .. ter) 

September 1977 



Aclcp.9Wl edgwp:t. 

~ first thanks go to Professor G.R. Moore and Dr. Shirley Foster 

for supervising the r8aea.rch for this thesi •• and for many practical 

auggestions along the lnq. 

Seoonclly I muat acknowledge the 1d.n4 assistance of the librarian 

of the Edvard Laurence Doh~ Memorial Library for giving me access to 

the tne-aoript of part of )(bat Ma1t1e Xpey. Also rq thanks go to the 

Research Librarian of New York PubUo Librar,y; the Librarian of the 

William R. Perk1na L1b1"8.1"7. Duke UninraiVJ the Librarian of the 

Houahtcm Libr&r7. Harvard UniT8rlliV; the Ccnmv ArohiTist, ChHbire 

Record Office, the Librarian of the Broughton Librar.r. Leeds Universit7; 

Profe.sor Leon Edel and the Librarian of the Clifton Waller Barrett 

Library', UniT8r8i't7 of Virginia, for acoe.s to unpublished. letters bJ 

J ..... 



Contents 

Pap 

Introduction ••• ••• ••• • •• • •• • •• 1 

Chapter 1# The Har.rator in J .... 's Critioism 8 

Chapter 21 '!'be Othg Boye ••• • •• ••• 33 

Chapter 3& The Spoils of Pomton ••• ••• 52 

Chapter 4& What MaJ.ai. Knew •• • • •• ••• 80 

Chapter 51 In the CM! ••• ••• ••• ••• 105 

Chapter 6: 'The Tum of the Sorew' • •• ••• 131 

Chapter 11 The Aykvard Ag ••• ••• ••• 154 

Chapter 81 The Sacred Foynt ••• ••• • •• 116 

Conolu1on ••• • •• ••• ••• • •• . .. 197 

Footnotes ••• ••• ••• • •• • •• • •• 206 

Bibliogmllh1' ••• ••• • •• • •• • •• • •• 232 



Intro,d.llcUon 

Ever since Joseph Warren Beach's pioneeri.n[: study of J~a3's work in 

1918, a substantial number of James critics have tended to approac~ hia 

fiction alona the linos suggested by the prefaces to the New York Edition. 

By 80 doinG they almost inevitably limit them~elves to Jomes's special foreal 

and compositional concerns at this time (1 SlJ8-9), and do not adeqUQ. tely 

recocniso tho fact that tho prefacos were written in retrospect - in soma 

cases as much as 30 y(ars after the first publication of a particular work. 

This approa.ch has taken the period from 1890 to 1895 as a tuming-point 

in Jamos 's career; after the failure of his plays his fiction is cha.r<l.cter-

ized b~ a greater dramatic economy, condensation and intensity. These critics 

have summed up this narrative mode by usine James's ow notion of orG"Wlic 

un1 ty, lIlhereby ea.ch sepa.:rate fictional element, be it description, point or 

view or analysis, fuses into the others so that in the finished wrk they are 

1ndist1ne~chable. 

The particular emphasis varies from cri tio to critic, but in [;cneral the,. 

pat a double stress on objectivity and scene. Thus from Beach throudh Percy 

Lubbock, Francis Fereusson, Oscar CarGill, J .A. Ward and more recently Ronald 

Wallace, James t s later fiction is described as approach!nt; the state of dra.t!la. 

whereby the narrative enacts itself without the interruptions of a narrator. 1 

Perspective emerges from the internal relation between the different parts of 

the narrative and not, by implicit contrast, through any persuasive rhetoric 

directl,. addressed to the reader. 

Now clearly there is considerable evidence within James's fiction, as 

1 

well as in his notebooks and prefaces that this was the broad direction he 

wished to take atter 1895. Throughout the prefaces runs the refrain 'Dramatize, 

dramatizel' and. his notes on the composition or The Spoil A or Poynton and 

What Maieie l'l"!ew are explicitl,. in terms of act and scene. Less than a month 

after the failure of 'Guy Domville' (January 1895) he attempted to salvage from 

bis shattered hopes 'the precious lesson •••• 2r the e1n~ar value for a 



2 
v~rrntlve plan ••• ot the ••• dIvine principle ot the Bcenario'. lnd in his 

fiction from 109G on .... ardo J~:!J relied more end more on ·.:Ol.'k1r~ O'.lt aotion 

in d1a.lof,Ue, end on uzinC eymmetry, }:larallelbm, Eoeneo of contnat, and 

other devicell taken tro::a the tradi tlon or tho 'well-made p~'. 

The C1"i tics described above thus do bring out imyortant rorcal eletlenta 

2 

in James'. fiotion but the,- consistently nealect the question ot the narrator, 

assuming that his function ha.a bee."1 attenuatod out ot existenoe. rurthercore 

the period ot James'" writ1nc..'711 troa 1396 to 1901 has all too otten been 

1Iirittm oft 8J: une-ren uliGrimentat10n leading up to the 'fttJ1jor ThaJ!e' -

'l'be Colden :Bowl, The Junba.s.adors and 'l'he ,.-&"'3 of the :DCve.' 

Aa early eo, 1921 this critical ap;rO&Ch had hardened into cloona. in fClrcr 

Lubbock'. The c~rt or Flctlm. nere he etipulates that all fiction 8hould 

aspire to tho dra:;:a tic, l.nd comen!fl '!'he bib8.nsMors in a way which reveall 

his pre8u~po31tions; 

The world ot silent thO\lCbt is thrown open. and. instead or telling 
the reader what happened there. the novelist 'WIes t.~Q look and 
behaviour or thoU{,ht as the vehicle by lwhlch the et017 is rendered. 
Just as the writer ot a plq embodi •• hi. aubjeot in Y1sible 
act10n and audible 8pi)ecb, so tho nonl1rst, donl1nc with a 
81 tuation Uk, Str8ther'., repreaent. 1 t b,. lI1eana ot the movement 
that lUckera over the surtace ot bis It1nd.4 

lubbock has taken the ~tic m:.:Uo,::r to euch en extreme that he e:iv~. the 

impression of Janes somehow o-anting U3 direct acce8. to Strether'. I11.nd 

wi thout u~ medium ot verbal expreaaion. '!'he predictable converse of hia 

argument is that it the author doe. not ca1ntl:L1n hie objeotivity then he ia 

a 'ehowt:la.n' and a sheer nuiaanee to the reader. Lubbock's critical position 

re3ta on the analozy with dra.ca. already' mentioned and aleo on certain visual 

motaphors (k~ tems throue;hout 'l'he Craft or fiotion are 'window' snc1 • .urror') 

l'la1nlr 1nt~nded to lua;tlst a condition ot total objectivity. Beach abila.r17 

dOT,loped aome implications ot his atu~ ot Ja.mellinto the doctrinairo 

l'ropos1tion that the twentieth-centur,r nOTel baa p.ro~s.iyel,. ~11m1catad the 

narrator (or author - Beach doe. not ~al11 di.t1nc.·~u.1E:h between the 

two).' 
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Even with the novel which Lubbock sin3les out for special praise, a oursory 

clance at a wical passage shows that his description is funda.oentally 

inadequate. The followinZ lines from the beginn1ncr of Book Three of ~ 

ArnbascRdors are representative of the novel's teclUl1quea 

Strether told Waymarsh all about it that very avenine, on their 
dinine tocether at the hotelJ whioh needn't have happened, he ws 
all the while aware'6hadn't he chosen to saorifioe to this occasion 
a rarer opportunity. 

The pansa00 opens with quite traditional narrative summary and shades into 

Lambert strether's thouGhts partly with the help ot the phrase in parenthesis. 

l3ut the use of 'free indireot speech' (a flexible form ot reported speech) ot 

its very nature implies the existence of a narrator organiz~ 0trether's 

reflections and seleoting information for the reader. Lubbook's description 

would apply more closely to Stream ot Consciousness tiction than to James's 

novels. 

~~re reoently, perhaps as a reaotion against the New Critics' insistence 

on objectivity, some James critics have becun to locus attention on the 

narrators in the late novels. Artioles by J .E. Tilford, Leo :Bersani and 

\1.13. ThOma.D have dealt with this aspect of The Amba.ssadors and The \oJinr;s of the 

Dove, suegestine that James retains some tradi tiona! prerogatives of the -
Victorian narrator as well as oonsidering some innovatory funotions in these 

novels) In his monoB'1'B-ph on James's late style £eymour Chatman has shown 

how the very {,-rarnma.r and syntax of his prose SUSb"Csts the presence of an 

authoritative narrator guidinc the reader throuSh his tiction.8 

:Behind these wri tinooos lies one cri tica.l work which has plB.)"ed an important 

part in defining my approach in this thesis - Wqne C. Booth's The Rhetorio or 

Fiotion.9 Partly by detailed textual analysis and partly by considering 

questions of point of view and perspective, Booth replaces the dramatio analogy 
'" 

wi th one of discourse or ~oument. He discusses fiction as an enoounter 

between the author nnd reader whereby the author attempts to persuade the 

reader to see an action in a certain way. In one of his early articles he 

summarizes this as I 'In any rea.d1ng experience there is an implied dialogue 
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10 
among author, narrator, end other characters, and the reader'. Booth gives 

the general name or 'rhetoric' to the various forma at persuasion which the 

author exerts on the reader and indeed tor him a narrator is fundamentally 

necessary to give a frame of reference to the action. Instead of being an 

unwelcome interference with the reader, the narrator becomes indispensable to 
11 

the fiction's intelligibilit,y. 

Booth has been largely responsible for refocusing critical attention on 

the narrator and also for suggesting useful distinctions within that notion, 

distinctions which Roger Fowler has recently summarized asa 

[The narratorl may be the author speakine 'in his own voice'; the 
author, adopting some role towards the reader ••• or a 'chara.cter' 
or • characters' introduced to 'tell a story'. 12 

The ooncept or yolee is central here end with it Dooth has insisted on a close 

attention to the details of verbal texture. Toeether these offer an alter-

native complementary approach to that which stresses the dramatic qualities in 

Jamea's fiction, and also tc a second critical tendency Which involves abstract-

ing moral issues in the plot or dis cuss ins the morality of the main character 1, 
separate from the novel as a whole. This is not to suggest that the moral 

element is not important in James's fiction. As Booth and l!a.rk Spilka.. have 
.. 14 

ari,'Ued, the narrator plays a. vital role in discussing values within the novels. 

There are however certain cl.::ulcers in Dooth' s cethod. Firstly he expands 

the notion of rhetoric to become a catch-all term for the tictional techniques 

addressed to the reader.15 So in a retrospective article on The Rhetoric of 

Fiction he attempted to take the term even further, using the phrase 'rhetoric 

ot event' to cover those shaping and select~ activities whereby the author 

organizes a nowl's scenes. An example ot this would presumably be James' 8 

blatantly theatrical arrest of Owen Gereth's declaration of love to Fleda at 

the end ot Chapter 14 of The Spoils of Poyntoll. Dut if this 1s accepted 1 t 

becomes difficult to sea what formal elements ot tiction are ~ rhetoric, 

and 80 the term loses all explanatory power. Secondly l300th takes his analogy 

between fiction and argument so far that he comes to insist on & novel having 

Jnoral finality, that is, it must conclude its 'argument' expllcltl,.. But 
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this again is not usetul for James's fiction which is typicallY' open-ended, 

and espeoial1Y' in his later work the narrator's voioe plays &rO'W'ld characters 

and events without neoessari1Y' giving a oonolusive perspective. 

A1 though the tirst chapter will clarify some ot the theoretical issues 

involved in this discussion by considering James's own oritical writings on 

the narrator, it is necessary to make an initial distinotion between some key 

terms. 'Author' is distinct from 'narrator' since the latter reters to the 

voice whioh unfolds the narrative. The narrator, in other words, is a role 

Which the author adopts for the duration ot a novel, and ~ or ~ not 

coinoide with his actual views. In her survey ot the narrators in Viotorian 

fiction Kathleen Tillotson brienY' considers the notion ot the author's t seoond 

11 
self' or projection in the novel. But either this is identioal with the 

narrator or it raises ph1looophioal problems ot whether it refers to our 

cumulative impression ot the author within the novel, the author's general 

literary reputation, or to some aspeot of the author's biography. - Lastly the 

narrator must be distinguished from the 'reneotor' whioh denotes the ohara.cter 

through whose eY'es we see the fiction. This last distinction is especiallY' 

important in James's fiction atter 1896. 

The critical vocabul.a.r,y relating to the narrator sometimes carries veiled 

value judgements. Thus he 'intrUdes' in the tiction or 'violates' a 

character's consciousness. GenerallY' such terms implY' an overlY' rigid notion 

of fictive illusion. Throughout m:r discussion ot James's novels then I have 

taken as a premiss that the expGrienoe of reading tiction is a voluntar,y 

collusion between author and reader, and that, while the illusion may vary in 
18 

intensity, it is never total. 

As suggested above, the critics who stress James's dramatic objectivitY' 

concentrate on his later works. But dictates ot length make it impracticable 

to attempt to oover all his fiction atter 1896 in order to show that the 

narrator still plays a very important role. Accordingly, since the Major 

lbase trilogy have received enormous critical attention, m:r discussion will 

limit itself to the period trom The Other Houee (serialized in 1896) up to 
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The Saored Fount (1901). This period bas olear boundaries, beginning with the 

oombined orisis ot James's theatrioal fallure and poor sales, and end.1ng 

immediately betore the publication ot The W1nc;s or the Dove. 

There are only two book-length. studies ot this period, Walter Isle's 

Ep>eriments in Form and Joseph Wiesen1'arth's lien.rx James end the l?;rama.t1o 

19 
Ana.loe;y;. Ot these Isle discusses the struotural aspeots ot the tiotion, 

conoentrating on James's irmovations in plot, d1a.lOgu8, etc. His survey is 

quite general and pays a little attention to the narrators in What Maisie Knew 

and The Sacred Fount t but only as a minor part ot his overall study. As his 

title sugeesta, Wiesenfarth f'ocuses exclusively on James's attempts to apply 

theatrioal techniques to his fiction and considers such aspects as its intensity 

and objectivity. 

Recent research on the period has similarly neglected the narrator. 

S.E. Meltzer thus discusses the novels purely in terms of how to relate a 
20 

divided self' t? reality. And, despite raising the question ot James's 

theoretical attitude to the narrator in his introduotor,r seotion, Jolm'l'ytell 

bas confined his discussion mainly to questions ot scene, condensation and 

structure.21 

The tirst chapter of' this thesis BUr'V'eyS James's theoretical writings on 
, 

the narrator which gives important prelJminary intomation for considering the 

novels themselves and which also clarities some ot the critical issues,involved. 

Thereafter the chapters deal with each novel in turn, following their chronol-

ogica.l sequence. I have included 'The Tum ot the Screw' since James 

originally intended to publish it separatelyJ22 and also In the Caee since 

this too is of novel length end was published individually. With each novel 

the role ot the narrator will be examined, particularly in def'ining the 

relation between the main and subsidia.ry characters and also the overall 

perspective. The thesis will concentrate mainly on those sections of' the 

novels which are not in dialogue aince here the narrator' a voice is most 



important. Also cross-reference between the novels will be made so that the 

themes and concerns running throuchout the period can emerge clearly. 

7 



Chapter 1 

The Narrator in James's Critieism 

It will be a useful introduction to a study of the series of novels in 

question to survey the comments vhich Henry James made about tho nature or 

the narrator in his CMl criticism. This serves a. double purpose. Firstly 

it will begin to answer those critics .-ho give prilllacy to James's prefaces 

when they are deci~ what his critical tenets were. Theaeprefaces deal 

mainly with the gestation or the vorks which he selected for the New York 

Edi tion and are only secondarily general easSJ's on the nature of fiction. 

8 

Also they were vritten retrospectively at a particular s~""8 in James's career 

and. are concerned with problems of structure, the representation of conscious­

ness, etc. Since he did in fact chanv~ his critical emphases quite radically 

in the course or his career, it would be unjustifiable and arbi trar,y to confine 

a discussion or his theories to only two years (1908-9). 

Secondly a consideration or James's criticism will help to crystallize 

soma ot the questions vhich will be put to his fiction. It will clarif7 the 

relevant theoretical issues, and brief reforence will be made to James's 

fiction outside the period in order to show what his actual practice wa.s. 

One'important proviso must be made right from the start. On the whole 

James tended to construct his critical arguments in suoh a war that different 

features blended into each other. C!uestions or plot merge into questions of 

character; the morality of fiction shades into the nature or its structure, 

and so on. This method finds particularly clear expression, 'The Art of 

Fiction' essay ot 1884, for example. So, although it is vital to separate 

out particular topics for discussion, a total avoidance ot overla,p mi£bt run 

the risk or misrepresenting and distorting James's criticism. 



(i) 

If we consider firstly the narrator's relation to the characters in a 

novel, one of James's prime requirements was that the latter ehould be tully 

created. Ho returned to this question aeain and aca1n in his early criticism. 

In his review of Harriet Prescott's Azarian (1064), for example. he states the 

following I 

When a very little girl becomes the happy possessor of a wax-doll, 
she testifies her affection tor it by a tond manipulation of its 
rosy visac;e. If the nose, for instance. is unusuallY' chapely and 
pretty, the fact is made patent by a constant friction of the 
fiIlt...'""Or-tips; so that poor dolly is rapidly smutted out of 
recognition. In a certain sense we would compare ~ass Prescott 
to BUch a little girl. She f1neers her puppets to death.1 

This passage is quite typical ot James's early reviews in its rather self­

conscious cleverness and magisterial tone. Immediately before it he had 

been II:ak1ng a real attempt to take the novel serioU!lly, but the figure quoted 

is so vivid that it undermines these efforts and makes the book seem utte~l1 

ridiculous. For James Miss Prescott smothers and distorts her heroine by her 

wilful rctusa.l to allow her any independence. - She is constantly tampering 

with her just as she interferes with the descriptive paesa,ees. The analog:r 

wi th the doll ot course goes even turther and sueeests that the whole novel is 

na1've and childish. :Bearing in mind the criticisms 'Which James made of 

Thackeray elsewhere, it is interesting in ~~is context that he cites Becky 

Sharp as a real 'breathing person, and Thackeray's relationship with her as a 

prime example of fictional Buccess t • 2 

James's grounds for criticism here are primarily ones of realism. 

13eoouse I·!iss Prescott is constantlY' adding extra touches to ber characters 

they never take on any separate existence. Here this is the result ot sheer 

amateurishness, but it can also be related to the sentimental pu1"lX)se of some 

popular fiotion. So, in reviewing Mrs. R.B. Davis's We.itine; for t."'e Verdict 

(1861) James bas this to Sayl 

9 



In her desire to impart such reality to her characters as shall 
make them appeal successfully to our teelines. she emphasizes 
their movements and gestures to that degree that all vocal 
sounds. all human accents, are lost to the ear, and nothing,is 
lett but a crowd ot cTIastly. frownine. er~ autonntons. 

Once again he is objecting that the characters are distorted by the sheer 

10 

weight ot emphasis which is put on them. Mrs. Davis 1s all too eager to 

enlist the reader's sympathies on their behalt and the very tact that she is 

so importunate makes her characters seem grotesque and lifeless. On the one 

hand James related this tendency to an overall sentimentalIty which was at 

odds wIth any clear vision, and on the other he saw it as a reversal or the 

correct fictional procedure. First the characters should be createci, and 

then the author can look tor the reader's sympathies.4 -
In these and other reviews James Is attacking a babi t of mind which tries 

to telescope the arduous task or creating characters by insistence on their 

qualities or by assembl1n5 a series at attributes. For him this was a fatal 

weakness. It was either just lazy or WI'OllS'-hea.ded. More seriously, it was 

an evasion of the novelist's creative reaponsibl1lt,y. James ~inted this 

out explicitly in an u.~published review of Elizabeth Stoddard's TWo Men (1865). 

There he discusses her babi t or making crude violent comments on her eha.ra.eters. 

Because they have not been adequately created the reader does not understand 

them and Is forced back into the position of having to create them for himselt. 

James continuesl 

It is Mrs. stoddard's practice to shitt all her responsibility as 
story-teller upon the reader's shoulders, and to give herselt up 
at the critical moment to the delight ot manutacturing incoherent 
dialogue or ot utterin:; grim im~rt!nences a.bout her cha.raoters.5 

In other words the author expects the reader to do half her work for her. 

The author's desire to make a moral point too quiokly could also severely 

d.aJna.Ge the characters' realism. This was one of the main charges which James 

made a.ga1n.st the novels at Mrs. Humphry Ward. II1s 1891 essay on her (inoluded 

in Essays in London and Elsewhere) centres around Robert Elsemera (1888). 

James muted his criticisms no doubt beca.use Mrs. \lard was a olose £riend., and 



GO he praised the novel's intellectual enerGY and comprehensive moral 8COpe.6 

nut in :print" he evl~entl,. relt he could be a l1ttle moro tr:mk. So, in the 

tollowiJlti coments on her hero (mn..ee in 0. letter to ~!rs. \l'ard). 1'.J.3 preiss 

shades urbane17 into critloicm: 

Tou never touch him but be Uvea J Md IlUCh as you tell about him 
;you never ldl1 him with it - thouOl perhaps one rfra.ra a little 
£om.et1mea that he IDC¥ suffer a sunstroke, d..a.P.Iae1nc U not tatal, 
trom the hiOl t obll~ue llV1t or lOur aem1ra.Uon tor h.1lll;t 

Althou..?1 the result is not 4eatruct1ve. James clearly see. a tc.'lU1ion between 

the 1nt!epElndent movement or the bON end Y.rs. WardeD narrative COtllZ!t.ents on 

11 

ldUl. GtrIctll speaking shc has not ca.cpletel1 separated her hero from 

herseltJ and this 1a rartl, because she is sbapins her novel to lU1 explicIt 

moral end and partly becaua_ ot her admiration tor the qualIt1eo he represents. 

In tho lecture which James (,'!J.ve on nalzac when he v1si ted the Un1 ted Stat.s 

in 1904. he eXlllalned tho failuro deacribed above to give c..'la.ra.etors an 

independwt lit. in national terms. In a contrast between l1alza.o end 

'.rba.ckerq J-Ml&S u$Ued. t..~. French vriter would create hi. subject end allov it 

to genom te 1 ta own value. 'Wheretl8 Thackeray tended to amothel' the 1dent1 t,-

ot his chara.cters wl th moralistio or rotloct1ve comment. ~a cOtlp.u:1aon is 

a;,eo1t1cn.lly between :Secky Charp and Valerie l'..amttre (in:-as Parents PaUTreS). 

James describes the latt~r and Ulen EKikes the contrast in no t.meertain termsl 

All his [Ealza.c'.J impulsa WauJ to ,2.-'\ Caire p191r, to C1v~ her all 
her va.lue, just u Thackeray'_ attitude vas the opposite one, a 
des1re positively to expo3. and de.cerate poor Deck.1 - to tollow her 
up, catch her in the aot nnd brJ.ne her to shame. tboUCh with a 
m1 tI~tion, an admiration, an 1nconsequence, now and then vroated 
from him b1' an instinot tiner, in his mind, tbPD the ao-o!\lled 
'moral' eacerneslil.8 

Ire cor.eludes \!11th a rather sentImental eOc:lent a.bclut Ela.ncho Amory (in 

Fend ern \0) 'with tl'.o author's luh .. bout ber little O£re ,.,h1te b&ck tl'om the 

rirst'. One im;.-ortant differonce botwe~n thia leoture a.nd the early Nylewa 

1s that here James is te~ to IdenUtr moral and tormal criteria. The 

.tunlamenttll question - • the respect ror the liberty ot the IlUbJect' - ia 

dlscussed in terms ot on& person's rela.tion to another and JD.m6S r,1ves the 



1cpressi~ (as he 80~et1mes doos in tho prelaces) that the characters bad a 

lite 8omehov apart from the novels them.elves.9 A180, as an acocnmt or necq 

Shup'. portrayal, the leoture i. gra8.lf one-sided. '.l'h.rou.t.hout lent! 

eeotion3 ot VW1tx 'Fg!t (especially in the lirst balt) Th4ek:eray's comment&r7 

attaeka sooW h)"POCrley and shovs respeot tor :.e.c~'. aldll at tu1'ntng 

situation. to her own advantage. Jame.'s broad contrast hovrnr •• ts an 

~lah tendency to JDOrall81'1 agaJ.n.t a Frenoh reepeot tor detachment troll the 

DU'bject. 

Wben Jues t0un4 eumple. ot thi8 detachment ln n,.~ll8h tlction, he did 

not h •• lb.te to do them rutl justice. One auch Val Cynthia Kirkpa.trick in 

l'£r3. Cukell'. Wives and n~P.chten. which Jame. :reTlew~4 in 11366. nhe 

(C)'11thia) V&8 all the more surprising because ahe vaa 80 different from the 

other cba.r&ctera in the novel. 

She (JIIra. Caakell]content. htnelt v1th .. simple record ot 
innumerable small facts or the 7o~ girl's da.1lr lite, and lea1'e. 
t.b& reader to drav hie ooncluslon.. Ue drava thea as he prooeeda, 
and 78t he leavos them always subject to ~lalonJ end he derives 
trom the author'. own marked abdicatlon ot the authorltati" " 
l;enoro.liz1.ng tone wblch, wen the other ch:!ra.cters are concerned, 
she haa used as a. rlE,ht, a V8ry dollt;httul lonGO or the Il18ter:r 
or Cynthia.' ft na~e end ot those laree proportions which J:!1BtBr,r 
&1111&78 IN€geet... .. 

'!'hi. ptU!S~ auaeata quite clearl,. wbat k1nd ot ~tlve ~t 
'. 

James valued between the re~er Cl4 the cba.racters ot a novel. rhe ma.1n 

reason why C1Uthia lirkpatrick i8 more 1ntereat1llo than the other characters 

12 

i8 beca.une };ra. Caskell has curbed her narrative voice. Inutcad or surround-

1nc her with €fmeral1z1ne comment ahe ur.told.a Cynthia'. chara.cter .tep by etep. 

Thus tor James there \0118 & verr cloGe link between tullnVI!£ cr characterization 

and authorlal. lnterrerence. 1'he two were quite incompatible with each other. 

In Jame.'s riev the l'l&r1'atlYe volee £hould play around. tho oha.ractera u it 

thq wero roal. It sbould on no account usurp their tre.ality' or attempt to 

repla.ce their autonOlrlT. or course a character like Crntb1a 1U.rkpatrlck 

litarallr docs not ~ & lot ot ex~lana.torJ cotmlent aimp17 becauae she l"..aa 

been 80 veIl composed. 
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In the review quoted above James al~o emphasizes how provisional the 

reader's ju.deement is, subject to constant cha.nge and revision in the light ot 

succeed.ing events in the novel. This is a more total and. heuxistic engage­

ment of the 1ma.g1nation thaU that demanded 1>7 the more populax fiction he 

reviewed. There the reader was onlY' expected to assent or • feel' - to yield 

to the general emotional drift of the narrative. 

As can be seen !rom the essa:y's and reviews discussed so tar, James did 

not make any- notional distinction between the author and narrator ot & novel. 

In general be took the narrator to be a particular expression ot the author's 

personality (just as his choice ot subject, for instance, wuld be another) 

although he did recoen1ze the chaDees in narrative voice from novel to novel. 
'"' 

He noted with dismay', for taample, George Eliot's growing intellectualism. 

But in approaching the question of character James constantly attacked the 

Victorian notion that the author's personality could give a novel unity. 

This wa.s not because he wished the author to be excluded for he thoueht this 

was impossible. Eut he very often regarded an obtrusive narrative voice as 
. to 

evidence that a writer was trying/avoid the full la.bour of composition. He 

made this explicit in a letter of 1899 to Mrs. Ward during the course of a 

brier exchange on the theory of fictional composition. 

I am afraid I do differ from you if Y'OU mean that the 1'1cture can 
get 8Zl7 objective \Ulity from any other source than that [a 
disciplined Bubject] J can get it tram, e.g., the ':personality of 
the author' 11 

For James then the question ot characterization was just part ot a 

general need for detachment bY' the author which runs as an insistent central 

theme throughout ·his criticism. And his use ot metaphors of painting is 

similarly part ot his reaction &t.,"'Uinst what be took to be an indulgence in the 

narrative voice. This did not prevent him however from a:p:provine of an 

overall unifying voice in some writers, but this will be discussed in the 

seoond part or the chapter. 



Qui te early in his career James seems to have round an aversion to 

obtrusive narrative commentary on characters and nowhere does he admit that 

this could be completely beneficial. He never recognized, as did PeI'C7 

Lubbock, that Thackeray's msthod of reminiscence in Van! ty Fr:t!r whereby the 

narrator claims to have known the characters in the past, could be a source 
12 ot realism. Instead James praised the selt-restraint above all or Ivan 

Turgenev. In his 1874 essay on that writer James admires the interpenetration 

or meaning and form so that the one gives Ufe to the other. In Turgenev's 

best works he saw a perfect dramatization of ideas, and here James introduced 

the analogy which bas functioned so prominently in subsequent criticism. 

During his discusaion ot ~ he statesl 

In this tale, as always with our author, the drama is quite 
uncommented, the poet never plays chorus; situations speak for 
themselves. 

And. earlier in the same essay Jamea stresses a dirferent aspect ot this 

teclm1que l 

Everything, with him, takes the dramatic form; he is apparently 
unable to conceive anything independently or it, he has no 
recognition or unemb01;8d ideas, an idea, with him, is such and 
such an individual ••• 

In view ot the fact that later criticicm has rlaced so much emphasis on 

James's scenic sense it is important here that these passages do not make up 

his only reason for valuing Turgenev. He places at least as much stress on 

his breadth or moral perspective. James is not suggesting here that all 

fiction should aspire to be like drama, but is rather using the analogy with 

the theatre to frame his praise for the nussian's situational sense and 

objective chara.cterization. He returned to the latter point in his 1896 

article on Turgenev, where he commended his eharacters' freedoc and 'a.bsoluteneea· 14 

Whereas the example from Wives end Daudlters discussed above was only a 

rare exception to much Victorian fiction, James clearlY' found in Turgenev a 

consistent alternative method to that involving cumbersome narrative commentar,y. 

He found especially congenial the Russian's detached and analytic stnnce, and 
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his tactful refusal to force the reader's reactions. Dut even in the same 

1874 essay he held important reservations about Turcenev's work. At times h. 

was it anything !.22. detached and this gave an im-pression or coldness (James 

made quite similar - and stroncer - charges aea1nst Flaubert on this aocount). 

So there could be liabilities in the absence of commentary as well as gains. 

:But it remained Turgenev's 1ntelligently disinterested capacity to see 

d1£ferent aspects of characters and situations Which James admired most of alla 

It his manner i9 that or n searching realist, his temper is that 
of an earnestly attentive observer, and the result of this temper 
is to make hie take a view or the great spectacle of human life 
more general, more impartial'1~ore unreservedly intelligent, than 
that of any novelist we know. 

There was more involved in James's adW.ra.tion for Tureenev than detachment 

in itselt. Dehind it lay a notion of what the relationship .. between.e.uthor and 

reader should be. And in a review of Adam Bede (1866) which predated his 

discovery of the nussian by several years James gave one or his rare theoretical 

statements on this subject' 

The assurance of this possibility [of future events berallinc Adam 
Dede] is what I should have desired the author to place the 
sym:pa.thetio reader at a stand-point to deduce for himself. In 
every novel the work is divided between the writer and the reader; 
but the writer makes the reader very much as he makes his cha.ra.cters. 
When he makes him ill, that ia, makes him differE:nt, he does no 
work, the writer does all. When he makes him well, that \g, makes 
him interested, then the reader does quite halt the labou~. 

This is James's most explicit SUJ:lIl1arY' or the best relation between author and 

reader, and clearly it is one which demands tact, reticence and a strict 

limitation on the narrator's functions. James also puts a surprisingly 

modernistio stress on the projected reader almost as ir he ~ere another fictive 

character. 17 ~ut this is really a matter of specifio e~phaGis for a particular 

purpose. By suggestinB' that a novelist can create the reader in the same way 

as be can construct a cha.ra.cter, James is drawinz attention to the element of 

craftsmanship which must go into establiShing the reader-wr1ter relationship. 

By his selr-restraint as well as by his shaP1.nc skills he should put the reader 

in a position where be can see enoU£h to be interested, but notso much that he 

has noth1n& to discover. 
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This s~sts in turn that James is stressing intellectual e~~ement as 

against moral. or emotional appeal in the experienoe of rea.d.i.ng. He wants, in 

other words, to stimulate the reader's thouchts nnd to do t..~is the narrator 

must inevitably function on a more limited scale. His role, to judge by the 

review of Ada.'" :Bede and the essay on Turgenev. will be typically to clarity, 

explain and imply different aspects of a situation without preventing the 

reader from eaxning the particular novel. 

It is not however true to say that James never explains his characters. 

In chapter 12 or 'l'he Portrait or as Lady, shortly atter Lord Warburton's 

proposal to Isabel Archer, James directly explains her desire not to form an 

attachment to hima 

It may appear to some readers that the young lady 'WaS both 
preoipitate and unduly fastidious. but the latter of these faota, 
if the charge ~e true, Jl.JA1 serve to exonerate her from the discredit 
of tho former. 8 , 

J ames is here tryinG to counter an impression which the reader m.q be getting 

of Isabel's egotism and coldness. He argues that instead we should defer 

condemning her in order to see what she subsequently does. But striotly 

speaking James does not explain her in the eanse of giving the reader further 

information. Instead he tries to outwit hypothetioal criticisms of her and 

only refers to posaibili ties (. it the charge be true') through the leea.l 

terminolocy of charge and rebuttal. 

Jemes makes a similar direct comment on Eugenia in The Europeans as she 

becomes progressively excluded from the nction. The Uew England setting gives 

her no opportunity to show the good qualities which James has Jnl.lXested she 

possesses. Aooordingly he is forced to apolOGize tor this, pleading shortage 

of spacel 

It is m:r misfortune that in attempting to describe in So short 
compass the deportment of this remo.rkable WOI!13ll I llll1 obllced to 
express thinc.'?S rather brutallr.19 

In neither of these cases, which are in any case rare, does James revert 

to an older more omnisoient mode of oOlIlllentary'. ne cla1.ms no special privileged 
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knowled{;e, cakes no reference to moral absolutec, end even thoUGh he addresses 

the reader directly, he does not undermina the realism of the characters he is 

describing. 

A far more typica.l example of how the Jc..mes1a.n narrator is interwoven 

wi th the subjeot can be seen in the followine passage from 'Daisy Miller'. 

The oubJect of the description is Winter bourne who gives us our e.ngl.e, of vision 

towards Dai~J herself. Apart from necessary 1n!orcation we are given no 

direct assessment of him, end yet the narrator's ironies about his forays into 

romance are clear to seel 

•••• when his friends spoke of him, they usually said tr..a.t he was at 
Geneva, 'studying'. .'hen his enemies spoke of him they said - but, 
a.!ter all, he had no enemies J he was an extremely amiable fellow, 
and universally liked. .'ha. t I should sa.y is! simply-, that when 
certain persons spoke of him they affirmed that he was extremely 
devoted to a laQv who lived there - a foreign lady - a person older 
than himself. 20 • 

Tbe inflections of this passao-e are brilliantly economical. The narrator 

~ats that Yinterbourne is both likeable and rather conventional, which is 

an important hint not to accept his estiI::lata of Daisy too readily. The 

narrator in tact adopts the role of a. member of Winterbou:r:ne's expa.triats 

community, but one with a great deal of savoi:r-faire. Richard Foirier's 

comment on the connexion between the narrator of The Portrait and Ralph 

Touchett could equally well apply herea 

While James's voice at the openinc is not identical with Ralph's, 
i t e:x~sses an equally amused and lmdefensive urbanity of mind. 21 

The narrative voice in the extract from 'Daisy }taller' sets the social 

context of the tale and simultaneously captures the reader's interest by hint~ 

at gossip relating to Winterbourne. It perfectly exemplifies the method of 

deduction which Jaces ~ described in the review of Adam BedeJ and it 

enacts the detached stance Which J~cs had admired in Tur~enev. For the 

reader must decide for himselt on Winterbourne's ~;aracter after he has Been 

the whole or his situation. This point is worth stressi.n.g because James 

wrote all his criticism ~ith a ~ractitioner's interest in fiction. ~ben he 
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condemns abuses of characterization he is by implication rul~ out possible 

methods for himself. Lastly, in 'Daisy Miller' James never rela..'C6s his 

perspective to give us direct access to Daisy hersal!. So when his brother 

William objected to the last paraGraPh in the tale, Henry replied 'the toller 

22 is but a. more developed reader'. For the narrator seems to be 'read.ing' 

the situatIon in a way similar to Winterbourne and the reader himself'. The 

only differenoe is, as James said, that he is more developed and more aware of 

sooW nuance. 

In his later works James evolved an even more complex method of relating 

the na.rra tor to the ma.1n cha.ra.cter by 'free indirect speech', were the 

narrator's orgnnlzinc activities and a character's thouGhts are interwoven in 

the details or phrase and inflexion. This kind ot reported speech is the 

logical stylistio outcome or James's earlier attitudes towards the narrative 

voice and it will be considered as it manifests itself in The S'T"Oi1s of Po~mton 

in chapter ,. 

(ii) 

The seoond broad aspect of the narrator to be considered is his relation 

to the reader. This question received scant attention tram Rene Wellek in his 

summary or James's criticism for he stresses objectivity above all elsel 

••• in the novel James, while granting an ultimate persor..al quality, 
insists on extreme objectivity. an illusion even to the degree of 
delusion. The nov~l must not appear to be a novel J the author 
must not 1ntertere.~j . 

And he goes on to mention brietly James's praise ot Turgenev and criticisms ot 

lIilrriet Prescott. But this is a one-sided account. James did in tact set 

great store by the • ul tima.te personal quality' or a novel and throut;hout his 

criticism stressed that fiction was the expression ot the author's personality. 
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He attempted to steer a middle course between What he saw as a Victorian 

indulgence in the latter and an equally pernicious insistence by the French 

Naturalists on extreme objectivitY'. He criticized Naupassant, for instance, 

on these grounds, arguing that it was impossible to escape an author's 

personality since it must inevitably come out in his novels. 24 

Despite the importance which James attached to fictive illusion, he also 

recognized that in the act of apprehending a novel the reader builds a picture 

of the author from the wa:y in which his style play's around his material. And 

the former is in practice very often his style of expression and the inflexions 

ot the narrative voice. 

When writing about lilglish fiction James frequently praised the narrative 

commenta.r;y, that un1.f'ying reflective voice which draws together the different 

scenes in a novel and SU€b~sts their general significance. In a review of 

1864 he described Tom Jones as a fictionalized sermonl 

The story is like a vast episode in a sel.'mon preached by a grandly 
humorous divine; and however we may be entertained by the way, we 
must not forset that our ultimate duty is to be 1nstructed.25 

Althoueh he tinds interest and value in the novel, James is reallY' locating 

Fielding in an old-fashioned mode and later in the review praises Waverley for 

being the tirst 'irresponsible' novel J by which he means the tirst novel 

written to entertain and not instruct. Similarly when he referred in later 

years to 'FieldiIlg' B fine old moralism' James was ~1ng respect to a classic 
. 26 

rather than admitting a possible method for fiction ot his time. 

Partly because of her connexion with the English Nonconformist tradition 

ot moral eamestness and even more because ot her undoubted stature in 

Victorian tiction, George Eliot presents one of the key figures in James t s 

discussion of narrative stance. As early as 1866 he praised her combination 

ot the qualities of humorist, satirist and philosopher, the latter giving her 

an advantage over Dickens and Thackeray: 

The constant play of lively and vigorous thought about the objects 
turnished by her observation animates these latter with a surprising 



riChness of colour and a truly human interest, It gives to the 
author's style, moreover, that 11nor:-ering, arfectionate. comprehen­
sive quality which is its chief distinction, end perhaps 
occasionally it makes her tedious.27 

20 

Her commentar,y in other words suggests a rich experience on the author's part, 

and then in turn enriches the narrative itself. So. ten years later, James 

praised the rullness ot George Eliot's style in Daniel Deronda.; it was 'so 

charged with reflexion and intellectual experience,.28 Interestingly James 

reversed this opinion in a letter ot the same year where he stated that the 
, 

novel's style was excessive: 

It disappoints me as it· goes on - the analysing and the sapie;{SCe -
to SfJ:1 notlline ot the tortuosity ot the style - are overdone. t:.'j 

In view ot his ow late syntax there is a certain irony about James cri ticiz1ng' 

another novelist for having an involuted style. 

His most extensive praise for George Eliot however comes in his review ot 

lelix Holt (1866): 

It [her style] is not bold, nor passionate, nor aggressive, nor 
lmcompromising - it is constant, genial, and discreet. It is 
apparently the fruit of a great deal ot culture, experience, 
and resi~tion. It carries with it that charm and that authority 
which will always attend the assertions ot a mind enriched by 
researches, When it declares that wisdom and affection are better 
than science. 

Then James turns specifically to the first chapter of the novel& 

On this f!Ubject [Midland country life] the author writes from a 
full mind, with a wealth or fancy, of S'l1ggestion, of illustration. 
at the command ot no other Dnglish writer, bearing you along on the 
broad and placid rise ot her speech, with a kind of retard.i.ng 
persuasiveness which allows her conjured ilIlS.t:."8S to sink slowly into 
your very bra.in.}O 

George Eliot's voice suggests firstly her quality of mind and she demonstrates 

a verbal equivalent ot 'l'urgenev's detachment - a comprehensive over-view of 

human! ty which both supports the tiction and grows out or her intellectual 

breadth. James turther sugcests that her narrative voice is nationally 

symbolic and reflects the rich diversity of English social lite. 

But aboVe all James stresses the importance of disoourse in her fiction. 

Ber narrative voice addresses the reader directly but discreetly, working by 

persuasion and not compulsion. It is authoritative but operates on the 
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reader with a humane warmth which reflects the experience that lies behind it. 

'By contrast James fOmld coldness in the exotic stylistic fWeb of, for 
, 

instance, Theophile Gautier, especially in what he termed the latter's 

'fantaisisme' - his tendency to surraund his material with elaborate verbal 

detail. 31 

Vihen he describes the opelli.nc of Felix Holt, James pinpoints another 

important effect of George Eliot's narrative voices it determines the r...a.ce of 

the novel. The reader is carried forward by its general authoritative tone, 

but still has enough leisure to digest the material. James summarized all 

these qualities in the notion of intel1icence and althOUGh he had constant 

doubts about George Eliot' s sense of form he never denied her intellectual 

scope. He admired the way in which she drew the reader into what VI.J. Harvey 

bas described as an intelligent and sympathetic contemplation. Harvey adds 

that George Eliot's coral comments on her characters do not usually refer to 

any particular system of metaphysics and thereby take the reader out of the 

fictionl 

••• they are, in the main, the sober, unemphatic, and mature state­
ment of those great commonplaces or human nature, those basic fa.2ts 
of life, which underlie all human situations, real or 1ma.gina.ry.~i:: 

Whether we &a:3 that George Eliot' s narra. tors brins divers information to 

bear on the narrative and suegest dif'ferent aspects or it (James), or that 

they bring out the moral generalities implicit in the action (Harvey), they 

certainly function on a much more generalizing level than do James's. Even 

in The Trg,t:ic Muse he could not capture her density of reference to English 

lifeJ but his constant fear of' moralizing and his distrust of the discursive 

meant that James never really attempted to imitate George Eliot's style. 

Indeed from the very beginning James had some doubts about her method. 

'With the. publication of Ydddlemarch and Daniel Deronda. his respect for her 

grew, but 80 did hili reservations. A da.nger which had been more or less latent 

was nov coming to the fore. So, in his review of Niddlem:gch, he returns to 

the question of narrative voicel 
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The constant pressure ot thought, ot generalizing instinct, of br<tin, 
in a word, behind ber obserro.tion, Gives the la.tter ita c:reat value 
end ber whole manner its high superiori't1. 

This sounds as if" James is really just repeating his earlier praises of ber 

comIlrChensive scope, but be has shitted the eI:lpba.sis to put it more singly on 

intellect. And be continues. 

Many ot the discUrsive portions ot Ydddlemarch are, as ve may say, 
too clever by halt. The author "ishes to say too many things, and 33 
to say them too well; to recommend berseU to a scientific a.udience. 

Here J~es is raisinc two distinct issues~ In ber early fiction be had 

praised the unifying etfect ot the narrative voice, but bere be relates ber 

expansiveness to a redundancy end over-abundance ot fictional material. 

Throughout tbs review be gives the impression that the novel can only just 

contain its subject-ma.tter, which seems to be constantly on the verge ot 

bursting out into tomlessness. Then secondly James is objecting that George 

Eliot is becoming too importunate. This obviously grows out of her desire 

to be comprehensive and inclusive, but here the commentary is both excessive 

end too theoretical. In effect James suecests that Georze Eliot is putt1nc 

too much of berself into the narrative voice; it is becomine too direct an 

expression ot one aspect ot her personali't1 and the result is en un...,l"3.1nly 

intellectualism which swamps the action. Looking back on her career in 1885, 

James concluded that • the taul t ot most ot ber work is the absence of 

spontaneity, the excess of reflection', and stated that in her ea.cemess to 

instruct the reader she constantly moved from the ceneral to the particular, 

instead ot vice versa.34 So what be hod originally seen as a source of 

strength had got out of hand and eventually became a da.ma.cine liability. 

One reason why James came to distrust George Eliot's narrative voice was 

that it began to force the reader's reactions, and he had the same objection 

to K1na~ley's ea<;emess to preach. When, in Here.,m.rd (1866), he for once 

forgot this tendency the gain in ease and energy was immense I 
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He writes in all seriousness, and yet with a most grateful suppression 
of that e.eeressively !a..mest tone ~D1ch has hitherto formed his chief 
point of contact with Mr. Carlyle • .)) 

Kingsley's moralizing is both fa tigu1ng to the reader and quite out of place 

in the novel. Although this is not an example from fiction, James caricatured 

Ruskin's lIlethod of writing about Italian Art as that of an irritable school­

master constantly lecturing the reader to take a morally correct View.~6 In 

both cases the writer's stance towards the reader is false because it is super-

ior and 1nsult~ to the latter's intelligence. 

James's attacks on the 'novel with a purpose' and his criticisms of 

Georce Eliot do not constitute attacks on na.rrative oOllmlentary as such. He 

was quite will~ to admit its enlivenin6 effects wnen successtul. Instead 

he is criticizing a lack of discretion on the author's part because he either 

tries to force certain rc<lCtions on him, or fails to respect the fictional 

subject. SiI:lila.rly Jamea attacked an excessive or self-indulcent style of 

expresaion beco.uso of its obscur1nc effects for the reader. He variously 

criticized Victor Hugo for being too grandiloquent and verbose; Carlyle for 

being self-regard1Dc1 Qur Mutual Friend for being over-wri ttenJ and the 

style ot George Eliot's '13rother Jacob' for being self-consciously epigram­

matic.37 Again and again James returned to the point that the relation between 

the reader and the narrative voice required the exercise of tact end a sense 

of proportion. 

James gives the name of 'objectivity' to this desired self-restraint, but 

it is an approximate term and one which refers to degree, not to a total selt­

effacement by the author. Tho 'objective' novelists then were those ,.,ho did 

not moralize excessively, at least accord1nc to the distinction which James 

made in a review of 18651 

Richardson, whom the world is com1n.g back to after a long desertion, 
is valued as the great inventor end supreme master of 'realism', but 
his moralism ha:ccs about him as a dead wei~t. The same m3.Y be said 
••• • ot Thackeray's trivial and shallow system of sermonizing. As a 
stor.1-teller he is well-nigh everything - as a preacher nod teacher 
he is nothing. On the other hand, the great '~jective' novelists, 
trom Scott to Trollop8, are almost innumerable. 



It is ironio that James sin8led out Trollope for praise as an 'objeotive' 

novelist beoause be later attacked him quite strongly for making frivolous 

asides in his novels. This attack oomprises James's most famous statement 

on the narrator's oorrect position in a novel. It begins durinG a lon~ 

survey of Trollope's works whioh James made in 1883. Havinti paid due respeot 

to Tro11ope's sooial breadth, be then turns to the question of the fictive 

illusions 

He took a suicidal satisfaction in reminding the reader that the 
story he was tel1inb was only, atter all a make-believe. He 
babi tually referred to tho work in hand {in the course of that work) 
as a novel, and to himself as a novelist, und was fond of letting 
the reader know that this tJQvelist oould direct the course of events 
acco~~ to his plcasure.~~ 

One ~xample which James cites i3 the opcn1nu sentence of the last chapter of 

Darchester Tower.! ('The end of a. novel, like the end of a. children's dinner 

party, must bo made up of sweet-ceats and SUGlX-lllw:lS'). Such oomments as 

these are 'suicidal' because they appear to attack the novel's illusion for no 

purpose at all. The"J trivia.lize the whole enterprise by reduc1nb it to a 

game of make-believe and reminding the reader that tho plot is totally arbitrary. 

They also contradict Trollops's plea for a more mature plea3ure in novel­

reading Wich he cakes at the end of Chapter 15 of the same novel • 
. h:.s 

Immediately following his attack on Trollope Jzmes make 3 , famous defence of 

the seriousness ot nove1-writ1ng: 
\ 

It is iI:lpossible to 1ma.gine what a novelist takes himself to be 
unless he regard himself as a historian and his narrative as history. 
It is only as a historian that he bas the smallest )..,ocua standi. 
As a narrator of fictitious events he is nowhere; to insert into 
his attempt a back-bone of logic. he must relata events that are 
assumed to be real.40 . 

The analozy with the historian gives James a means of insist1nc on the 

responsibility (and respectability) ot the novelist's craft. The context of 

these passages shows that he really baa considerable respect for TrolloI~'s 
41 

works. ouch more than he sho ... ed in his early reviews, for example. James 

returned to these criticisms however, one yea:r later in 'The Art or Fiction' 
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essay (1884), where he condetmed Trollope's 'attitude ot apoloGY' towards the 

reader. 42 Again James reverts to the historian analogy because he wants to 

counter Trollope' s lack ot confidence in the novel form. :By making such selt-

denigrating asides the latter is really trying to anticipate ~ evade possible 

criticism from the reader. Once again James is not attaCking the notion of 

overt cOJml1entary as such but is using Trollope t S weakness as a symptom of a 

more general distrust of the novel in ~land. His theoretical statements 

then should be read in that light. They refer beyond Trollope himself and do 

not necessarily imply an 'illusionist' notion ot fiction such as that lying 

behind W.D. lIowells's strictures of 1891. Comparina Trollope with Jane 

Austen, he concludes • 

• • • but he was 80 warped from a wholesome ideal as to wish at times 
to be like the caricaturist Thackeray, and to st:md about in his 
Bcene, talking it over with his hands in his pockets, interrupting 
the action, and spoiling the illusion in which alone the truth of 
art resides.43 

James does not go as far as EO'.ells al thoueh the latter's view of Tha.ckeray 

would be congenial to him. In fact he leaves unstated the best relation to 

operate between narrator and reader.44 liis criticisms cut in two directions 

by implications against Trollope's lack ot courage in his craft, and against 

the reader whose prejudices misht create these fears. 

To put James's criticisms of Trollope in their proper perspective we 

should recognize that he himself put comments in his novels which drew 

attention to their fictiveness. \;'hen he introduces Catherine Sloper in 

Washington Square (1881), the narrator pretends to be embarrassed by the fact 

that she has a weakness for cream cakesl ' ••• though it is an awkward confession 

to make about one's heroine, I must add that she was something ot a glutton'. 45 

Here James i8 adopting the persona ot Catherine's biographer, a' traditional 

ploy to introduce material which the reader might find uncomfortably realistic. 

But unlike Trollops's comments, this is a ~-apology and does not damage or 

disrupt the tiction. Indeed by referring to Catherine as his 'heroine' the 

narrator draws attention to the differences between her and the conventional 

heroines of romance. 
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A second example can be found in 'Pandora.', a tale published in the same 

:year as 'The Art of Fiotion'. Here a certain CO'Wlt Vogelstein, a grotesquely 

serious German, is si tt1.ng on a transatlantio steamer rea.d.1ng a Tauchn1 tz 

ed! tion or a tale by a 'young American writer'. As the narrator describes it 

to us (over the Count's shoulder, as it were), it becomes obvioua that the 

tale is 'Dalsy Y.dller' (Tauchnitz was James's only continental publishers) and 

45 this joke prov1de3 entry into the later tale. There 1s a rru.lt1ple 1rony in 

the fact that the narrator apparently does not know America at all and so does 

not overtly satirize the Count's preconceptions. ]ut of course the author 

of this tale is identical with the author of the book the Count is rea.d!ng, and 

American to boot. Here James is exploiting the difference between the 

narrator and the author himself in order to give a richness to the tale's 

texture. 

These examples are not as rare in James's fiction as his oonu:nents on 

Trollops would lead us to i.ma.gine, and a recurring function of his narrators 

is to alert the reader to different levels of fictiveness ~ithin a particular 

work. One important difference from Trollope and George Eliot is that James, 

as author, never comes directly into the fiction to comment. His narrators 

are generally limited to a particular dramatic role end play against the 

illusion instead ot disrupting it (as does Trollope) or overloading it with 

extraneous material (as does the later George Eliot). 

(iii) 

As I bave been sueg'est!ng, James held no doctrinaire theories of imperson-

ality in fiction and believed that style always expressed an author's personality. 

£0 he adm1red Georce Eliot's tone, which certa!nlyisn't 'objective', for the 

mind which lq behind it. This is a fUrther important aspect of the narrative 

voice - its quality ot expressiveness •. 



One 13ri tish vri tar who did exemplify a fully achieved style was R.L. 

Stevenson. It was particularlY' his tinely-wrought prose which stimulated 

James's admirationa 

J3etore all things he is a writer with a style - a model with a 
complexity of curious and ~ioturesque garments. It is by the 
cut and the colour of this rich and bacomine' frippery - I use 
the term endearinglY', as a Jl8inter might - that he arrests the 
eye and solicits the brush37 
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He is significantly wary here in cocmending Stevenson' s style because it shows 

oare and labour, but tends to excess. James praised a narrative style if it 

was personal .!n!! highlY' worked. He had no respect for naive smeeri ty as 

such. So for instance in 1902 he testified to the sheer quality of Conrad's 

prose, all the Iilore astonishing because English was not his native l~r:-ua.ge. 48 

James set grea.t store by a narrative style which showed evidence of labour and 

in his article on Stevenson he was on his euard aea.inst over-praisine the 

latter's bookiShness ('the tone of ietters') which appealed to James 

temperamentally but which he sa.w could be a danger. 

In his review of Felix Holt James had demonstrated an admiration tor the 

sooiable way 1.."1 whioh George Eliot addressed the reader. Her narra.tive voice 

w.s t genial', in other words attempting to plea.se the reader; and this was a 

value which James also round in Alphonse Daudet. Daudet, for him, was really 

outside the body ot Naturalists proper because ot the qualities of warmth and 

conversation in his narrative voicel 

Or o.t3S-in I 

The wish to please is the quality by which Daudet persuades his 
readers most. it is this that elicits trom them that friendliness, 
that oonfession that they are cbarmed •••• It gives a sociability to 
his manner, in spite of the fact that he describes all sorts ot 
pa.inful and odious thino~. 

He tells his stories as a talker, they have alwa~s some~ of 
the flexibility and familiarity of conversation.4~ 

~t James admires here is Daudet's capacity to establish a social context 

between narrator end reader. And he s1milarl~ praised Pierre Loti tor 
50 

achieving an intimate and anecdotal style. It both these writers ~xpressed 
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their pcrzor.alltlcs, It meant that roadinc tl:e1r works was a1r.ost like meeting 

t..~e writers t.'1emselves n...'"ld. allov1n$ them to speak to tho re:J.dcr. to convince 

him verbally. 

Janes hovcver recocnl:ed that Daudet could narrate In such L~ ettortlecs 

discursive wn:r becn.Uf:e or t..~o hlt;h va.lue ntto.c.'lcd to convcrllt1t1on 1:1 Fr£nch 

51 cul turs. Dnudllt :l1ld Ceorze Sand. .... ere thus eX~l'lcB tor M.l:l or a. technique 

ot expression which he could not hope to 1ml tate himselt. The latter he 

te1"lMd en '1mprov1oatr1ee l because ehe could art1culate ber r.n.rrative Gj?Olltano­

cUBl,. vithout sacrItlc1Ili.! tom. 52 :But Ceor[,'e :::and "US a D'poC1al case. James 

camo to have reeerYatlans about Daudet's method and ttcall7 ~ecided ~£t be 

exprez3ed tl".o fl'!\cb pcroonnl,1ty in hia style.53 ne envIed both J'r(;nch wrIters 

tor their caGe and fiuenc;r but could never n-ally E:Gt n.\'-a.:f from nJ.a;llng doubts 
-

that the,r were glOBO~~ over formal dittlcult1es. 

Kathleen T1l1ot~on ~~ charaoterized one dittaronce bet~etn V1ctor1an 

and twe.nUeth-()(mtur;r tlction 1n the rollow~ wa)"a 

[In modem tlcttcn] cnc ch:lra.eter 18 r:l1ss1ne': tho narrator in 
person. There 1s no ene there who stands OU~i~Cl the Dtory and 
says 'I', who ex;lains hO\i he blOWS what ha is telling us, who 
ef.c!reases the reader, w1".o dlEcoursez,· confides, caJol~s, and 
e::thorta. ....e a.re unbidden guests, there 1s no "".lcomG, no 
hoskitality - the social context e~brne1ns us an readers ~ gone.54 

James had tax too rl:.:;oroUD a 8Csnf:e or form to rol.}': on his na.rra.tlve voice to 

t:n117 h1s fiotion. Althoudl. aa I t.aVQ been E~"'e8t1ne. ho vtllued tho 

~ersontJ.l and sociable qun11t1es ot tome ne.rrative et}'les in other::! ho etd not 

trJ::e them no styl1stic InC~elB for hlo ClItl x:;r~.ctice. 

There uere sovernl rcasonJJ tor t!".J.s. Firstly Jal:lec had too strong a 

lieru=o cf privacy to tive hiD pGrconality lll'lrsstra1ned expressien in 1'..18 

r..a.rrat1ve &t,.lcs. J43 he adJt1tc in the }'rcta.ce to 'l'he, CoUen nc"r\, )-".b 

prctere~cc wnc al~~ tor cb11que Ik~tive, rartly to mask h1s inner calt and 

partly to g1ve added intcnsity to h1s t1ction.55 Then aea1n. Jf1:.iS ~ld not 

want a narrator to sk'CrJc 1'roc out:1ee the atoI7 since this m1!;ht c!.ur..l.C:e its 

un1 ty cr even 1 ts 1lluc1on. Ee did however retaJ..n thE: r.otlon of intimae,' 
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between the narrator and reader. Their transaction i8 atill mocW in hi. 

novel. but in a restricted wa:y. So ., .. hen the narrator deeerlbee the Ulgliah 

'cllre:non1' or altemoon tea at the bes1nn1.Iu or !hI! rortralt of a ~. he 

reassures th~ rea/ler by his confident tone 300 lJ'UZ..;,""Cstion of social aO;h1stic .. 

ation. The reader aeeerts his cuid2llce beoa.use he ",eelt3 authoritative. But 

in eeneral the difference between Jamesian narrators and Victorian on03 emerees 

in two waya. The tormer are limited personae ~d give WI a I&ora tenuous sense 

of a person, and also they are lees conclusIve, i1ll.bL"e8t1n~ rather th.l.."l stating 

interpretations. 

James's narrators trQqu~ntly Bp~ak directly to the reaJer .nd &dopt a 

contidential tona, but on the other ~ he dalibQratal, constructGd a ~t11. 

that would seleet his reaJer.. 'When in 1872 hia tamill Il.li.ieat.". tha.t 

J8JHs'a esS8.18 were oye.r-retinGd. he replied, 

ilut StUltitudo, I am more and more convinced, bas abaclutoly no 
tute - none at least that a thinldll,1 tID.n i:J bc'Wld to e~rer to. 
1.» mint oU TlOHA en R~ all lirl t.1ng not reallT lcav~ed with 
thoucht. ••• i& terribly un~roritablo. and to t~ and work one's own 
material closily ia th& only \lay to form a. ms.zmer on lih1<:h one can 
keep afloat - without intellectual b3r~ptcy at lQast.5~ , 

11. was realistio enou.c;h to aee that he could never achieve a IO¥Ular ca •• ot 

expression. A tormali t,y Rnd. elec;ance or st,yle ~ere to be a bufter to him 

o.ea1nst t.he pressures ot J:opul.ar t:.l.stc. In etrcDt:linJ thouc.;ht 1i0 ltuch here 

James in eftect eXI-la.1ns the style or his narratora. It UlCi,y t:xpla1n"d too 

Cluch and in too simple an Idic;n th,,'ll the nader' a cind would not be cn:;:\ged. 

l.nd the turtl'ier 1mIJUca.tlon i8 (from thv OP1:>osi tion between public and private, 

moral and rilwnc1a.l value) that only reilde:::'s with certtlln cental cCfc.clt1ea 

will be t.cL~~d ~. 

James's conce~tlon or the n.a.rmtor then \t8.S tr..r.sltlor.n.l. lie wns moving 

away from the broad U'ld dI:lcur1iOIve cor.::;:Clltary of tho Vlctoric.na to~.s a. more 

11m1 ted 1\mct1on, closely voven into the narrativ3 proper. he c!1d rt:ta.1n 80me 

prtiroeatives r;uch as direot ae.cln:C3 md 1ntOrtlativ~ ~, but on a tlUch 

reduced Ileal.. And above all he retained the ul t1r..a.te !\moticn or tho 

n arrativo voiee, r.a:oly to sot dialoeue in a context and £hov ita illustrative 
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si~ticance: 

There is always, at the best, the author's voice to be kept out. 
It can be kept out for occasionsJ it cannot be kept out always. 
The solution, therefore, is to leave it its function, for it has 
the suprem~ one. This function, llroperly exercised, averts the 
disaster of the bl;P.ht of the colloquy really in lllace - illustrative 
and indispensable. 7 

(iv) 

Th:roughout his career James held a constant distrust of first-percon 

narrative and with the exception of 'The Aspern l'apers', 'The Tum of the 

Screw' and The Sacred Fount confined his una ot this special mode to short 

stories. 

In the preface to The AMbru~sM.ors James gives [lome indication of why he 

disliked this method. Its unique combination of subject and object, hero 

and narrator he describes as 'romantic' and 'a form foredoomed to looseness'. 

The particular occasion is of course the composition of The Amba~sndors and 
James is discussinc the various options open to him. In doinS so he sets 

the terminoloey of formal discipline ('rieour', 'pattern', etc.) a.ca1nst 'the 

terrible nuldlty of selt-revelation' which comes from what he calls the 

'autobioeraphy' (and he cites Gil nl~~ and pnvid Corp~rrield as two prime 

examples).5
8 

James's objections here centre around the question of form. He constantly 

links the use of first-person narration with a casual disreOll'd for form and 

relates its popularity to the English reading public's disregard for carefully 

constructed fiction. Its use implies that the author can make the hero's 

charaoter the prinoiple at the book's unity and James denied the efficacy of 

this as hotly as he had denied that the author's personality could unif.y. It 

was anyway an outmoded practice. This is the pejorative weight of a term 

like 'romantic' as James uses it, referring to the apprenticeship of the novel 



rather than its formal maturity. And earlier he had described KidnaFped and 

Henry Esmond aD fictiVE) a.utobiographies in an 'archaic fonn'. 59 James J:Ja.de 

his attitude plain also ,*llen he wrote to R.G. Wells in 1911 about The New 
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Machiavelli. lie professed (rather vaguely) to admire Wells's sense of life 

but then his l~ suddenly takes on a hard cri tical e~rre when he complains 

of \/ells using 

that accurst autobio:.;:raphic fonn which puts & premiu:n on the loose, 
the improvised, the cheap and the easy. ~ave in the fantastic and 
the romantio (Copperfield, Jane Eyre, that charming' thing of 
stevenson's with the bad title - 'Kidnapped'?) it has no authority, 
no persuasive or convincing for<;e - its· grasp of reality and truth 
isn't strong and disinterested.~O 

James then goes on to s~ that for him a novel lacks authentioity and beauty' 

unless detachment has operated and unless there has been soma artistio trans-

mutation of the material. In other words another reason tor dislild.nt! the 

first-person form is that its material is not properly die;ested. 

These statements ",ere made quite late in James's career and they virtually 

dismiss any possible value ",hich first-person narration may have. But in an 

early unpublished review James eives a. more balanced account. Be mentions 

the looseness which can come from retrospective 'autobiography', but then 

describes its own special technical difficulty: 

•••• it has the prime disadvantage of beinG the most dramatic form 
possible. The author not only puts off his own personality. but 
he assumes that of another, and in proportion as the 1ma.;inary hero 
is different from himself, his task becomes d1ff1cul t. lience the 
merit of most fictitious autobiocraphies is that they give you a 
tolerably fair reflection of the writer's character. To project 
yourself into tho consciousness of a perEon essentially your 
opposite requires the audacity of creat ceniusJ~end even men or 
genius are cautious in approaching the problem.~'1 

Here James is beinz far less wholesale in his rejection of the form and 

aclmowledging the stronG imacination and sense of drama. which it requires. 

In fact because it is so difficult it can only be used briefly as :Browning did 

in his dracatio monolOGUes (James tokes Brownincr to be its creat exponent a.t 

the time of the review - 1065). Jomes demonstrates the same alertness to 

formal discipline as he does in the la.ter strictures on the first-person, and 
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suggests by his ironic use ot 'merit' that mar~ extended fictive autobio~Tcphies 

tail. But at least he gives another possible reason why he himself tended 

not to use that torm, because or its sheer ima.e1nativa difficulty. As we 

shall see, ",hen he uses it in 'The Turn of the Screw' and The Sacred Fount he 

reduces the reliance placed on the personality ot the narrator and minimizes 

the element ot autobioGraPhy by using only a brief time-span. 



33 

Chapter 2 

The Other House 

(i) 

There is a.bundant evidence that The Trat,;1c 1-'h~e (1890) marked for James a 

turninum-point in his career. Partly beea~e ot bad sales and partly because 

or his erowins' 1nterest in the theatre, it was the last ot a series. So in 

J'T..a.y 1890 he wrote to his brother William: 'The Tr?yric Hu.se is to be my la.st 

long novel. For the rest of my life I hope to do lots of short thin£~ with 

1 
irresponsible spaces between'. 

At first si&flt The Trar,ic l':use seems to Coce nearer to the 'onniscient 

author' convention than its successor The Other House, but James does not give 

us direct aocess to the characters' thouGhts 1ndiccr1m1nately. ~~e novel is 

concerned, as D.J. Gordon and John ~tokes have demonstrated at leIlo"""1;h, very 

2 much with ideas. In other wOrds the characters tend to embody attitudes to 

art or to social and family position; and the narrator performs an important 

function in clarifYinG these a.ttitu.des. 

For example, early in the novel, the Dormer family are visi tin,:; the sights 

ot Paris. Lady Acnae besins to show some anxiet.y for her son Nick because he 

doesn't seem as 1nterested in his parliamentary seat as he should be. ~hls 

signals the beginnine of the conflict between lack's artistic lea:nint,r-::l nnd the 

obligations of family tradition, which is to run throUGhout the novel. At 

this point however we are given direct insight into his mother's worries: 

••••• and Lady Agnes noticed that the 'lots of ~'""S' to which he 
proposed to give precedence over an urgent duty, ••••• were implied 
somehow in the friendly glance with which he covered tho brea t 
sq,uare [the Place de la. Conoords], the opposite bank of the Seine, 
the steep blue roots of the quay, the bright immensity ot roxie. 
\.'hat in the world could be more important than rna.ld.nG sure of his 
seat? - so quiokly did the good lady's imagination travel.' 

:By givinc us her thOU[J;hts direotly James makes Lo.dy !olea's standpoint appear 

more sympathetio, and counteraots the impression of her coldness in disapproving 

o£ Parisian art. The narrator thus hints at the emotional substance in her 

teelings of helplessness which miGht not emerge sutficient17 from the action. 



In the passau""EI quoted we never lose our sense of the narrator gently 

ironizinc Lady Acnes. Dy juxtaposing the features ot the Paris scene with her 

question to herself, he implies that Paris ~ is important and beautitul; 

'bright !mmcnsit,y' belon~8 to the phraseology of the narrator rather than Lady 

Agnes. Such comments are typically oblique and a matter of nuance. 

:But one of the main differences between The Tracie l-1use and The Other 

House is that in the earlier novel the narrator makes frequent reference to 

national and social types. The Dormers, in the open.inu scene, beloIll,; to the 

'tweed-and-waterproofclass' of Enclish tourists and are 'finished productions' 

in their way. 4 In adoptinz the persona of the cOSDopoli tan tourist, James 

directs the reader towards a detached stance where he can appreciate both sides 

of a question - here balancing the serious pull of family oblieation aL~1nst 

the physical attractions of Paris. It is a glancing iroDY' that the narrator 

should describe the Dormers as it they themselves were art-objects (in the New 

York text they are 'finiShed creations'), but he introduces a fundamental theme 

or the novel a namely, how much a person is shaped by his society and its 

institutions. 

In underltntnc characters' eeneric, representative qualities the narrator 

helps to define their historical identities. Thro'uGlout .!h!. Trade l-1use 

chara.Cters are seen in their social and historical relations, and this eXJllains 

in turn why the narrator must supply considerablebackeround material on them. 

So when Nick Dormer, just atter his election to Parliament, goes to visit 

Hr. carteret (an old friend ot his father's). we apprehend the latter throU£;h 

his setting. The ba.ckground inf'ormation of his connexions with the Dormer 

family and the physical details of his house and its village must a.ll be 

conveyed before the two people actually meet. And although James presents 

some of this information tbrou£;h Nick's point of view there is very little 

practical difference from conventional direct narrative. The villa.ce. Deauclere, 

with its narrow cobbled streets and ruined abbey, is representative of all that 

1s best in conservative ~lish politics; and, despite such interpolated 
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phrases as 'lUck tho'Uw~t', its description and symbolism is really the work of 

the narrator. So, as well as clari~ the ideas discussed by the novel, the 

narrator serves a. basic function of convey1nc information to the reader, 

information which is used to see the characters in their settings. 

Lastly the narrator rarely makes direct comments on the characters in 

The Trac;10 l'!use, and that usually to show their generic nature. 'l'yJ>ica.lly 

the comments are oblique and tentative. but occasionally there is a. passao~ of 

cansciously heiGhtened rhetorio to mark a. particularly dramatio moment. Eo 

when Nick decides to resiOl from Parliament his confrontation with his mother 
-< 

is even more tense than the decision itself since it makes the collapse of all 

her hopes for himl 

He measured, in the look that she {;ave him when the full truth loomed 
\lpon her, the mortal cruelty of her discomfiturea her faoe was like 
that of a. passenger on a ship who seas the hUt,'"e bows ot another 
vessel towering close out of the tog. The~ are visions ot dismay 
betox~ which the best conscience recoils •••• ' 

Bere we see a characteristic Jamesian strategy - the use of a vivid concrete 

metaphor to render physically an emotional reaction, in this case introduced 

by the verb 'loomed'. The narrator draws ba.ck from the immediate scene in 

order to make the comparison because it is cenernlizing as well as vivifying. 

And this is taken one step further in the explioit generalization Which concludes 

the passage. Such COJmllellts are more frequent in the works of Georce Eliot. 

but James is really l~tng c1a.im, as she does, to a broader wisdom than his 

characters possess in order to measure their actions. In James's fiction 

these comparisons are rare, but fundamentally similar to the earlier practice 

of George Eliot. 

(ii) 

lJy contrast The Other House bas a much reduced scale of action. Indeed 

it was not originally planned as a novel at all. James first conceived of the 



idea as a possible subject for either a short story or a play in Dece~ber 1893.6 

Deciding on the theatre he wrote a scenario for a three-a.ct play called 'The 

Promise' to be performed by Edward Compton. 7 This scenario, which is now 

lost, was completed probably in the summer of 1895 and then converted into 

novel form during the second halt ot 1896. It was subsequently reconverted 

into a play in 1909 and performed under the same title as the novel. The novel 

displays its origins in retaining a three-a.ct (or three-book) structure with 

chapters confo~ rigidly to theatrical convention in that they begin with 

entries b~' characters and conclude either with exite: or a climax. 

The first chapter of The Other House is an explicit introduction to the 

action. It contains virtually all the preliminary information which we need 

to identity the characters, and James recoenized this when he wrote to his 

translator Auguste Honod in 1907. 'The 3 or 4 opening pages', he stated,' 

8 
toxmed his only 'departure from the scenio torm'. In other words the first 

chapter really stood outside the novel's method. This makes one clear 

difference tram The Trar;1c lmse where backeround information emerees throUGhout 

the novel. In The Other House this is reduced to the absolute minimum and 

the action focuses on the character of Mrs. Beever,· the proprietor or Eastmead, 

a house on the edce at the town at Wilverley. Being a shrewd (but not 'cruel', 

as the narrator points out) observer, she misses little of what goes on at 

Bounds, the eponymous other house and thus makes it plausible for a description 

of her to shade into an outline of the situation where the novel's action 

begins. 

Because l-!rs. Beever demonstrates much of the alert detached interest 

typically shown by the Jamesian narrator, the la.tter balances a. recoeni tion ot 

her intellieence aeainst ironiz1ng her middle-class social pretensions. 

11rs. Beever for instance clearly prides herself on organizing her own situation, 

as well as arranging h~r son Paul's life for him. Zhe particularly wants to 

marry him off as soon as possible. The narrator, in the course of his 

summarY, gently satirizes this quality of deliberation: 
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There would bave been dlttlcul ty in Ga11nt; whether It \TCS a feel1nc 
tor pt'.aee or tor "':1%', but her constant bahl t was to lay the cround 
bare tor complications that as yet at least had never ~en place. 
Her lifo Va!) like a. room preP3.rCd tor a danco a the.f'urn1 ture ... as 
all aca1Mt the walls.9 '. 

13ecause the sheer bulk of narrative cOmr:lcnt has been reduced in this novel, the 

narrator'. st~l. constantl,. approaches the epigrammatic. llero ~o stresses 

r.rs. Beever's exagcerated tendencY' to tako prcc~tion8t so ~~~ratcd ~~t It 

Comel to seem a performance. Similes such as these also tatn.bllzh n tone of 

social comedy uinee the inhabitants or tho tvo hou~es :u-e the load-ins liL,hts in 

the world of WilTerle,. and both depend tor their financial statuz on tho bar.k. 

In the h1erarch7 of cha.ra.cters in the novel HI's. :Beever holda a r;;·eeial 

position. Because or her caracit,. to see all round a situation, the narrator's 

J.nai&hta at times merce with hers and he poinh tl:J.s out. ~;a1n throu.:h 0. 

theatrical metaphor. f:he thus has the adwnt&t,e 'of always cce1ng, in c:n.y 

relation or discussion, the other ~ becoce the s~ctaclet while, slttins 

back in her stall, she rema.1ned thf3 spt"Ctator and even the critic' (:.:p.1,2-n,). 

'l'hi8 pascage comes at a rat.~.r awkward point in her attempts to 8.IT3JlS'e an 

eneneement between her son and J"an [;artle, a cucst at the other bouse. fhe 

reels bound to justitr her actions to him t..nd, in so do1n(;. ~"'YersC::l tte ucual 

comf'ortable relation between oboerver and. spectacle ",hich the enjoys. Instead 

she tee18 llke a circus pertomer, go1nc throuO;l various acrobatics for her 

eon's benefit. ' But her deterc1na.tion does not 1'la8 (';:;no would. have to lC:lp 

thrOU.)l a hoop, but alle would land on her charcer' 0 back.') 1..nd hero cho 

demonstrates an 1nt.lllL~t awareness of heroelt which is directly cO~k~'able 

to the narrator's o.n perspective on her. 

Each or the two later books or the novel Ollen with p3.S8a&"tlS or Elatirlcal 

description centred on f<'.:rs. Deever, just as in Dook One. The second section 

introduces a new note or s cc1al competition b ... ween ttrs. lkever and 'l'ony :Brcp.m 

(the ower or Bounds). lie rnJ.cht have a InOre mod!m. woll-E:quippcd llouze, but 

the carden at Eastzooad cannot be surpassed. The narrator s\b.~a.rizos la-a. 

:Beever's· prido that her r;rounds are the most beautiful in iiilverley end then 



adds the followinc mock-serious reflexion: 

Such decrees and dimensions, I hasten to add, had to do altocether 
with short relations and small thin,,::.s; but it was just the £;'Ood 
lady's reduced Ecale that held her little world together. So true 
it is that from strong compression the elements of drama. sprin{; and 
that there are conditions in which they Deem to invite not so much 
the opera-glass as the microscope (pp.104-105). 

Immediately atter this we are given a visual expression ot this tendency when 

we see r'.rs. Beever surrounded by the paraphernalia for a.1'temoon tea and boxes 

ot birthday presents for little Effie (Tony Bream's baby). Clearly the 

narrator adopts a comically portentous tone of voice in order to state a general 

rule about the kind of drama Mrs. Beever imagines, when really he is making fun 

or her preoocupation with minute details. 

The narrator's explanation that he is only dealing with 'short relations 

and small things' underlines one difference between this novel and l'he Tra,l'7ic 

~. Here we encounter only details of social ambition, personal idiosyncra­

cies rather than large public issues. The narrator's l~, for all its 

poise, raises problems within the novel however. The whole description of the 

rivalry between the two houses stands outside the action of the novel. We 

never ~ any of this competitiveness and in fact it seems to be a pretext for 

James DUpplyin5 further description of the 'set'. The same irrelevancy marks 

the account of Mrs. :Beever's taste in :Curn1 ture at the beginning of the third 

book. She inherits a house full of mahocany furniture only to find that 

rosewood comes into fashion, but at the time of the action she is eratified 

to see that mahogany is once again coming back into style. Now the narrator's 

concentration on social niceties at this point is grotesquely out of place 

because Tony's baby has just been murdered. To revert to an urban,e social 

voice directly undermines the tension which James has been buil~ up in the 

preceding chapter. 

Indeed the subject of the novel is not really social at all after the 
10 

first book, which James described as a 'prologue'. Tony's wife dies after 

giving birth to Etfie and, because ot pa,1nf'ul experiences she has had with a 



atep:1Other, she extorts a promiEe fro:::! her huoband rtever to tilO'l..~ while rIlie 

i& alive. :Book Two then prooent3 thB conflict in hiD between love and 
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obllcatioD, ;.md between Jean i'J:J.rtle and Itoso ;..rmicer \lho are both attractod to 

Tony. The cl1.ma.x (.at the end or the second book) comes 'WIth Roce'. r::ur\er 

or tho bo.by. Ztrictly opea.ld ... "1C then Ule action oonsists of a. moral or psyoho­

loeioal drw.::a and narrative roferenceo to i'a.nhion, aocial et·~twJ~ eto. only 

dissipate the intensity ot thtl aation instead ot helpin:! it. Throut,hout the 

last tvo books there Is this c;rowi~ dis~lU'ity betwee~ the narrative voice and 

the novel's true subjeot. 

w1ult mieht be te~d the narrator's 'social voice' emerCes alae in the 

miniature sketches which he gives ot characters, ;.Illd this i8 a. method \oihich 

other miso.,...neur-l1t.u'e in the novel, 'We lea.rn that 

He vas a 11 ttls man who moved, \lith a warniner air, on tiptoe t as it 
he \jere pla.y1n.:; BOOS draw~""room t:;ar.e or Er.o:prbeo, end 'Who had a 
face 80 candid and circular that it BU{;S"ested a larea It"J.tc rill (1'.2~). 

or or Tony' lSream we learn the tollow~1 

To look at him vas 1mcediately to see that be vas a colleotion of 
ei1"ta, which presented themselves U 8uch :.::reci&e17 by hav1nc in each 
case al1sbtly overtlowed the 1lle.a.£U:t'e ..... ll1s l.recs vat just too rble, 
hia colour just too hiGh. r..1s J:IOusta.ehe just too lone •••• But the result 
01 it all ValiJ a prQG~nca that Wa.3 in itself a cloce cont:!.ct, the 
immediate, unoonscious, unatlntt;d lite, t.nd or hia <!oi.n(; what be 
liked and l1kinJ to please (P.;S). .' 

~'hese are not as sa.t1rical as the r.:dn1atu:re portraits in -:'he A,l':\.'Tr1 A,;e, but, 

particularly in view ot the cinb:al d61lcription 1n The Other l!o;us,!. llUc..'1 

I4Ss~s stand out as rhetorico..l 8et-'piece~. . They display an e~ce3s, a 

virtuosi ty 1rihlch sets thctl apart frO!ll the eeneral l.D.nt:.~""'O or the novel. Both 

account. begin as G.vscriptiona i:.nd proceed to d6tinO the chara.ctcrs as it b;y 

inference from their a.·pearance r.ot b7 reference to their social t7P8-

Wi th TOll1 Dream especially \Ie do not really {."et & complete visual sense or his 

person 80 much as & series ot ;;u:pocts vhich all imply one dominant characteristic 

_ generosity. Also both accO".mt.o have a. round(.>U. finality b~·ca.uso or the 

comio cnaloz::r in one ease, and the concludin.::: ChiaDln'U3 in t.he othor. 
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Apart from their rhetorical flourish these descriptions are unlike those 

in The 'l'rafjlc 1-fuse because they introduce no new material, end cake no 

reference to the characters' past history or social baclq:;round. In The Other 

House cr~cters are presented drarratlcally. They are only important as they 

interact during the novel, and not as they grow out of different cultural or 

social contexts. This means firstly that the narrator has far lesa information 

to convey, Dnd then also that he must refer above all to the visual in order to 

convey what spectators miGht see tor themselves in the theatre. One contempor-

ary reviewer saw this as a great loosl 

••• there is room for very little ot the daintily whimoical commentary 
upon his charact~rs, their looks and thouGhts and motives and ac!able 
absurd! ties, which he knows how to make so delighttul. \'ben he is 
not puttins dialol?,Ue into the mouths of these characters, he is 
engaged almost wholly in providing that necessary description of 
their movements, their smiles and siths and general staee-business, 
which in the theatre the spectator would see with his own e:res.11 

The writer, who incidentally recoznj.zes James's new method in this novel, charges 

him with raising unnecessary difficulties in tryine to imitate a pl~. But 

he gives the impression that 'the descriptions are simply neutral and informative, 

.... hen really this is not true. The passa,ees quoted above show how the narrator 

can merge description ~ith analysis, partly tor comic effect and partly to 

highlight the good qualities in the characters. 

When we tinally see Paul Deever, for example, the description begins with 

purely visual aspects, end none of them tlatterinc. He is 'tall and fat, and 

his eyes, like his mother's, 1rJere ver:! small' (p.121); his bulk is massive, 

grotesquely so and 'his r;reat tastes were for cicarettes and silence'. But then 

the narra. tor consciously restrains his tendency to rhetoric in order to 

counteract the cumulative effect of these details. Paul ~ be tat but he is 

also active in the town social lite and popular. By implication the narrator 

is doing more justice to ra.ul' a good qualities than his mother who thinks he 

is just stupid and lethargic. The narrator is practising James's own 

principle that an author must allow l'..is characters somo independence.
12 

:By 

leavinJ his account of Paul's open he allows his good qualities to come out in 

his actions. And these qualities are subsequently demonstrated when he 



proposes to Jean Nartle and accepts her refusal wi th a COod grace. In this 

particular instance there is a direct continuity between the narrator's 

1nter~retation of a Character Lnd his actions. 

In his account of fiction 'Io.hlch attempts to imitate the methods of the 

theatre Norman FrieclJ:lall has written that the reader is put into the position of' 

'the fixed front (third row center) •• 13 He ~~sts that the reader's 

perspective does not chanb~ in any sibni!ioant way. But the narrator's 

selection of descriptive detail docs alter the perspective in The Other Rouse 

and plays an important part in determininG the tone of scenes. (4U1te early 

in the novel Rose ArLlicer meets her tiance Denis Vidal who has just retumed 

from several years in China. Understandably they are rather tense with each 

other and the narrator brinco this out in his general comments (' •• a coed 

deal more passed between this ~ than they uttered' - p.42). Then he moves 

in to describe Vidal fincering a piece of his lover's dreS3 (s~st1nC 

agi tation) t only to draw back in order to aoe the two ficures tocether on the 

sofa.. These variations in focus show a technique which could not be a.chieved 

on the st~~. ~y select~ certain details for description the narrator 

achieves cinematic etfects of close-up)for instance)and ~sts an atuosphere 

of intimacy in the scene outlined above. 

Sicllarly the description of the 'set' is more dynamio than would be the 

effect of a. curtain rising on a stat,"9. ~'hen Jean }la.rtle first enters the hall 

at Bounds James avoids the awkwardness of having an objective third-person 

description by presenting the setting through Jean's eyes. .8 follow her as 

if che looked all round the hall not1nt; the decors. tiona, one or two furnishings 

and then suddenly stopped upon spotting nose Armiger at the far Ellld of the 

room. Or again at the close of Dook One the oharacters group themselves 

around Tony Brealll in ""hat on the sta.t;e would be a static tabloa.u. Dut the 

narrator follows hio line of vision to loIrs. Deever and then lira. Beever's 

towards Rose Armiger in one of the other entrances. Thereby \\e ~;a1n eo sense 

of moveoent and also of the smothered mltaGonimn between the two women. 



James was to make more we of t.l-J.is visual technique in 'The Turn of the Screw'. 

In 'Covering End' the description is rather cruder. This tale was 

converted from a one-a.ct play which James wrote in 1895 called 'Summer30ft'. 

It fomed the companion tale for 'The Turn of the [icrew' in The Two IJb.&ics. 

:Because their orie1ns were almost identical James frequently linked this tal. 

with The Other Hou~e in his letters. It opens with a description of the 

houae which eives it its title, but in a. way more direct and explicit than in 

the novela 

This is the central h3.11, hi£h and square, brown and r;rey, flagged 
beneath and timbered above, of an old Enelish c01mtry-house; an 
apartment in which a sine-le survey is a perception of lon,rr o.nd lucky 
continutties. 14 . 

Then follows a. broad-raneins survey \/hich demonstrates the cateL"Orical state-

ment at the end of the passa.ee. The narrator has momentarily adopted the 

guise of a visitor to the house (and the reader with him). and explains that 

the butler's temporar,r absence from the hall gives him the time he needs tor 

this description. It is quite consistent with the tale itself since it deals 

partly with tourists going rolmd the house exa.m1n1ng its details. :But also, 

beginning as it does in the present tense, this description eets the scene as 

if it were at the bec1nninIT of a playscript. 

'Coverine End' and The Other Hou~e both contain nar:ra.tive comment lIhich 

becomes quite similar to stage-directions and James's attitude to both works. 

was usually dismissive because he thoujht that their conversion into fictional 

form was all too obvious and crude. Vlhen Edmund Gosse praised the novel in 

1896, James was rather embarrassed and insisted that The Other House wa.s merel~ 

a. little thrifty pot-bailinc' tu:rn1n... ..... to acct. of the scheme ot a 
chucked-away 3 act play - an old relinquished sCl~io turned into 
a little sto~J on exactly the same scenic lines. ) 

And Theodora 13osanquet. one of James's secretaries, quotes him deocriblng the 

reworld.ng of both tale and novel as a process which involved 'embedding the 

16 
dialogue of tho plays in a certain amo1mt of descriptive conunentary'. Bis 

poor opinion of these works stemmed trom the lack of 1m1 ty between dialogue 

and 'commentary' • The two did not eell tosether and anyway the~ were only 



reworked tor cocmercial reasons. 

But al thou.-:;h there arc marked diept':.ri tic. between the narrative voice and 

&etlan in T}-.·3 Othe;.JI'~~, Jarees it not nally doinZ the novel Justic6 by these 

blanket diBm1B~als and in B letter to E.~. ~ell. of L~c~mb8rt 1396 be ex;la1ned 

snore tullY' ~t kind of na...-rative comm{;llta.r,y be lIa.B using. Ee 1s ecscrlb1nJ 

'Coverinc ~4' but tho comments ap~ly equally well to the novEl: 

The B£r1tish] rCu'blio] won't read a play "ith tr", r.~ro r~3 or the 
spoakera - ilO I slopl)" pa.ral.ihra.acd these and .:.dded Buell indication. 
as mi£ht be the equivalc.nt or dec~nt £.Ct1r~ - a history or.d an 
evolution that soens to me ~reover explic~tlvel1 and sufficiontly 
Dfl)eoxcd allover the thin.c. 11 

J~cco~'C1J.ng to J~eG here the Ln.rrator has bee.'1 ust..Q. tor eXlJE;d1 .. ncy. simi'l1 to 

E:xplaJ.n 6nd mo.ke cltca,r \ohat cannot be G~Qn. In 'C,-veril'lg llid' Q.Uu ~l:o Otl;e;: 

J!rove how£ver the no..rra.tor·s role COOS beyond the purQly !\mcUcm;.l. 

ThroU[Jlout mu~'1 of the novel the narrator I.Ota aa an alert obGl~rv~rt 

conveyiD.-; the expressions and movements of' the characters o.nd tlak1nt; h1s 

cotlm'n tar,i only imI;lici tly ar.al:,rt1cal. :>0, in the CO'\.1.1:fiQ of a convcraa Uon 

bfi;t\iflen Tony ~Gm ami 1'1':"3. ~cvert the fom.er 18 accused 01 b~1nc; \O'ronc:..,-hee.ded 

beca.ulJo he bna allaw~-d J(;.::ul ~';artle to stay in his t..oualit &S a Co-u.:u.'dia.n for hi. 

child. t:rs. Beever's char~"'Q is soriolUl beoa.u.cu it IN(;8esta tha.t Tony L'light 

have beon enco~;ng rt;6~"'3 in tho tirl which ha could not requite. Hi. 

r£:a.otion is dascribeU viouallli 'Iony lilted his ahoulderol with 1'.13 ha.nd.s 

in bill pocl.:eto he bad boeun to tid£-et &.1Jout thlil law ••• • (p.18G). ilia nr'7 

movements C1.1t?:t..""Cat anxietr and deep thoU£.,ht, cs~c1all.y u they are not tnical 

ot Tor.;,. Dut tho tlO~t3 thex:u:olvcs convey his r~l1nG"8 without the need 

to spell t.'lcu out ex:pllcitly. Or eoUn when Damia Vidal 1D t<lJl-tng to 

f-!rs. I:eevcr &l.bout toroe ~-er (his limc'.. in theory). he a.tks J'!r~. l:~ever 

it the Girl ia rc&lly in love with Tony. liar sorupl~D ~revent ber ar~wer1nG 

this Ciuestion und. ella tUl:l".G ~ troIl lWl ~tarlly t enuctinc her l'cfunal. 

betore she Q.ctually e..rticula.tcG it. And in tho novwl t.~nera.ll7 G.GGcrlption 

or cestura and £xl'resoion tends to replaco analytical COtlliiiilltJ.I7. In t..'Us 

sense tha d~scri~tion a;;rO;.1.c!le:l the r..'\turc or t..;ocd act1n~t 3.l'.d altO oakes 
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the narrative more objective. The narrator GUides tho reader as to hOt" he 

should read apI·~ara.ncesra.therth{.~'"1 t~;k1ne ];1rl directly beneath t..'leir S"J.Xrace. 

~, end one ... hich J3.0ques J3a.rzun recocnizcd \,'hen he ..... a.!l d.i~c"J~:lln:: 'l'1e Otr.e~ 

Fouz~. 'Ja.'1lCS has s"]steJr.at1c.ull tr:m3la.ted love, te~t h3.trcc, s'l.l.c~lciont 

et'Jyt ;>..nd tho prcmed.ita.Uon or crime into bodily C'Cstu...-..e ••• ,10 

This ItletLod can be a way ot understatinJ' reotlon which blcDtl~ in n:p:proIJri-

ntoly with the characters' Olm ,"f.."llse of decorum, particularly of not c;qrcnn1nt; 

all t.lJ.eir teelin.zs d1recUl. L'hen Po.ul :Becvar, quite late in t.."e second book, 

realize::J that his leYI! ter i1cae ~\ni:'""er 1s ho~cl~:Z3. cnl:r J(;ln l::t:rUe and (by 

itlplica.t1on) the na.r:ro.tor s£o tho dll;,th ot teol1ne behind his eOltparo.t1vel,. 

a""bra.rd CCoture: ' •• he covered, ror E-"l inBtont, workin:; it clm:Sil1, one of 

hia little ~yeG viCl t."1e base or cn~ of hi3 bi:; th\r!l~B' (p.2'5). In n ssrwv 

tho %U!".r:1tor diex;-lnys the sn.ne taot as S01~O of tho c~:.lr3.cter3 by not aotuall;r 

The nl\.1TB.tlve comments, bo'Wever, have a pa.:rtlcula.r style or cxprcn:l1on 

vhich in .!b:!...lyk'~l A/'"O ill u3ad so cuch tl'Hl. tit b0oor::en &''"1 ini ta tine na,-.norism. 

Tho rol1~.~ two sentences ars r~prcsentat1vQI 

'1";:io exclar.atlon J:I.l,..:e har ~et hia eyea \i1 th a tur.1 of her ovn that 
~l-ht lqv.£. ctruck him •••• Th::-n shCJ choo~ her head .. !:ecr'e~, to c~.ak(t, 
out, ••• l:cr conoroua caiety (J:.37). [my er::~.h.'l.d:l] 

Ja~e~ is 00 concern~d not to go beyond t~s oelt-1cpooed rOrr-k~l r~striotlono 

(rulinJ out direct into!"J?=ot.1.t1on) that theca co=.ents 8-"""0 atu:~1ously tcr.tative. 

The,- otfer l'-ypot..~csefJ or what ml Intelli,31:nt spectator would undcrst...-md from 

the scene, but c::u-etully avoid b£l110 final. Aocord1ncly the nr-~tor's 

eo~enttJ very often conta1."'l r.Jlraoes bcC1nnir.c w1 th • a3 ir'. or rcfcr·;,:nces to a 

hypJthetlc1.1 ob:?erver. At timCIJ this o.m be exae.:;emtcdly tentative. 

no [tennis Vid31] cvl~ently felt that he ha1 been nl~ost Tiol~ntl1 
o.bru:ptJ but it voul~ b.:lVtl been equ..'\lly evident to a r;·cct::ttor th3.t 
ho wa3 a rnn or cool couraca (p.62). 

This ca~tenco be~~s to disvl~ ona of the 1dio~cr~eles or J~~es's late stJle; 

1l<'l..'Ds ly that ho USC:l phY21c:lll,. expretslve voc3.bulary to convej er..otio;1 

('violently abrupt') and then SlJothor3 its vigour by elnborah con~tic:Unc. 



The explicit references to a spectator (which occur also in 'Covering Dnd' and 

particularly The .f\."rhrtrd A,:e) are ar.:yway irrolevant b· cause they are implicit 

within the techni~ue itself - in, for example, the use of conditional verb-

tenses. The r€sult is that James seems to be drawins attt'ntion to his method 

which unnecessarily distracts the reader from the aotion. Also the cumula-

tive descriptive effect of these end the more direct accounts of movement gives 

an answer to the writer in the Sa.turdny Review ",ho stated that the novel 

•• .divides itself into three parts, each of which has a Eet scene 
provided for its action, EO finite and circum~cribed that the reader 
has a sense of missinc the staGe directions.1~ 

In fact when James rewrote The Other House as a play he retained almost 

verbatim several of the lonc;er explanatory descriptions as stage-directions. 

Thus the novel has: 

lie [Dennis Vidal] looked at her as over a floodl then he thrust his 
hand behind him and glanced about for his hat. ne moved blindly, 
like a man pic~ himself up from a violent fall - flung indeed 
suddenly from a smooth, swift vehicle (p.13). 

In the play this becomes: 

Vidal (who looks at her an instant as over a flood; and then, while 
he thrusts his hGnd behind him md looks a.bout for the hat he hao 
somewhere put down, ~oves blindly, like a man picki,nz himself up 
from a violent £all).20 

James has removed the rhetorical addition to the second simile, but otherwise 

he kept the passav~ virtually intact and thereby demonstrated that the comments 

~ ccrve as stace-directions even thoUGh they go beyond the immediately visual. 

As the novel prozresses there is a steady reduction in the omount of 

cOIEentary Civen. 'l"he narrator's • social voice' recedes throU<;h the second 

book, thoUGh still lin..,"'Cring for instmlce over the comic tI.tlaloey between Tony 

13ream's servants and soldiers, and by book three han virtually disap:peo.red. 

Thero is however a noticeable increase in the fineness with Which characters' 

re3.ctions are conv~ed. wben Dennis Vidal reenters the novel in the second 

book Tony insists that he should stavr at his house rnd not a hotel. 'l'h1s 

comparatively ciInple point is expla.!ned thus; 
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Dennis Vidal ascented to ti1is ~~ent without qualifications and 
indeed almost without expression: there evidently l1ncered in him 
an operative sense that there were conpem:ations l'Ir. Bre<::m micht be 
allowed the luxurious consciousness of owing him (pp.205-206). 

This is doubly oblique. It presents the probable senso \tlich one cha.ra.cter 

(Vidal) has of the probable sense of another (Bream). And its complexity is 

not a matter of poycholoeical depth so much as nuance. The passau~ is not 

typical but certainly in The Othe;: Hou~e we can see some bec~--a of JaLles's 

later style. And altho~l the actual bulk of description is reduced, the 

narrator's rhetoric is at times so conscio~~ly intricate that it becomes very 

obtrusive. 

Despite the new and at times strint:.-ent techniques which Jomes uses in this 

novel he still retains the basic functions and prerogatives of the narrator, 

albeit on a much reduced scale. The narrativ~ is 'objective' in the sense 

that characters 'Work out tho action wi t:1 com,P3J:'atively little cxpl:mation out-

side their dialogue. 13ut nevert..~eless we see into the minds of the min 

characters as and when the subject requires, particularly into the minds of 

Mrs. Beever, Jean liartle and Tony Bream since these are either the most intol­

ligently alert or emotionally full characters. Also, as I have been SUCu~stlng, 

James retains direct comcent, analysis, description and even supplies info~tion 

in retrospect. 13ut in all thece .!\mctions, except visual deocription, the 

narrator divides his work with the charaoters themselves. 1l.c! can summarize 

the growth or Tony Bream's relationship with Jean t-Iartle; but we learn of his 

wite's pa1ntul experiences with her step-motber entirely through dialo~e. 

And even thoueh ~e Aw}oiard Age makes a far more thorough-go ins attem:pt to 

imitate the theatre, we shall see that James keeps these same narrative 

privileges. 



(iii) 

The Other Hou~e contains a second kind of narrative rhetoric w~~ch is quite 

different from the liGhtly ironic, social voice described earlier. To under-. 
i~ 

stand why James should uaeiwe have to consider the novel's subject a little 
:\ 

more closelYe 

It is clear from the earliest outlina of the ~lot in the notebooks that 

James saw the action in terms of an oppeai tion bebteen a. 'good heroine' end a 

'bad heroino' for the love of Tony l3re:'.lIl.21 In view of the fact that :Bream 

mi[,ht marry the good heroine, the bad heroine decides to poison his child. In 

the event however the child was to recover. James rejected this happy ending 

in the novel, got rid of the melodramatic device of the poison, and had Rose 

Armiger murder little Ettie by deliberate dro",ni~. His intention neem.a to 

have been to present her as a person at very strong will, consumed by trustrated 

passion. And in this, as well as other thematic aspects, critics have seen 

the influence of Ibsen, as if James was tryine to create a character similar 
22 

tc Hedda Gabler for instance. 

The contrast then between Rose and Jean Y~tle is rather schematic since 

they are such total opposites. Rose is more ~~saive, ~~d more sinister 

because we do not really see into her thoUGhtse Jean however is warm, 

affectionate ~nd a logical second mother for the little child. 1~e importance 

of the murder is that - again theoretically - Rose can contain her pacsion no 

longer ~lnd it breaks out into violent action. But the cur;rulative effect of 

the narrative comments discussed up to this point is to hold the action on a 

social level and to prevent this kind of intensity tram c;row1nc. Even in the 

last book, where James experiments with lbsenesque symboliSIl (the backcloth is 

or a gloomy storm, follo~1ng the murder), he opens the section with quite 

inappropriate social comment on y~s. Beever. 

ThrouGhout the novel there is a kind or rhetoric used to depict Rose 

Armiger which constantly hints at deep feelinG Which we never actually see • 

.And so one recurr1nc fieure applied to her is that or a mask. \;,'hen Je.:m Martle 

first sees her at Bounds she is sittinc as if she has abandoned heroal! to 
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intense ci~ery; but as soon as she realizes that she is beins observed, she 

l?retends to be cheerful. And later, following an outburst of sobbing in front 

of 'l'ony Bream, her regained composure is described in terms of actine': 'She 

had stopped before a mirror, still dealing like an aotress in the vine, with 

her appearance, her make-up' (p.S4). The recurrins contrast in such 

descriptions is between surface ~nd depth, appearance and inner intensity, but 

her intensity is rigidly controlled so as not to break the decorum Which all 

the characters observe. So when her fianco shows her a letter from his futher 

promisina him financial help, this makes it possible for them to go ahead and 

ma.rry'. Roally Rose does not want to mn.rry him and reveals her sense of being 

trapped - but only for an instant: 

If there had been anyone at that moment to see her face, such an 
observer would have found it 8tranu~ly, trau~cally convulsed: she 
bad the appearance of hold.ing in wi th extraordinary force some 
passionate sob or cry, some smothered impulse of ancuish. This 
appearance vanished miraculously as Dennis turned ••• (p.65). 

Theoretically this g1ves us a. glimpse of tho emotional forces which will 

burst throueh social restraint Elld recult in the murder. Dut the momentary 

intensity seems gTOtesque because it is too much at odds with the general social 

level of the scene. James has been too chary of spelling out the reasons for 

Rose's apparent aTIo~sh, rnd so it comes to be intensity without adequate 

explanation or demonstration. 1:.'hen he 113 describing Rose, the narrator's 

lanu~'e becomes too insistent, especially in a novel ~here so much ~portanco 

is given to gesture. 

Rosels ao-called 'passion' for Tony ficures too fundamentally in the plot 

to be left to verbal innintence or hypothesis by the narrator. And one reason 

tor this difficulty may be that Jamcs was attempting to do tyro t1Utually 

incompatible thinul"'8 a.t once: to stay as clooa as possible to what the reader 

could Bee and to succest forces and motives too far below the surface. 'rho 

result is that the r~tor's lnncuace becomes literally mC2~leos at one 

point or melodramatic at another. \fuen Tony and Rose sense SOrle feelinG 

between th€Il1, 



It [their glance] represented. somethine that no lap~e could long 
quench - something that gave out the measureless white ~ of a 
liVlt ste3.dily revolv~ (p.1SO). 

Or a.cain, a.fter Effie' 8 dead. body has been fomd, she meets Dennis Vidal who 

is shocked at her chano~d apf~arance: 

••• in a single hour [;he had 80 altered as to be U(;ly, without a 
trace of the crJ8.m that had haunted him; ••• thus rava....,"'Cd and 
disficu.red, wrecked in the gust t...'lat had come and cone (p.210). 

Even the second of these passau~s evades direct description. Rose's 

c~~ is ~ed not described in the detail which might make such a rapid 

transformation possible. Once aeain the intensity is purely verbal and not 

enacted. And similarly the cOI:lparison of Rose wi til the l!edlll3<l. is brief and 

not developed, al ~'louCh Oscar Careill has attached considerable lo:port3l1ce to 

it.
23 

For all the narrator's insistence, the 'cust' which sweeps Rose to murder 

is never ~ nor any force which would mclce it plausible. And. in fact, in 

the course of the seoond book, there is a narrative comment on her 'Which 

directly contradicts the possibility of the murderl 

Rose was capable of astonishment, as she was capable of other kinds 
of emotion; but she was as little capable of giving w:y to it a.s 
she was of giving way to other ldnda (p.199). 

Apart from the one time .... hen. she bursts into tears before 'l'o~, nose lives up 

to this oocment completely. ~he displays a rigid self-control. At no point 

does her sooial mask slip enouGl to make murder believable. Go when Jacques 

13arzun writes that 'wa know from the start that we face the diabolical and the 

real in one embodiment' he is re3.din(; her actions on a vorl superficial level.24 

And Michael Ecan s!I:dlarly describes the r;ru,rder as 'an act or calm deliberation 

bull t on a foundation ot aeethi.ng emotion'. 25 llei ther ori tio is attaching 

enouGh importanoe to What the novel actually demonstrates. 

If Rose A:rmi&rer represents destructive passion Jean Nnrtle embodies 

emotional wa.rmth. \,tOe see into her thou.:;hts considerably and witness her kind 

treatment of raul neever, and so ber prime qualities emer.:;e tar more convinc­

ingly. althou.9l \lalter Isle has complained that she is 'made to carry the 
26 

weiGht of too many undemonstrated qualities'. Jeun too is su~posed to feel 
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a passion for Tony but we only witness affeotion between them. She displays 

compassion towards him and her selfless devotion to his child is 'exquisite' 

but nowhere do we see a more po ..... erful feelin£!. The reason for this would 

seem to be that James was far more interested in presentinJ ~la moral dilemma 

of affeotion confl1oting w1th honour (witness the oricinnl title of 'The 

Promise') than in depiotina violent passion. This is partly why the lancuaee 

describ~ Rose beoomes melodrar.~tio, and why Je~~ demonstrates affeotion 

specifically. 

This means also that 'When, after the murder of the child, Jea..."l and Tony 

finally come tOJether, the lntensit.y of the scene does not seem consistent 

with their earlier relationShip: 

He held her and she yielded with a passion no bliss could have given; 
••• This lona embrace was the extinction of all 1M ta Md questions -
swept away in a nood which tossed them over the yen.:rs and in whioh 
nothing remained ereot but the sense and the need of each other (p.298). 

Although the rhetorio here is quite povJerful. it is literally mislead1nc. This 

scene is directly comparable with the love-scene between Owen Gereth end Fleda 

in The Spoils. In both cases the rhetoric is hei~tened and concentrates on 

the characters' sense of emotional release. l3ut here the restraints have not 

been swept away by passion because immediately after the passace quoted Tony 

Dream denonstrates that it is more important for him to have moral self-respeot 

(in not seem1nc to l'rofit by his child's murder) than to have Jean. 'l'heir 

legalistic conversation about the ethios of their position effectively arrests 

the vague current of feellne which the narrator's description conveys. As in 

the passages describing Rose Armiger, there 1s a qualitative differenoe between 

this passage's laneuage and the visual or ironic precision which cr~terizes 

most of the narrator's comments. Ilare the physical act of embracing shades 

rapidly into metaphor which is vacue as well as contradictin~ the two 

c}w.ra.cters' actual words. In "hat sense, for instance, are they 'tossed over 

the years'? It seer::.s here, as in parts of 'lbe Spoi13, that Jamea is rrnking 

gestures towards sexual passion without substantiating them. 
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A possible explanation of ~hy the narrative voice becomes so unconvincing 

when it ref~rs to Rose Amiger and Jean ljaxtle cay lie in the fact that the novel , 

\las originally serialized in the 11lustr9ted Lon'lon N~.,s from July to ::eptember 

1896. In February of tlnt year James ... -rote to Clement :horter, the editor, to 

say that he would be glad to write 'a story energetically designed to meet your 

requirements of a. "love-story"'. And wodays later he added, 'I shall 

endeavou:r to be thrillin.3't and my material is such t..~at I think I shall succeed.' 

Lastly. ".hen James was discussine the details of serialization, he assured 

Shorter that he would do thirteen parts &nd that each one would be 'so 

27 
unmistakably defined'. These letters sUCu~st tr~t James was deliberately 

inject~ elements of sensationalism and romance into the novel in order to 

cater more for the journal's rea.d.ership. ll1l.d indeed the serial carried a. 

ti tle illustration by Idal ter r'a.t:.-et showin6 a \O;OIJ.:\Zl holdin.:; a cup - presumably 

poisoned - a.t arc's lenu~ while a devil leers at her behind her left shoulder. 

This pioture harks back to J~eG's earlier melodramatic idea of making the 

crime an attem.pted poisonint;, an idea. which he subsequently ab~doned. Also 

when he told Chorter that the installments 'Would be clearly defined he was 

perhaps maldng a tOll£Ue-in-cheek £lMce at those readers who \-lOuld \Iant every­

thizlg made obvious for them. Perhaps this~ in tum was why James had a poor 

opinion of the novel and did not include it in the l:ew York r.di tion. 

At any rate the narrator's references to hidden passion are rhetorically 

unconvincing and try to evoke intcnsi ties 1r."hich the reader is not given access 

to. Instead of cOIllllcmcnt1n,; the novel's action they stand outside it ~d do 

not blend in wi th the overall social tone at least of the first two books. 



Chapter , 

The Spoi1a ot Pomton 

(i) 

Unlike The Other House, The Spoi1a ot Poroton presents a narrative 

retlected through a character's consciousness. This means that the reader 

comes to the events indirectly instead ot through the direct explanatory 

comments of a fictionalized producer, as in the earller novel. Certa.1nlr 

James thought that this was one ot the main cUst1ngu1ah1ng features ot hi. 

tiction. Looking back on his career in the preface to The Golden :Bowl, it 

vas the only consistent characteri8tic Which he singled out tor comment. 1 

52 

And partly because neda Vetch stands at the centre ot The Spoil"" it achieves 

a natural compactness whereas The Other Houee seems l1m1ted in order to 

contorm to non-nove11stic conventions. 

With neda. at the centre ot the novel it tollows that the critical 

que8tions relate mainly to ber, and they could be 8UlDIII8.rized &81 tusU,. it 

n.d& 1s the 'renector'. does she totally determine the perspective ot the 

novel, or do we see beyond her? And secondlr. can Fleda bear the weight ot 

narrat1ve put on bert The latter question in practice has emerged in the 

debate about whether neda i8 admirable or not. Clear expression ot the two 

baSic rlevpoints possible here was given in an exchange between A.V. ~ellr1n8er 

and John Lucas in Essan in Criticism from 1966 to 1968. Be1lr1nger' 8 position 

was that the reader baa no standard to measure neda b7 and so we must accept 
2 

events at her ow evaluation. Luca.s however argued that there were JDallY 

cases ot Fleda reacUng more into events than th87 warranted, that the reader 

could see this clearlr, and that Fleda vas in fact quite corrupt.' Neither 

critio reters to 8ZJY narrat1ve voice &8 a tactor in this debate although Lucas 

impl1es that James is clearly sha:ping the narrative in order to highl1ght 

lleda's weaknesses. 

The majority ot critics on The Spoi1a have tended to take one ot the two 

alternatives outlined above, sometimes with the result that crit1cal argument 



baa shaded into the moral questions ot obligation, responsibilit7. etc. To 

some extent James himself was responsible tor this since in his pretace to 

The Spoils he made his tamous distinction betveen the 'tree spirit' (neda) 

and the 'tools' (spec1ticallJ' Mrs.' Gereth and Mona :Brigstock). 4 Here the 

'tree spirit' reters to the retlecting consciousness ot the noyel, which is 

less committed, more intelligent and so superior to the other charactera in 
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the tiction. When considering th1a distinction in the pretace to The Prineess 

Casamaesima. James explicitly ident1tied himself with the tree spirits, and when 

discussing neda's position in The Spoils it is as it she were in a position ot 

power over Mrs. Geretha 

... thanks to the • value , represented by Fleda, and to the position 
to which the elder woman i. contined by that 1rradiation, the latter 
i. at the best a 'talse' character, fioundering as she does in the 
dusk ot a disproportionate passion.5 . 

In the preface James's formal and moral concerns constantly shade into each 

other but here they are TirtuallJ' ident1tied. neda is superior to Mrs. Gereth 

because abe is not contlned to a passion and is capable ot seeing difterent 

sLdes ot their situationJ but also she is superior because she is the central 

consciousness revealing the other characters. The verr tact that Ja:mes has 

.1Jlgl.ed her out to construct the novel's perspeotive giTeS her a special 

importance and authority. Furthermore James's repeated use ot the word 'tlne' 

in the pretace leaves us in no doubt as to his estimate ot neda. 

The passage quoted abcmt exemp1!!i.s vha.t Leo Bersan1 has seen as a 

general tendenC7 in James's pretace.1 that 'he tends to discuss cha.racter and 

situation almost entirely as functions ot technical ingenu1ties'. And so in 

The Golden :Bowl (although this could equally well apply to his other fiction, 

according to the pretaces) 'James's characters enact the psychological adeqU&C7 

6 
ot their creator's compositional motives'. The value W1ch James cla1ma tor 

neda in the preface baa nothing to do with ~ strength ot character or what 

ahe actually does, since he explicitl,. contrasts her success with azq worldly 

notion ot it. James's attempted 1denillicatlon ot her structural value with 



her moral stature leads directly to the kind ot critical stance adopted by 

Bellr1ncer since 1 t implies no reserve towards her at all and makes no mention 

ot a:ny elements ot comedy in the novel. 

One turther reason w~ this should be BO 1s that when James was planning 

out Tbe Spoils in his notebooks he vas thinking in terms ot the theatre. he 

discusses the narrative in terms ot acts and Bcene., and 10 the middle ot an 

entry tor August 1895 noted • 

••• what I have gathered !rom 1t [James's theatrical experiment] will 
perhaps have been exactl, some such mastery ot fundamental statement 
- ot the art Atl.d secret ot it, ot expression, ot the sacred myster,r 
ot structure. -, . 

This could stand as a cOlIlIlent on allot James's t1ction from the late nineties, 

but tor The Spoils in particular it suggests that he was deliberatel, placing 

more importance on the arrangement ot Bcenes than on the cUscursive, rhetorical 

aspects ot tiction. In other words his coments on The Spoils both in the 

notebooks and in the pretace are heavil, coloured b, the tact that James vas 

attempting to apply theatrical techniques to the novel. Ta.ldng his lead !rom 

the prefaces, Joseph Warren Beach could write as early as 1918 that The Spoil! 
, 8 

represented the type and classic instance ot the • scenic" method in tiction'. 

It this 1s true, vbat role is lett tor the narrator, since the utensive use 

ot scene must !nevi tably reduce his importance? 

(ii) . 

1be opening scenes ot the novel toree on the reader one element Wich wa.s 

conspiCUOUSly' absent in both the notebooks and the pretace, namely 1rcmy. 

W1 thout 8ZJ7 preamble James establishes an energetic pace tram the outset. 

focusing his satire on Mrs. Gereth which catches the reader's curiosity and 1s 

tu11 of humour. ller ~rated sensitiv1tr 1s burlesqued J)arlicularlya 



It was ha.rd tor ber to be11ne that a woman could look preeentabl. 
who bad been kept .. wake tor hours \;7 the wall-paper 1n her room, 

.5.5 

7et none the leal, as in ber fresh wldow' a weeds Ihe ruaUed aero.1 
the ball, she waD austaJ.ned b7 the cOruJclcwrneas, 'Wh1ch &lW&78 
added to the unctlon ot her 100ial S~, that ahe vaa, &8 UfN&l, 
the cnl7 person in the house 1nca~bl. ot wearing 1n her preparatlon 
the horrlble 8tamp ot the same exceptlonal ema.rtnes. th& t vould be 
conapleuoua in a grocer'l vlt§. She would rather haYe perl~ed 
than have looked endlmanch". 

su:pertlc1al17 the narrator m1ght appear to be pre.ent1n$ her thcraghtl in a 

neutral, ncm-comcL1ttal ~, but thi. 18 in tact a mathod ot understatement. 

ae drl1;r tollow. he lerl •• ot d18crWnaUona (mimed out 1n the .,ntu) and 

then insert. the 1ntormatlon that she 1. & recent widow as it 1 t vera an 

mdmportmt deta.1l - certa.1nl;r not u important as her Sund;q dreaa. Her 

cu1mhmt1ng shudder ot horror kresse. home \lh3t 11 erident :tbrOUgbout the 

PUla.ge, that Mrs. Gereth has an ~ted aenae ot c1ecen.~1 whioh baa atro}ilJ.ed 

more human feelings (such &S eriet tor her d.c .... ad husband). Thil provel to 

be central to her character and tJplea1 that her d1.taste ihould be provoked 

WtI&117 b7 a house - Water bath. 

Of the novel'a crIt1cs on17 T.G. Bunt has noted that 'be Spo1la bep.rua 

through Mrs. Careth'. perapectly •• 
10 

Thia concentratea the narrative .1nce 

we are lntroduced to the house end 1t. crotesque 1nbabltant. (the h'lgatow), 

and .1multonoOWl17 take in thoa. teature. of lb:a. Careth'. cba.ractu vh1ch 

James bas atrateclcall1 underl1ned. In the ear17 part of the ch:lpter Mrs. 

Careth 1. more the R,bjeot of the pera;peotlye than the perapectl" It •• lt. 

1'hen there 18 & gradual shift from her to the Br1gatocka and the detans ot 

their bouse, Wioh £1n8 Jamea an opporl\m1v tor ~ 1n more d1rec~ 

aaUre at their w1carlt;r. There 1a 78t another shUt 1n pcrapoct1.e towards 

neda at the end or the cha.pter. For the bull: or the noTel JtJ.IIleS keeps e1ther 

her perspective or that or the M1"1'&tor (althO'U{>b t.he1 are not a1~ cUtferent) 

and "fer'1 rarel 7 returns to Mrs. Ceret.'l' a. lIovenr. her tone and critical 

attitude are verr clo.e indeed to the narrator'. ow socW satire, ~h1ch 

persists tlrrotJth the nonl. 

Ap&rt trom glT1.n8 us an obUque point of acoe •• to the fIction, these 



opening strategies can be explained. b;y the process of the novel' a composition. 

Although James wrote to Horace Scudder as early as June 1895 that The Spoil§. 

was 'bal.t tinished', the novel did 1n tact grow, much to his emba.rra.ssment.11 

In the course ot constructing it Fleda Vetch emerged trom a minor toil to 

Mrs. Gareth, to the central cha.ra.cter.12 In! Uall;y James bad planned a 

straight contrast between the two houses (Waterbath and Poynton) with himselt 

as the explaining intermediary. lhlt as he wrote the installI:lents tor the 

A~lantic Monthly neda. grew more and more in stature. This is renected in 

the sh1tt ot subject trom the apoils themselves to the relationship between 

Fleda and Owen Gereth. Eut certa.1nl.y in the tirst chapter James's original. 

idea ot a social comedy is still quite evident. 

This social contrast i. expressed partly throU8h the ironic comments 

discussed above, but also it emerges visually as a contrast between the houses 

in the novel. Throughout The Spoils or Pomton the narrator shows a constant 

concern with the visual and with objects and places as revea.l..ing character. 

The Terr title ot the novel - or1g1nally planned to be 'The Rouse :Beautiful' 

and then 'The Old . Things' - might lead us to expect wba. t is in tact the case I 

that things literall.y dominate the whole texture ot the narrative. In his 

pretace James acknowledg'ed the 1ntluence ot ~zac 10 this, and one critic 

has narrowed the debt down even more to one parUcula.r novel.1' 

Compared with the dense and exhaustive detaU vi th which llalzac describes 

the Maiscn Vauquer 10 I.e pere Gorlot however, James's depiction ot Waterbath 

1s selective and economical • 

••• ther [the l3rigstocksJ had smothered it with trumpery' ornament and 
scrapbook art, with stranv~ excrescences and bun~ draperies, with 
gimcracks that might bave been keepsakes tor maid-servants and 
nondescript conveniences that miGht have been prizes tor the blind. 

(p.5) 

This 1s an overa.1l impression rather than a s;ystematio description, and shot 

thrOUBh with groteaque metaphors. Waterbath comes to seem a ~ba.g ot 

disconnected and vulgar objects. ~e details Itick out but do not cohere 

into any Jd.nd ot & 'Whole. Indeed the house presents a massive Joke as it the 
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!r1gstooks had cendltentll" £'Ono out or their ~ to avoid taste or rroportion. 

!rhere 1s ab8olute1)- no lense ot domestic comfort, onl.7 ot u,zl1nea. run riot, 

end the c~ touch i. the Tarn.ish 1ih1ch eeema to COTer enrrt~, a.a 1t 

the Dr.1gstocb smeared 1t on with their hmds. 

With the Y.a.1eon T4U~uerJDal.zac bu1lda up a Ter7 Itrona' impreesion ot mae. 

b7 painstaking!,. catalocu1na 1t. deWl., eo that the inhabitant. seem lltera1l7 
't 

burled in objects. And the aqualour and discomfort ot the house tom & 

F~1ca.l corro1&tln ot the inhabitants' emotional eterillt,.. »at the house 

baa & tangible ph.yaical enetence. In '!'he Sroll! the houses nrce constant17 

on be1na I!leuphorical extensions ot their ownera. 

In thl't description ot Vater bath the narrator's metaphors pull the 1nd1Y1dual 

detaU" even farther apart and divert the:! more from &n7 possible un1tr. llut 

when neda tirst 1MB Poynton the tone and ~~t ot the description is 

••• ro,nton WaD the record ot a Ute. It wu written in great 
.,.ll&ble. ot oolour end tom, the toncues ot other cOlmtrie. an4 
the handa ot ra.re art1.atll. It vu all l"r3nce and I W,. vi th the1z 
ages compeled to rest ••• '1'here vere not ~ pictures - the panel. 
and the stutts were the::uacln8 the plctu1-e, and in all the c;rcat 
wainscoted hous. there vas Dot an inch ot lUted paper. (11.22). 

Whr.r:eaa the narrator bad 'stood behind' Mrs. Ceretb in 4ep1cUng 1ttaterbath, 

here the presentation 1. 41rect and 1t 1. onl.7 a.tter the deecr1l'tion J'rO»el' 

that the mrrator emphaa1z •• neda'. reacticma. I.n1t1all.7 hi. m.1n concern i. 

to render Fo1ntcm in ncb & V&7 that lta b.aut7 atanda out clea.rlr. lor the 

house 1. auch & total expres.lon ot ltra. Cereth t • person.a11t7 thAt 1t baa 

drawn her human1t7 into it.eU. '1'be narrator thwI ~iU8 the unit7 ot 

lta ps,rta u it 1t ven an actual orean1am (reflected in neda'a cueB81z28 

touchea). Once ~ the c!etaJ.la are vert 8}i&r1ng17 chosen and in hi. 

deacr1pUon the narrator retrace. the process ot compellt1on 1IIhich l".ro. Cueth 

herself ho.d 01'J.c1nal17 tollowed in &S8et1.bl1.ng the spoUs. ThrouGhout the 

pus8&88 Z'UZ18 aD analoQ' between nrbal. and po.J.nt.rlr compoclt1on 1r:hereb7 the 

'YfIZ7 cadence. ot the 8J11tax tunction &8 bru.sh-strokel, tTO~ a sens. of 

apace and~. '1'h1a analogy 1. quit. tem11!&r in Jamea'. vrlt1nea about 



the novel (in 'ib. Art ot Flctlon' tor example), and blenda 1n clo.e11 wlth the 

whole texture ot The Sp9ll. which places a conslstent e:mpb&a18 on the rtBUal. 

Ie.urenee Holland has discussed & l1m1lar theme 1tIh1ch he Ieee in the method ot 

'!'h, p(r£tmit or a lA~x and po1nts out tha.t the Danl'a 1ma..,.I'"ttS contain 

naluatlona within their atructu:re.14 

ibe descriptIon ot Poynton 'a.'1,¥ also ow a specUla debt to the technique 

ot the pa.1nter J.S. Sareent. In an article ct 1~e7 8Ur'I'e11n.! hi. writ J ... 

praised Carscnt's liS1tness ot touch, unit,' ot 1m~saion and natuml .electlT­

It7 ot deta.1l, all quaUtiea vhJ.ch he practi8ed 1n ,.". S!"'11,!t.15 And one par 

berore he started that Dowl (1894) JDJ1le8 explicItly modelled 'The Coxon l'Im4' 
16 on Sargent'. _thode 

The descriptlon ot I'o7nton WaIJ "identl,.. recoen1zed as lmrortant ~ James 

'beC&WIe he took particular pains to mi... It tor the tirat book ed1 tion. 

~. passaee in tho Atlmtlq text begins • 

•• • Po,nton waa the hiato17 ot a de.oticm. The dtTOtlon had been 
"ealoua, but It had not been narrow, there re1&ned a splendid 
rlo"'Or, but It rested on a deep C\Jrloalty.17 

In the rev11ed veralon the rel1e1oua metaphors are tar more aubdued and the 

boUe 18 rendered visuall.:r rather than tb:roueb abstractions. 

Atter the tirat e1eht ot I'oynton, the tone 18 lowered 110 that the narrator 

can OOf.llD).8J1t on 7leda' 8 pow~ ot experienoe' 

Such were the emotions ot & mmer:r girl who,e aene1b1U.t;r was almost 
as great as her opportun1t1e8 tor comparison bad been small. (p.2,) 

Ee 1. not here den1gratinJ neda'. responae. becauae that would 1nToIT8 caatlrl« 

doubt on the beaut,' ot Po,nton, but aimp17 1mderl1.nJ.ng the aheer phys1cal 

pleaaure &ha teel. on t1rat aGeing the boue (exactl:r like lqa.c1nth Robinson'. 

rapture. Wen he na! ta Me4187). Taking hi. lead trona l'leda.'. posl Uon as a 

I ren ec tor' t Olear CarGill baa areued tha t ~ Nue ot the apolla 18 }c'Ure11 

relat1n m4 that thq are ~ Talua.ble. at l'o1nton not at Rlclta - the th1rd 
18 is 

counUy house in the nonl. But Waite con.tuae the 188118. '-'he na.rrator t • 

careM rhetoric make. It clear thAt the wol! ot Po;rnton 18 bea.ut11'\ll, not 

:uat the ob3ect. in the bouse .m. tbereb7 !lap11e. that Mrs. Cereth 1. betrq1J2& 



her original. conception 'When she removes them. Poynton is a focus of value, 

commenting on the other charaoters as vell as on the other houses. or course 

the ironio comexion with Mrs. Gareth is that the house has been tinished - it 

is a static e.rt-object, ..merea.s her situation has been rudely disrupted by 

the English law ot inheritance. 

The narrator then describes the three main houses in the novel in order to 

impl, & hierarchical disposition of the cha.ra.cters. The descriptions are 

certa.1nl, not neutral and with Ricks, as with Waterbath. he builds upon Mrs. 

Gareth's critical reactions. Unlike the first house Ricks calla forth no -

grotesque metaphors. It is suburban end the noted details (the geraniums in 

white pots, tor instance) are both typical and fragmented. However the _ 

olass1tication of the house is not tinal and this emerges in the contrast 

between Mrs. Gereth's view or it and Fleda'a. Mrs. Gereth merel,. Bees vulgar 

objects, but Fleda 'reads' the house metaphorical17. and sees the character 

of the ma!den-a.unt vh1ch lies behind it. In other words she ahova the same 

kind ot intelligence as the narrator himself has already demonstrated in hi. 

presentation or Poynton. 
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This theme reappears towards the end or the novel wen Mrs. Gareth finall,. 

acknowledges deteat and arranges Ricks as best she can. .'hen fieda sees the 

result - and this time .§h!. gives us the perspective - she is amazed at the beauty 

of the place. Ricks is 'recomposed' and in the process the ma1den-e.unt is 

revived. The scene gives our important visual resolution to the novel because 

it suggests a sottening ot Mrs. Gereth's rigour, & humanizing capacity to 

compromise. Atter that the destruction ot Pa,nton is not so important. 

In these scenes James is tandJ.nB to move away trom overt narrative comment 

to & more physical or visual method ot implication. - Thus when Fleda. spends a 

night at Ricks attar the spoils have been moved there, the narrator stresses 

the beauty ot her bedroom but alBO the reduotion in Bize. The things seem to 

crowd in on Fleda giving a claustrophobic expression to her own aense of being 

put under moral pressure. The objects themselves seem to complain to her and 
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neda even feels gu.11 ty ot extreme violence (, The ma.iden-aunt had been exte~ . 

minated - no tra.oe ot her to tell her tale' - p.S3). The narrator is here 

articulating an ettect which originates in Fleda's state ot mind, and indeed 

virtually renders it in terms ot cUaloCUe (between the girl and ber surround­

ings). Thus one structural implicaticn ot Fleda beine a 'renector' is tha.t 

the narrator is closely behind ber angle ot vision, clartr,ring her thoughts 

and reactions. It will be seen however that the control ot perspeotive is 

more complex and variable than this might at first appear. 

As I sucgested above, James uses ¥.:rs. Gereth'. point ot view in order to 

sa.tirize Waterbath and the l3rigstocks. And it is largely from this voice that 

the novel's humour grows. M.E. Hartsock is the only critic of The Spoils who 

bas begun to do justice to this aspect of the novel. In the tirst sections or 

the novel, she argues, the tone of social comedy comes from verbal ~noeration 

and from the mock-epic reterences.19 And obviously this comic rhetoric forms 

part ot the narrator's voioe. She tends to overstate her case bowever, bl" 

SU8'o01tst1ng that the comedy is uniformly strong throuehout the novel. In tact 

it recedes as the relationship between Owen and Fleda. comes to the toregrolmd. 

This satirical voice - analogous to that of' the narrators in The Other 

House, Hhat 1'.a.1eie Knew and The Awkward Ac;e - relates Mrs. Gereth to the 

narrator, because it is psychologically consistent for her to describe ~!ona., 

tor instance, as beine' comically myst1f7ina'1 . 
She belonged to the type in which speech is an unaided. emission ot 
sound, and the secret of' being is impenetrably and incorruptibly 
kept. (P.S) . 

Such rhetorical precision and flourish would be riGht out or character tor 

Fleda, who shows no capacity for irony at all. Ostensibly it i. Mrs. Gereth 

who trames thi8 view of Mona and Jet the element ot bravura in its phrasing is 

oloser to the metaphorical exuberance ot the narrator than harsell. However 

it we take these 8.8 Mrs. Gereth's words, she 1s olassif'ying Mona. just as James 

himSelt does in the preface and in the novel when he comp3.res her to a doll 

with blue eyes - a recurring tigure which in no way d!m!Dhhes her silent foree 
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in the novel. In the preface James compared Mona to a personification of will, 

just as he saw Mrs. Gereth purely in terms ot a monoma:n.ta (her passion for 
20 

collecting). They are both in other words type-oharaoters, havin8 one 

tendenQ7 1n grotesque exoesa. So although Mrs. Gereth caricatures Mona just 

like James, she ia ironically- unoonsoious ot her own comio type-qualit,'. 

Similarly- Mrs. Gareth sees with the eyes ot an artiat, again like the 

narrator. The analOt;;1 between assembling Poynton end the narrator's description 

ot it has a.l.read1' been mentioned. But when at Vaterbath, she retleots 'she 

had seen Mona in her appropriate setting ••• • (p.6), which summarizes the 

teohnique ot James's visual presentation in that seotion. And painting, or 
.-

more generally composition, torma the subject as well as the method ot The Spoils. 

As Adeline Tintner has vri tten, 

The Spoils of Poynton shows the plastio sense diverted by- a mother 
from her son to her 1'urn1ture, producing a beautiful house and a 
boorish son. 'rhe spolls end Owen are respestively the tormed and 
unformed results ot a mother's attention •••• 1 

The thematio link between the spoils and Owen i8 central to the novel. :But 

there is a further connmon this time between Mrs. Gereth and Jamea himself. 

She constantly prides herself on her skill at composition but mistakenlr 

assumes that her success vi th Poynton authorizes her to a.rral'lg8 the other 

charaCters in Whatever settings she chooses - and this is the prerogative onl1 

ot the novelist himselt. The narrator hints at this tendency b;y constantly­

stressing her arrogance and in one or her rare bursts ot defiance Fleda accuses 

Mrs. Gereth ot trying to p~ destiny with people. In other words the 

narrator, 'throUgh these apparently- unobtrusive metallhors, uses the analos:r 

with an artist or novelist to suggest a character's selt-deceived sense ot 

power. a sense wl:dch the narrative itself destroys. And this is a feature 

common to most or James's novel. in this period. 

At some points in the novel the narrator'. perspective is v1rtuaJ.17 

identical with Mrs. Gereth's, at others ther are quite separate - when, tor 

J,natance, she i. the object and not the medium of irol:ly. James manages these 

shitts with great ease because ot the similari't7 between her sharplr critical 
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aenae and the narrator's ironio voice. And rouglll.y the same is true ot Fleda. 

(iii) 

Like t>!rs. Ceretb and the Jamesian narrator, Fleda too uses the ~ 

ot art-appreciation to refer to l'oynton, as has already been mentioned, but 

also to Owen Gereth. . Sho describes him variously as 'beautitul' and 'exquisite'. 

but this in the face of appearances which ~st the contrary - that he is a 

rather stupid, passive, ovex-S1'O'WIl child. The implications of this dispar1t7 

properly belong to the discussion ot the rhetoric the narrator uses to depict 

their relationship. Suffice it here simply to point out this element in 

Fleda.' s language. 

Secondly Fleda sees more in characters and in the central situation than 

}trs. c.reth. She attributes dicn1t)" and even intelligence to Owen and finds 

more warmth and companionship in 1'1rs. Ceret.'l than does the narrator. who tends 

to emphasize the latter's obsession and arrogance. Indeed at times Fleda seems 

consti tutionally incapable ot aeeiD,z a bad. side to anyone. 

Wben it comes to understandJ.ns the novel' a basiC situation neda. once 

again uses a. Jamesian method ot inference - ot probing benea.th the surface to 

find implicit JOOtives and relations. One particularl,. clear example or this 

comes when she receives Owen's tinal letter ottering her Bn7 object trom 

PoJ'nton which she likes. neda cannot· accept this otter at face value -

especially atter clle has become so involved personally. And. so she racks her. 

brainS to discover what Owen • really' means I 

What did it mean, what did it represent, to what did it correspond. 
in his 1mag1na.tion or his soul? What was behind it. lIIhat was 
betore it, what vas, in the deepest depth. within it? (p.278). 

At this late stage in events Fleda is realistic enough to realize that she 

can't and bas no need. to answer these questions. For this reason (and she 

ahOV8 a persistent senae or realism throughout. the novel) she avoids the 

morbid love or intriC&C7 and comple:u t7 which bedevils the protagonists in 
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Throughout The Spoils the narrator hints at the vaste involved in Fleda's 

assessment ot the situation, as it it was not reallY' worth it. And this 

reserve, this ~stion that Fleda's excess or scruple is humorous, shows that 

James is keeping one or his dominant tendencies under control in this novel, 

namelY. a desire to over-elaborate situations. During the composition ot 

The Spoils James wrote to Rorace Scudderz 

I rind, in rrr:f old age, that I have too much manner &: style, too 
great &: invincible an instinct or completeness & or seeing things 
in all their relations, so that develorment, however squeezed dow, 
becomes inevitable - too much or all this to be able to tum round 
in the small corners I used to. I select ver,r mnall ideas to help

22 this - but even the Ter:! small ideas creep high up into the teens. 

James's wry admission reters specirically to 'rhfl) SpoilR end 'Glasses' which 

both rirst appeared in the AtlMt1c but in tact it gives an important glOBS on 

allot his fiction written in this period. It describes quite adequatelY 

Fleda's own ertorts to chart out the implications or dUrerent courses ot 

action end to see 'all round' the 8i tuation. Indeed she sees so ~ aspects 

end relations that she comes to reel tangled in their web, immobillzed bY' 

their sheer diversit7. 

The similarities between Fleda and James have been noted by several 

critics, particularlY' 3.0. Broderick. He argues that she approaches James's 

ideal in that her sensibility loses nothing and in her 'artistio' handling or 

Owen, among other reasons.
2

' And J.W. Gare;ano implies more or less the same 

position when he suggests that Fleda is the onl;y character in the novel to 

24 possess a truly comprehensive vision. These critical arguments point to an 

important aspect ot Fleda.'s sta.tus. but go too far in ignorfna, the reservations 

which the narrator demonstrates towards her at frequent intervals. 

Althoue,il the narrator does not use an extensive rhetorio to persuade the 

reader to take Fleda's sensibilit;y seriously. nevertheless he inserts 

unobtrusive comments to bolster her position. When we first see her she i8 

described as being 'dressed with an idea' (p.3) and as a young ~ 'whose 
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onl7 treasure was her subtle mind' (p.13). These recur quite frequently and 

contrast Fleda. with the other characters who are de tined bY' their homes or 

possessions. Unlike them neda bas noth.inc', but the narrator is enxious 

that She Should not appear strange or ridiculous simplY' because of that. 

One side-errect ot Fleda's absence ot possessions is that she seems to have no 

place in the fiction, to be an intell1.gence at laree rather than another ot 

the characters. 

Apart 'from the two similarities in approach betwoen Fleda. and the narrator 

discussed above, she also perforcs some of the !'unotions which we mOlt sxpect 

ot the author himself. Thus she ~es the soene between Oven and l'.ona when 

they first visit Poynton together as a hearty but short-sighted romp. And 

later Fleda constructs Owen's words to her when he is explaining the difference 

between herself and ~Iona. These eases are actually articulated in dialogue 

and, because they are quite consistent with what we know of their general 

characters, they exempl1t.J Fleda's alertness. 

Similarly when Fleda and l1rs. Gereth are first at Ricks a maid comes to 

announoe that Owen has arrived. At this point Fleda dramatizes her sense or 

suspense by momentarily composing the scene as pure theatre I 

'Poynton - Poyntonl' saJ.d the morsels of muslin Con the maid's cap], 
so that the parlou:rmaid became on the instant an actress in the 
drama, end Fleda. assuminz pusillanimously that she herself' was onl.7 
& .peeta.tor, looked across the footlights at the exponent ot the 
principal part. (pp.06-07) , . 

Fleda organizes the scene in this wa:'/ because Y..rs. Gereth has just removed the 

spoils to Ricks and the girl is a,gog to see what will happen next. It is 

only a brief ettect and yet shot throU&h with irony because Fleda la.ter 1ma€1ne. 

berself as the heroine .in a l'rivate romantic drama. where she and Owen are 

married. Partly from this wish!ul dream and partlY' trom her rigid senae ot 

bonour comes a line or vocabulary comprising such tems as 'd.an.:,,.,..r'. 'betrayal'. 

etc. which provides a further strand in the novel's drama. 

Since Fleda is one ot our main means or aceess to Mrs. Gareth (, refleoted' 

tJlrOUgh her) it is fitting also that she should articulate the disastrous " . 
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ettects Which the removal of the spoils will havel 

The mind's eye could indeed see Mrs. Cereth only in her thick, 
coloured air. it took all the liGht of her treasures to make her 
concrete and distinct. She loomed tor a moment, in any mere house, 
gaunt and unnatural, then she vanished as it she bad suddenly sunk 
into a quicksand. (pp.155-156) 

(The Nev York te.xt reads' ••• mere house of compartments and angles •••• '). 

Once aeaJ.n we bave returned to the la.neuaee of pie,nent. and composi tien, and 

Fleda's iJn})ression simply clarities the implication already latent in the 

description ot Poynton - that Mrs. Gereth depends on that place tor her verT 

existence. There is a comio erotesque element in this pa6S~""8 trom the 

mannered rhetorio but Fleda registers the impression without recognizing its 

comio aspect. 

In these instances Fleda 1m! tates the techniques of the narrator himself, 

~ust as in many cases their insitbts overla.p. ner interest in her situation 

is frequently so detached that she seems to be a spectator watching herselt, 

as well as her surroundine circumstances. Thus, as T.G. IIunt notes, 'her 

sensitivity and perception allow James almost complete freedom of description 

and analysis while maintaining this attitude'. 25 By making Fleda's method ot 

scrutiny similar to his own James bas in eftect retained many ot the preroga-

tives which he seems to have abandoned by making her a reflector. 

'l'hroughout The Spoils the relation between Fleda and the narrator is 

constantly shitting. The whole narrative texture ot The Spoils is in tact 

extremely intricate and a clear example of this can be seen at the conclusion 

ot Chapter 12. Fleda is beinc pushed at Owen more and more strongly by Mrs. 

Gereth, and both are waiting tor an announcement in the newspaper that hi. 

engagement is oft. James sutml3rizes Fleda.' s sense of being forced to act as 

it she were chasing Owen ('lending herself to this low appearance') I thenZ 

turns to metaphors ot siece diplomacy to express her role as go-between. , This 

is followed by direct narrative summa.ry ('I-Irs. Gereth eve17' mornin8 looked 

publicly into !he J>1omiM Post ... ·) and a passage trom f.!rs. Gareth's POint ot 

view, accus~ Fleda ot being too passive. The perspective then reverts to 

J'leda's by way ot more direct narrative comment ('Fleda was not only a brilliant 
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creature, but &he heard herselt cocmended in these da.ya tor attractiona new and 

stranee'). i1nally her impression ot be~ beaut1tied tor Owen's benetit 

concludes t: ,UI' 
the bad the sense not o~ ot being' adverlised Qlld ottered, but ot 
be1,nJ counselled, enli~tened, 1n1t1a.ted in vaya aha aoa.ree17 . 
1mderatood - arts obsC'Ul!'e even to & poor e1rl who ha.J. had, in 6'Ood 
Eociety and motherlesD ~overl7, to look stn.1e11't at realities an4 
flll out blanks. (p.149) 

nare the phrase. in parenthesis demonstrate the narrator dra.wizl,g out Fleda.'. 

thoughts by 8X¥l.anatorr comment. no briefly st.resaea her 6exual ltnorance 

and reminds the reader ot her early ba.ck,;round, but in a tone which is hlmOl'O'WI· 

end tin(;ed with 1l:orJy. There 1. no attanpt to malte neda seQ%l & pathetic or 

deprl'Y8d tiGure. 

In tbis lIection and tllrouGlout Tre Sll'11s the narrator VE:&V'S 1n and out 

ot Mrs. Ceretb's and lleda'a perspectlves, clar1t71ns snd adding com::lCnt but 

alVB18 brie!11. These oonstant Gh1tts toree the r~ad.r to s •• d1ttir~nt 114 •• 

ot the central aituaUon and, even in the .4fotiona ot ~ or ~d8, th87 

ntain some qual.lt,' ot d1al.oeue. In the .action discussed &bcva 1t ia u it 

1'16da cO:lpl.a.1ned to V.rl" Cereth, who in turn &n8\.;QHd her, end then ned& 

expressed her bw1ldument at how chG 1. be1llc) treated. It thero is a 

continuit7 batween the three ~rspectIVC8. tho various cl€ments or na.r.ratln 

alao _r~ into one f'1u1~ proceSD. Ceneral17 descript1on, ml&lp1a, co~t, 

etc. blur into ,ach oth5r in Tho Spoilt c1viDu tho narraUve 6. verr un1titd 

texture. fl'hla t\lchn1.que baa baen su::lt'.a.r1zed by Xermeth Cz-.a.bam as tollowa, 

It CU., SPOil;] 18 an extraord1na.r7 m1%ture ot mod.1taUve authorial 
monolo,:uo liM ~tlzod action and. dialogue. both or the la.tter 
blains nevertho1oB3 essentW17 vith1n the tomer, and never entirel,­
detached tram tha.t one prcsid1nc'. intollicent voice 26though 
d.~d eno~ tor nrIet:r and drama.Uc conviction. 

~ conUnui t7 1IIh1ch James achieved in '!'hI! SwIll w.a not po.aib1. in 

%he Ct.'l, .. JIOtt~! sinco there he bad to nash out an alread7 exiaUn$ ;pl.q. The 

In '!'he -
Smila however the Mttato~ vert ottm a~ olosl17 behind Fltda. in her ' 

ettorts to work out her Situation, thereb7 £1Y~ a new etrect ct 1Dt1macl. 



'I'h. foUowing lines are ty-plcal ot tt.J.a procecs. FledA 1s now 8U1:p£ct~ 

t.ba.t (Nen loves her QnJ. tries to sn:oU'..er her pleasure b1 tOrtuoU3 rationalization. 

Even in the ardour or her cOOitat1on ncda rcWncd in a1[Jlt of tho . 
truth that it would be an odd reaul t or her m.~ ty to prevent 
ber friend's 1ll'...ak1.n[: ort So \:0Dml he eisliked. It be didrJ.· t dtal1ke 
l-4na what '"'&8 the IM.tter with hia? And U he cUd, neda. uked, 
what ",-as the mtter .ith her m.'n. s1117 selt? (rl'.114-115) 

l!ere tho r..arr:J.tor t.1nts 1ron1CD.lly tl:\Q.t Fled&. in in dancer ot be1n.; carried 

awq bl her ow tendency tow.rda cedi t.a tlon, ;l%ld (;t'2.duallt Ilhitts the rhetorio 

from coa:::cnt tov.:trda direct NlJrC£cntation ot her th.cu,Jlts. 

At tho openinG or U.s atuq ot lOOeem flction, xtt' T\-r':.'T't!et~rntV!'1 r~l, 

Joseph Warren :Beach quotes the rolleving lines (sli.sht11 e.bbrevlated) from 

:Parnhest('r Tm.~ which cake an instruct1ve ccr.pariaon with ,111& sro!U' !i.bq 

dellcribo 1-:. ArabIn'. feel~' ",ten be lc3.lT.8 that Eleanor nold is rrobabl~ 

£'Oing to mrry Ob3.d1a.h £lope, Q, eycor1"'.nntic tollow-clero~. Up to t..ltat point 

Mr. Arab1n h:I.d never thoudtt ot her 11.3 wite tor h.i:lce1t, tl."'ld even then did not 

do 80 

••• but he cx~rienced an 1n,,:ard. lndet1na.ble tceline of eeep regret, 
a gnaviDJ sorrow, an \1nconqunable depression or spirits, aM alllO 
a. species ot [Htlf-abasement. th:lt he - he, l'!r. !rabin - ho.d not done 
somethins to prnent that other he, that yl1a he, wboII hLSO 
thorouDU1 despised, trom ca.rrt1ne ott this sweet ~ize." 

:Beach patroniz1nc11 admits that this r-asea...,"1t i8 'rrecise, succinct, order~, 

complete' but then coon on to states 'it eeems en er!¥t7 p..nd perI'unctoZ7 

substl tute tor the real t.'11ne'. It in as arid pm superficial a.s an a.l{;obra1o 

~8 tormula'. Ria ar~nt 1. that ':'rollope is deticient 1n 1mae1nation 

because he 'talks about' hiB characters 1ruJter.,d or d.rcnatizilu their fe.lines. 

l3each's atud7 is ODe ot the most, extreme (and cocent) mtataxllts ot tho bellef 

that fiction chould be obJeotive and dr<l.l:J&tio; and his theoretical VOCfl'bulaq 

and at.1Ildpoint bot..lt CJ:OW out of a BtuQ' or Jaz:loOO'S fiction. Dr.sicalll" J.'.each 

sces the presence or a narrator as 1ncoc~~tib1e with tt13 aim. 

It io not possible here to t!.t."lGYer all tb.e is:sues which reach raise. or to 

do justice to the historical scope ot his ucuccnt• But 1 t \iOuld be I08sible 

to turn his criticisms of 'l'rollopo DOllnat ~ po.sD~"'8. 1n 'n'e s~nn alml1ar 
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to that quoted. What he does not adequately recognize is that Trollope's 

rhetoric enacts the slow rise in Yor. Arabin's indignation, just as James's 

reflects Fleda's inner debate. ]oth passages deal with love but not passion -

love muffled by old habits or by exaggerated scruple. In the Trollope 

Mr. Arabin's feelings rise through accumulated phrases to & dramatio peak, 

equally comb~ love and anger. The passage from The Spoils concludes & 

lengthy meditation by a contrasting realization that Fleda is acting para­

doxically. The final questions to herself, in their simplicit)r, comically 

undermine her earlier complex syntax. And in both passages we see rhetorical 

sUl!lI!l817' shading into enactment. 

If we take ~archester Towers as one of the classio examples of the Victorian 

'omnisoient' author convention, the similarity between the two passages ~c-ests 

that despite his references to theatrical technique, James is still retaining 

some traditional uses of the narrator in The SpoUs. 'By keeping to the third­

person he stlll holds the final authority and one of the main differences in 

uactioe between the narrators of The Spoils and Barehester Towe~ is that the 

rormer maintains a more thoroue;h and consistent intimaoy with the mo.1n chartl.ctcr. 

The above comparison also shows the total 1na.dequac:r of a crude oppesi tion 

between .talking about' a character and dramatizing his thouchts, because the 

rhetoric of deiioription can contain & strong element of drama. wi thin 1 tselt • 

James also reta.1ned other tra.d1tiow tunctions of the na.rra.tor in The -
Soolls. lIe uses the 'rererential Ila.r'rB.tiva' he professed to despise in c1v1ng 

the background to the central dispute J 29 he direotly explains Mrs. Gereth' 8 

. 
character and - as will be seen - directly comments on Fleda, whether to 

criticize or to explain. Be objectively describes Fleda's rather (in Chapter 

1') without recourse to any character-perspeotive. He inserts the traditional 

comments to mark orr developnents in the narrative. And r1na.lly he introduces 

Fleda to the reader directly as 'that member of the party in whose intenaer . 

consoiousness we shall most profitably seek a reflexion or the little drama with 

which w. are conc.mad' (pp.8-9), thereby smmna.riz1n8 his fictional method wi thin 

the narra. tl T8 1 taaU' • 
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One source ot comedy in 1be Spoils is the ditterence between Fleda' 8 

perspective and that established by James through the narrator. Although at 

times these overlap and have concerns in common, nevertheless James maintains 

a definite (it not constant) reserve towards her view of events. Critics 

like A.W. :Bellr1nger rule out any possible l'erspective other than Fleda's but 

in ta.ct James sometimes makes the most overt comments within the narrative 

that Fleda is self-deceived. 

In his study of Jamesian irony J .A. Clair has usefully defined the 

necess&r,1 conditions for its success as the knowledge required to enable the 

reader to diBt~sh between" what a character knows and what he thiY'.ks he 

knows. 30 We can apply this directly to Fleda, but betore we see her selt­

deception in action the narrator }Jrepares the way by giving the reader a series 

of strategio hints. 

He eml'hasizes tor instance the poverty ot Fleda' s experience; as the novel 

begins she has recently returned trom Faris where she bas been 'arming herselt 

tor the battle or lite by a course with an impressionist painter' (p.13). 

Seoon.dly Fleda has a strong impulse towards melodrama. Unlike the narrator 

ahe reaots to events in an excessively emotional W8.7. end is oonstantly looking 

tor a crisisl ' •• Fleda bad an 1mag1na.tion ot a drama, ot a -grea.t scene", a 

thing, somehow, or 1ndiod't7 and misery, ot wounds inflicted and received ••• • 

(1'.59). Within this grand confrontation the position ot Owen remains 

unsatisfa.ctorily vague. Fleda cannot quite looate his role but she knows 

enough to sense that he wouldn't have the insolent poise or a young man in a 

novel. These ironio comments on Fleda generally stay within the lines ot 

referenoe to battle and painting, and also look forward to the governess in 

'The Turn or the Screw' and the 70ung telegral1hist in In the Ca"o;e. :Both aee 

their situations in comparable melodramatio terms. 

The narrator is also at pa.ins to point out two turther aspects ot Fleda'. 

cbaraOter - her tmWil11ngness to admit to herself that she loves Owen, and 
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her inability to take any positive action. So when she is considering the 

possibility of Mana and Owen separating she does not face directly the personal 

benefit she could cain from this, even though it affects her thoUGhts ('This 

was a calculation that Fleda wouldn't have committed to paper, but it affected 

the total of her sentiments' - P.116). Or earlier, when first confronted by 

a conflict ot loyalties between Owen and his mother, Fleda makes no errort to 

find a solutionl 

She dodt;ed and dreamed and romanced away the time. Instead of 
inventing a remedy or a compromise, instead of preparing a plan 
by which a scandal might be averted, she gave herself, in her 
sentient solitude, up to a mere fairy-tala, up to the very taste 
of the beautitu.l peace she would have scattered on the air if 
only something mie.ht have been that could never have been. (p.41) 
(The New York text reads t ••• dreamed and fabled end trifled away ••• ' J 
and ' ••• in her sacred solitude ••• '). 

Bere we have quite unequivocal criticism of Fleda. She evades decisions and 

even facing up to the actual state of th1nu~. James glances at her indulgent 

love of IJrivacr (in the New York text, her 'sacred solitude') and indeed. makes 

his comment as rhetorically obtrusive as possible by accrumula.tlng so many verbs 

in the initial sentence. 

:Broadly speald.ng such passages occur more frequently in the first halt ot 

the novel and alert the reader to possible discrepancies which might occur in 

the dialogue-scenes, between Fleda's perspective and a more objective one. 

Eere, as throughout the bulk ot the novel, the narrator functions as a voice 

which goes beyond straight-forward description. He constantly hints at value­

judgements without crudely 'catecoriz1ng' cba.ra.cters and without cla.1m1ng any 

special knowledge. His..i2n.! however carries great weIght and authority-. 

Several critics have noted discrepancies between what Fled.a sees and 'Mhat 

the reader sees but the most thorough examination ot them has been made by 

'1 n.e. rIcLean. ThrouO'l a close reading of the four meetinc'B between herself 

and Owen he shows how Fleda. constantly reads more into words and events than 

they actually warrant f and almost always colours them in a way which is 
\ 

rornontically flattering to her. not only does McLean's are;ument contradict 

James's apparent intentions but it also brings out an element of situational 



71 

comedy in the novel, whereas other critics arGUe that Fleda. is a monster of 

egotism as if a moral evaluation of her character was identical with a criticism 

of the novel. 32 In the scene where Owen and Fleda walk into Hyde rark (the 

second halt of Chapter 6) James uses the fluidity of perspective in order to 

understate Fleda's arbitrary assumptions. ]y moving rapidly trom description 

('Even in the rark the autumn air wa.s thick') to reported thoucht ('ile wanted 

to stay with her - he wanted not to leave her'), James deliberately gives the 

latter a spurious authority. Owen's 'approa.ches' to Fleda assume the status 

of facts unless wo follow the inflexions of perspective very carefUlly. 

In ta.ct in this particular scene ~'leda. emerees as tremulously rOIIk'Ultio 

and then positively erotesque; and NeLean shows what a crucial effect even 

the variation in pronouns can have in the dialoCUe. :But he assumes that 

James's perspective towards Fleda. is constant - ironic throughout the noval. 

This is not the case. It shifts as does the novel's SUbject. The narrator 

becomes more solicitous towards Fleda as her relationship with Owen replaces 

the question of what will happen to the spoils. 

In contrast with ~lcLean, P.L. Creene ha.s areued that the tact that James 

moves in and out of Fleda's perspective, or - as he rather d.ra.ma.t1ca.lly puts 

it - ·violates· her consciousness, eives her authority and renders her reliable • 

••• the implied author of The Spells is totally committed to the 
reliability of Fleda Vetch and ••• j1leda.'s aotions, includ1ne ber 
secrets and decep~3ons, are supported by the author as aervina 
a heroic purpose. 

Creene's arcument is influenced by a desire not to oontradict James's apparent 

intentions, but significantly be inters Fleda's reliability by James's closing 

of the distance between her &nd the narrator's perspective. And he supports 

this position by reference to Wayne C. Booth's proposition that the deeper we 

go into the mind or a central character the mora unreliability we are prepared 

to accel't. 34 

There are two weaknesses here. Firstly it is impossible to see bow Creene 

could take passages such as tha.t quoted above as an endorsement or Fleda's 



thoughts. The irony is ta:r too direct. And secondly we do not see deeply 

into Fleda's psychology-. Her love tor Owen Grows just beneath the level ot 

her conscious articulation and then comes out into the open. It could hro:dly 

be described as ~conscious. and beyond that we do not see any other ot 
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Fleda's concealed desires. Once aeain Greene discusses the overall perspective 

as it it were constant. 

We have then two contra.diotory arcuments which seem irreconcilable. 

Either Fleda's eelf-decelltion is dramatized ironically by Jatles or he under-

writes herlier.oism by controlling the perspective. :Both positions brin5 out 

important formal aspects of the novel but can hardly both be tenable. One way 

out of this impasse can be found if we examine the different kinds of lanu""llagS 

which the narrator uses. 

(v) 

James underlines the comio aspects of the dispute over the spoils by using 

several lines of ima.gery. One of these 18 of siege and battle. He compares 

Mrs. Geret.'l to a latter--day Helen of Troy in the preface and the narrator 

takes this up w1 thin the novel by depicting 110na and Owen as baxbarians.35 

Owen's servants are his 'myrmidons' and yet the comparison is patently absurd 

because it would be d1tficul t to J.Ina.gine anyone less like Achilles than Owen. 

This line of battle ima",..~ry spreads in two directions J to Fleda. who is 

caught between two figurative armies and is desperately trying to avoid taking 

sides. It shades into her own sense of the melodramatio also because the 

battle never actually materializes. In the other direction we see Mrs. Gareth 

as a plunderer. The spoils are constantly compared to booty, as here where 

Fleda is ~ herself in her companion's positions 

She 'WOuld have returned from her campa.ien with her bagea.ee-tra.in and 
her loot, and the palace would unba:r its shutters and the morn.ing 
flash back !rom its halls. (p.156) 



Such CODl~:dSon.l contrast 'Yiolently with the a.ctu&l. events. Tbey are not 

glamorowl and remind the reader of tho materiallltlc orlg1nB ot the dispute. 

'rhG Gpolla are e.tter all only th1nt;.". And 110, as f.1.~. llartsock points out, 
,6 

the rer::ul t is r.oek-hel'Oic. 
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Another important line ot ilnllt...~ which the narrator introduces is that 

ot rellcJ.on. I'oynton is constantly compared to the templo of a privata cult 

ot which l!ro. Cereth 1. the !-..1eh Frl,.tess. FleQ underGOes her in1tia.tion, 

18 accepted as a. devotee end then later lu rromoted to a rriectesa herselt. 

But ned-a divert. the relipous rQ.ferenccII to apply them to Owen, she t •• le 

Me bats • profaned' hie r.ystery by trying to coma bet .... cen h1!l:::olt r.nd t~na. 

And tinally. \.-hon she realizeo £he b:l8 lost ever;rt.h1nc she fall:l back on z,tra. 

Cereth, accel?t1n.; the role the other has prep.a.r~·d tor her a.'1d aece;tJ.n.; alao 

the Mrriltor's meta!)hora ':role equall;r, she felt, \Tas ot the re:llc;1on, and 

11ke U'J.3 other ot thi! lA1.S31onately ;-iOU3 the could wors~.J.p now even in the 

desert.' (p.252). 

TheDCl !leurat1ve cont1nuities constantly shru1e into other:;, E'.nd imply 

ditferent attltudes to the main sltuation. ~na rclicious c~parisona .tress 

Mra. Cereth's ricour, .just &3 cOt:parlconI between the hio women md. a .judge 

and acewaed. underline Fleda's cuil t-tecl1n..,""11 and rebound. on l ... .rs. Ger.th einc. 

she is tryin.; to circum-lent the 1:!.\1 or inher1tMce. The cUl:"!Ulatlvo eftect 1. 

coda end indeed throuc,hout t.'le novel the nn.rrator dlsl?laY8 M exuberant 

1nvcnt1vcnens In 8clectL~ astonlsh1ncl1 dl'Yer~e ~taPhora ~hloh all tend to 

have an el~ent ot rhotorlcru. excess a.bout t."em. 'rhus Fled.s. 1s compared to 

a (1ancin{; f:'JPU1 ,,'hen r:-t-s. Ceret..'l is tr,r1n.: to toree her to I'UrSUO Owen, bere 

the ca1n contrnot 1s between the clruxn:r or the fl£,'UrO c.nd Fleda' G actual 

d1cco~ort n.''ld hesiw.C7. Or ll.u"'!lL"l l'!rs. Cereth'. a.bl1.ndOIltlont ot tho epal1e 

it'S likened to an ar.l!,u:tation: 

Her 10: had COl::e ott - £he had nov becun to stump clan;:; w1 th the 
lovely wooden wbstituto, she would stump tor lU'~. £:.nd vha.t her 
your..;! friend vas to coree end adr...1re '\'3.5 tho be~u't7 or her r:ovoment 
and the noi.e &he lIIDode &bou t the houso. (p. 74) 



In the absence of very much sustained description these metaphors stand out all 

the more, here as a grotes~uely physical rendering or a reel~ or loss. And 

at times the sequence of tma.ces can be extremely rapid. At one point, within 

,0 lines, r..rs. Gereth is compared variously to I'Mia Antoinette, a tropical 

bird and a female warrior, and Fleda to the custodian of a museum. lJeoa.us8 

they are generally hyperbolio they build up an ironic sensa of the narrator 

expending enerr;:{ on material which will not support it. 

In some of the revisions he made for the New York EcU tion, James strengthened 

many of these metaphors, transforming unclear or abstract expressions. Thus 

when Fleda. is speculating on the possibility of tnldng care or Poynton for Owen 

and his wife, she i.magines herself as 

••• a custodian who was a wa.l.ldng catalogue and who understood beyond 
any one in Ingland the hyeiene and temperament of rare pieces. (p.156) 

In the 11ew York text this becomesl 

a custodian equal to a walking cataloeue, a custodiz.n versed beyoud 
any one anywhere in the mysteries of ministration to rare pieces.~7 

lIere the awkward personification of the spoils has been removed and James 

retains the CUBeum imace while tying it in closely with the hieratio notion of 

a rare cult. Such chanGes strengthen existtna patterns of imagery but do not, 

as S.P. Rosenbaum points out, add new ones.3S . 

Irony likewise dominates the sequence of references to illicit love and 

rape between Fleda. and Owen, as Arnold Edelstein has pointed out.39 'wben 

Fleda spends time alone with Owen in London she feels • as frightened as some 

thoughtless girl who finds herself the object of an overture from a married man' 

(p.71). Later she B~ntimentally pictures Owen as a clamorous peasant and seel 

him as a personific3.tion of 'all potent nature' and at the beginning of their 

love-scene imagines herself as (morally) stripped naked. 

He bad cleared the hic;h wall at a bound. they were together without 
a veil. She had not a shred of a seoret left... (p.201) 

One way in which we can rationalize this voca.bulary is to suceest that James 

is once again satirizing Fleda's desire for Owen and the theatrical way in 
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which she tries to stifle it. But the tone of the above passaee is not ironio. 

Ot this scene A.W. Bellrinu~r stated that 'there is a complete absence of 

40 qualification from the author'. I-lore seriously these references Duc~est 

that Fleda's feel1n...~ for Owen are a mixture ot desire and fear (she speaks in 

the love-scene ot his approach beinz an 'attack'); and that S~'""eDts by 

1mplication that her renunciation of Owen is a rationalization ot theso tears. 

It should how-ever be emphasized that the references to Fleda's submission and 

'fall' to Owen only opera. te on the level of suc.:;estion. Ilut this suc.:;'estion 

runs 2u~1nnt taking her moral scruples seriously - which we are clearly intended 

to do. 

The bulk ot the narrator's l~~t as I have been suc£;csting, is 

controlled, witty and vivid. but in the love-scene we find an example ot quite 

a different style. ,'hen Fleda and Owen first embrace the sentences are short 

and dramatic; the metaphors express the surge of pent-up emotion. But then 

in the middle of scene James suddenly veers into sentimentali tya 

Be clasped his hands before her as he miOlt have clasped them at an 
al tar J ••• lIe assisted this effort [by Fleaa to regain her composure], 
soo~ her into a seat with a touch as li[.ht as it she had been 
really something sacred. (p.201) 

In the absence ot the riarrator's qualifying voice the two charaoters fall into 

the stylized gestures ot melodrama. As W.:a. Stein comments, here Owen 'beoomes 

an actor in Flada's illusionary drama. ot chivalry' .41 He plays his part with 

a delicacy that is quite out of charaoter and the metaphors which earlier had 

been used with ironio purpose here appear quite solemn, with a disastrous loss 

of authentioit,y. 

In faot whenever the narrator is insisting on Fleda's moral status his 

lano~ loses its hard edge and becomes vague and insistent. ~o during one 

or Fleda.' S oonversations ~ri th Owen she is described as follows I 'She was 

wound up to such a height that there m&ht be a lidlt in her pale, fine little 

faoe •••• ' (p.105). James is attemptinG to give Flada a paeudo-relicious status 

and his constant referenoes to her taste as being 'sublime' and 'line', as \1ell 

as to her 'heroism' are purely adjeotival. They ea.ther no force because the;r 
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are incapable of resisting the accumulated ironic weiOlt of the narrator's other 

idiom. And aIter all the :n.:.;.rrator does justice to Fleda.'s qualities of loyalty, 

etc. and offsets 11rs. Gereth's criticisos of her by his satire. 

The pivotal issue in tr.is strand of 'lbe Spoils is that James is attempting 

to demonstrate Fleda's love for O~en in peculiarly selfless terms. l~ere is 

even an awkwardness in the narra.tor's summary of her proposed action& 

Of a different manner of loving she was herself rca4y to give an 
instance t an instance of which the beauty indeed would not be 
generally known. It ,""ould not :perhaps if r<::vea.1ed be cenera.llY' 
understood.... (p.114) 

The narrator is rather defensive here and chary of spelling out exactly why 

Fleda's act would be 'beautiful'. The root cause of all this a",k;w3.:t'Cness 

lies in James's desire not to make the relationship between Fleda and Owen 

conventionally romantic. 42 
TIllS, he stated in his notebooks, would be 'ba.nal'. 

And in fact his insistence on Fleda' s fineness in the novel echoes the 

vocabulary of the notebooks I 

The fineness is the fineness of Fleda •••• Fleda's aveux are all 
qualified - saddened and refined, and made beautiful, bY' the sense 
of the DD?OSSIl3LE •••• 43 

There is then an unresolved contradiction between two quite different 

types of rhetoric from the narrator of The Spoils. One idiom is exuberant 

and guiding the reader to view the novel's central situation from different 

angles. This ironio vmice undermines for instance the materialistic notion 

ot possession which all the characters have except Fleda. But the other 

voice, lacking the quality of irony, insists on an alternative value (selfless 

loyalty) instead of merely implying it. The result is that The Spoils 

ultimately lacks unity despite its closely woven texture, and this grows out 

ot a contradiction within the voice of the narrator. 



(vi) 

In Volume 10 of the New York Ed! tien, James included one short story 

(, The Chaperon') and one nouvell.E!. (t A London Life') with The Spoils because 

th~ were all three reflected "th.roueh the consciousness of 'very young women, 

•••• affected with a certain hich luCidityt.44 A brief comparison between 

these tales and The Spoils shows, in conclusion how varied can be James's 

control over the narrative forms. 

In the preface his over-ridinc concern is with structure and reflecting 

consciousness, end he expresses his pride in 'The Chaperon' (1891) bE:cause it 
. 45 

is consistently presented through Rose Tramore. She is the daushter of & 
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woman who has fallen into social diSGrace because mle was involved in a divorce. 

After years in the wilderness Rose undertakes (successfully) to bring her 

mother back into favour and in the process becomes helZ, chaperon. In other 

words the tale turns partly on the reversed situation between chaperon and ward. 

But there is a second interest growtnz out of the narrative voice itself. The 

narrator throuGhout shows an interest in social types and the politics of 

regaininit society's a.cceptance. He shows, in other words, a broader lmowledge 

of society than does Rose whose experience of its procedures is, as we might 

expect, limited. This difference underlines the difficulty of her action since 

it is made with such imperfect knowledge. 

l3ut there is fa:r greater divereence between the narrator and heroine in 

'A London Life' (1888). Laura Wing, a young American girl, has come to England 

to visit her married sister ~elena. She has only been there a short time 

before she discovers that her sister is hav~ an affair and that a divorce is 

pending. ller sympathies swinZ to the husband and then back to Selena when 

Laura. discovers that he too seems to be having an affair. The si tuatlon is 

thus similar in some respects to that or The Spoils. Like F1eda, Ie.ura. ia 

really an outsider cauGht in the middle of a distressing situation whiCh is 

beyond her control and where she is enlisted as a co-between. Once acain we 

see a difference between the narrator's social awareness and that ot Laura. 
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For instance, in describinG her interest in museums we are toldl 

Eesides her idea that such places were sources of knowled&~ (it is 
to be teared that the i>00r girl's notions of knowledge were at onoe 
conventional and crude) they w~;e also occasions for detachment, an 
escape from worr,ying thoUGhts.40 

The aside reinforces many other hints James makes about the girl's limited 

experience end, in the lit;ht ot the whole tale, Laura's desire for escape also 

comes to moron that she constantly tries to evade the trut...~ of her sister's 

situation. 

The critical odes in the passa.ce above is clear enouch o.nd comes directly 

from the narrator since Laura shows a total incapacity for self-criticism. 

Once again we would not suspect this ironic interplay between narrator and 

'heroine' from James's comments on the tale in his preface. There Laura is 

described as a 'candid outsider' who measures the social values revealed in the 

tale.47 James's tone is not as commendatory as it is wen he is describ1n3 

Fleda, but favourable nonetheless, as if Laura represented qualities of trash-

ness and honesty. 

In the tale this is not so. Laura is too icnorant of Ene-lish society to 

act as a narrative focus and the tale enacts her mounting hysteria as she 

gropes for understanding' and at the same time paradoxically tries to shut her 

eyes to the immorality around her. Ber language gradually diverees trom that 

of the narrator and consists almost entirely of melodramatio vocabular,y such 

as 'ghastly', 'hideous' and 'horrors'. She constantlY' imagines that a violent 

catastrophe will take place, totally underestimating the capacity of social 

forms to absorb shock. And she sees her sister's behaviour as evil and 

horrifying, whereas the narrator's calm understatements imply that it is 

iJm:lOral perhaps, but certainly not unusual. Laura's reaotions are constantly 

exaggerated but, as Tony Tanner has noted, 

It is not that Laura 'Wing is wrong as to her facts •••• but rather 
that she is excessive as to her re~ponse to :the fa.ots, mis£)U.ided 
as to the light she sees them in.4t) 
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The narrator, by his implicit acoeptance or their kind or sooial behaviour, 

moves closer morally to Selena and her husband than to Laura. hersel!. And his 

frequent critical comments reinforce their charges that Laura. is a prig and a 

hypocrite. Ber evasiveness Dnd icnorance thus offset her hypersensitive 

reactions and the cliI!1ax or the tale coces a.s no surprise - k1.uxa Duffers a 

nervous collapse end then leaves the CO'lmtry. Indeed a. t times she appears so 

ridiculous ;:nd unpleasant that Jc.:mes interruI'ts the narrative to plead. for her. 

Thus soon atter she discovers her sister's affair she deliberately puts off 

makin~ any decisionl 

I 
She drifted/on. shutting her eyes. a.venine" her head and, as it seemed 
to herself. hardening her heart. T11is admission will doubtless 
sueun-est to the reader that she was a weak inconsequent, spasmodic 
young person, with a standard not really, or at any rate not 
continuously, hi£;h; and I have no desire that she shall appear 
anything but what she was. It must even be related of her that 
since she could not escape and. live in lodg~~ and paint fans (there 
were reasons why this coob1nation was impossible) she determined to 
try and be ha~py in the civen circumstances - to float in shallow, 
turbid water.49 . 

Unlike the similar interrUptions where James explains Isa.bel Archer and the 
. 50 . 

Countess Euu""9Il1a, this could hardly be called a defence at all. lIen James 

does nothins to miticate the weakness evident in Laura's inaction and even add. 

a gratuitous ironic gibe at her pathetic ideal under the traditional guise or 
narrative honesty ('it must even be rela.ted ... ·). Unlike 'l'ha Spoils where 

James softens the 'c~on-sense' criticisms levelled at Fleda by Mrs. Gereth, 

ill 'A London Li!e' the narrative voice reinforces the mocking effect of events 

and highlights the personal ".,eakl'lesses of the central character. 
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Chapter ~ 

What Ma.isie Knew 

(i) 

When Wha.t Maisie Knew was published in 1897 it broudlt torth complimentary 

reviews. One ot these in the Aca.dem;y praised ita p8y-chological skill and 

summarized its method thUSI 

You tollow the 8tOry' through the mind of tfa.1sie. rou see and hear 
only lIhat Maisie saw end heard. and yet such is the combined 
humour and pathos ot the presfltment, you know so much more than 
Maisie could possibly know ••• 

Here we have stated, though in a vague ~, an all-important distinction in the 

novel's structure. namely, that between what J1'.a1sie experiences and what the 

reader knows. This difterence i8 fundamental to an understanding ot the novel 

and can be explained to a large extent t.hrou8h the nature of the narrator's 

voice. 

Several cri t1cs have noted thi8 di8tinction, but without going into its 

exact source. J.A. llynea has treated the novel'. main problem in showing not 

what Maisie knows but what her impressions add up to awhile Clauco Cambon baa 

argued that we see ~ action t.hrou8h Maisie's vondement although there is en 

objectified writer's voice interposed between her and the reader. J.W. Gargano 

bas rephrased basically the same not10n wen he eta tea tba t the reader must. 

with James's help, supply the normat1ve terms which Ma.1sie lacks. And J.C. 

McCloskey finds that James is the 'conductor ot the narrative', and because he 
. . 2 

intrudes so otten the novel is not tru.l7 psychological. In general these and 

other critics give only a perfunctory' recognition to the presence ot a guiding 
, 

narrative voice and ot the two exceptions (A..E. Dyson and Rosema.r,y Sweetaple) 

only Dyson discusse III the general importance tor the novel ot the narrator's 

humoUr.' 
James himself recoe.n1zed an important tunction ot the narrator in the 

pretace to Maisie where he admitted that without his presence the action would 

have gaps and would perhaps lack intelligibility. Accordingly he decided to 

present the narrative with Maisie as a witness rather than a retlector. This 
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in tum vould put both reader and narrator in basically similar positions. 

They too would be vi tnesses but simply more expert ones than l1a1sie. 4 :But then 

there was a turther problem- a child's lack ot vocabu1a.ry. So instead ot 

attempting to let ~~Bie speak tor herselt James reserved tor the narrator the 

tull power ot articulation: 

Y~siets terms accordingly pl~ their part - since her simple 
conclusions quite depend on them. but our own commenta.xy constantly 
attends end amplifies. This it is that on occasion, doubtless, 
seems to represent uS as €Oing so 'behind' the facts or her spectacle 
as to exaggerate the activity ot her relation to them. 5 

This statement is quite in keeping with James's practice in The Other House 

and The Spoils. since he claims a superior awareness but not privileged 

knoWledge. The narrator is present in order to clarU'y and explain what Maisie 

experiences. And whan in 1899 James 'WrOte that he vent behind' singly' in 

this novel he meant that he limited himselt to accesa to her mind only, as 

part ot this explanator)" procedure.6 In the pretace then, he distinguished 

between 1·1a.!sie's experiences and the narrator's commentar,y on them as well as 

between her vocabular,y and the narrator's. 

During the detailed composition ot Maisie inth, notebooks - with The Spoils 

thelloat',thorol18h plan ot a:tJY ot James's novels - he made no mention ot the 

narrator. This was partly because he 'W8.8 constructing the novel - aga.1.n like 

:!'he Spoils - in terms ot IIcene. As such they are concerned lareely with devel­

opment and plot. »at be does give Bome indication ot the structural role to 

be played by Maisie. So at several points he insists that she must be the 
, 

"itn_ss ot all the action. 'EVEnYTHING TAKES HACE BEFORE MAISIE' and 'Lver;r-

thing is tormula ted and formula table to the child'. 7 In view ot the importance 

ot the question how much does Maisie ac~17 know, it is important to stress 

that James is viewing her in structural not ~ra1 terms here. She will be the 

.tron!o centre' or the mirror ot the action renecting it and creating its 

1S1JDI!let17. Inevi tably this means that ahe can only pltq a pass! ve ~ in the 

novel. l3ut her compositional value emerges in the vividness "ith \rh1.ch she 
. 8 

sees thJ.nga. as James acknOliledeed in the pretace. 13eca.use she is a child 



her vision is both fresh and clear anct so she gives James a 1rIS.7 or rendering 

her a1 tuation. 
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The necessary' explanations ot Maisie's experience could pose a threat to 

the novel's realism and James reoognizes as much at the end ot the passage 

quoted. He glances at the objeotion that he is imputing too much to lhiaie. 

orediting her vith too much intelligenoe, but then dismisses it by stating 

that the ditference between her perceptions and the reader's understanding is 

'but ot a shade'. This 1s rather disingenuous or James because in fact that 

ditterence generates most ot the novel's comedy. And secondly, the problem 

ot his 'over-work1ng' Maisie's interpretation ot her situation is one which he 

by no means managed to avoid. 

(ii) 

Like The Ofter House and The Spoils, What Maisie Knew opens with a 

prefatory section Which establishes a perspective over a large part or the 

novel. But this introduotion differs sign1t1cantlr from the earlier novels in 

referring outward to 8Ooiet7 and in being bitingly satirical. 

The divorce proceedings are surve;yed, apparentlr in a non-committal way. 

as it the narrator val a vitness himselt or even a member ot the Farangea' 

80Cial set. His acoount stresses the parents' preoocupation vi th money- end 

casuall,. mentions that it vas impossible to find a third Partr (a friend or 

relative) who could take care ot Mai.ie. Right tram the start the narrator 

adopts a method of under-statement. He does not 8pell out the degraded family 

life the Faranges must lead or the dubious nature of their friends because the 

assumption 1s that this 1s not neoess8J."1. In other vords he 1s crediting the 

reader vi th enough moral and social intelligence to draw the oonolusions which 

be 1s implying. So, when in the preface James rerers to 'our own commenta.r,', 



be is here including the reader's silent cOJ'Illlenta..1:y, his 1nterences which the 

narrator raises but does not actually make. 

We can see this procedure at work in the very language used to describe 

Maisie's aituation. 

She was abandoned to her tate. What was clear to any speotator 
was that the only link binding her to either parent was this lament­
able tact ot her being a ready vessel tor bitterness, a deep little 
porcelain cup in which bi tlng acids could be mixed. They had 
wanted her not tor any good they could do her, but tor the harm th.,. 
could, with her unconscious aid, do each other.9 

As wlth all James's tiction in the late 1890's, the narrator professes to be 
c, 

interpreting' appearances, and summarizing hia interpretation in a concrete 

metaphor. But we have to follow the tone ot this interpretation very caretull;r 

because it is shot tbroueh with ironies. ~1a.1sie·s tate is apparent to &ny' 

spectator except, by implication, her parents who seem to be unconscious of 

hcw blatantly cynical their use or her ls. And yet at no point does the 

narrator invite the reader to pity l-la.1sie. He makes no explicit statement or 

S)'Dlpa thy tor her beyond shald ng his head over the 'lamentable taot' ot her 

position. It is only the metaphor which mitigates the comparative austerity 

ot his description tor there we aee the violence and possible danger in ber 

position - delicate beauty harshly juxtaposed with corrosion. 

Thro~out the novel the narrator tends to direct iro~ against those who 

exploit Maisie rather than lin8er over the pathos ot ber situation. Wayne 

Booth baa pointed out how irony replaces pity as the dominant feeling in the 
• •• c 10 

course ot James's composition ot the novel. Although in his notebook entr,r 

tor .August 26th, 1893 James was still trying to ba.1ance the ironic interest 

wlth the pathetiC, his rejection ot the latter was latent really in the orlg1cal 

idea ot the novel where he wanted the child to be a 'source ot dramatic si tua­

tiona •• 11 Similarly in the pretace James rejected the sadness of Maisie's 

plight as a main source of interest and stated that instead he was fascinated 

by the complicating and transtorming eftects She would have on a sordid 

situation. 12 The ironies in the passage quoted aboTe then lead us beyond 

Maisle herself to the behaviour ot those around ber, and secondarily to their 
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whole society. This is why W.S. Worden is largely correct when he states thata 

The conflict here is almost wholly in the way of external action. 
There is little suggestion of any arduous inner contest between 
love and right in Sir Claude, l1a.1sie. or Mrs. Wu. n 

It the oonflict is external, it does not of course imply that Maisie's inner 

lite does not develop. 

James conoludes the introduction with a brief account of how • sooiety' 

(by which he means the society of the Fa.ra.nges) received the divorce. In this 

~ be summarizes the hinterland of vulgarit,y and superficiality which lies 

behind the immediate aotion or the novel. Once again the narrator adopts the 

persona of a member of that social group in order to satirize its assumptions 

and values. The divorce and confliot between Maisie's parents is 'jolly' in 

the sense that it gives people something to talk about over their tea, and the 

narrator professes mock-sympathy tor 'poor Ida' (Y.a1sie's mother) because she 

bas ha.rdlY' any money left, although this is the end result of her constant 

extravagance. In the introduotion and. tbroueh the first bal.t or the novel 

James makes use of this traditional ironic s~noeg)" - ot stating one thing and 

real17 implying ita opposite. The general quality which he is attacking in 

the Fa.ra.nges is their moral blindness. 

James had already commented on the corruption of the English upper class 

in & letter to Charles Eliot Norton. The Dilke divorce case ot 1686 was the 

1,mmediate cause but James took his criticisms much further. 

The cornUtion ot that body' [the upper class] seems to me to be in 
JJJBD:3 ways verr much the same rotten and collapsible one as that of 
the French arl~tooracy before the revolution - minus clemess and 
conversation. 4 

They are, he states, grossly materialistic and this is another or the tailings 

ot the people who surround Maisie I theY' constantly trr to replace a!'f'ection 

or moral obligations with mon"". The most direct and biting sarcasm trom 

the na.rra. tor comes when, at Folkestone, her mother tries to buy her wa:y out ot 

Maisie's life. Maisie puts an abrupt atop to her pretentious declarations or 

conoem bY' mentioning one of her discarded lovers. This spoils Ida's pose, 



for that is all her fine vords amount tOI 

She turned this way and that in the predicament she had sought and 
from Wlch she could neither retreat with grace nor emerge with 
credit: she draped herself' in the tatters ot her impudence, postured. 
to her utmost betore the last little triangle ot cracked glass to 
which so many tractures had. reduced the polished plate ot tilial 
superstition. (p.182) < 

This passage is unique in express!n8 such strong sarcasm. And in it the 

narrator brings together the physical details ot her dress and manner to trans­

form them into metaphors tor her cynical van! ty. Ida seems like a grotesquel,. 

self'-regardi.n8 actress, pertoJ.'llling purely tor her awn beneti t. Her moral 

emptiness comes out in her 'tatters' (contrasting with her aotual dress) and 

in the' reduction ot motherly feeling to a mere fragmentary 'superstition'. 

One tangible expression ot her cynioism is the money whioh she almost otters 

Maisie, thereby exactly complementing the narrator's description of' her. 

Such an example demonstrates that C.O. Kaston is only partly correct to 

argue that 'the various voioes ot sooiety in Weie forB9 a speoies ot talk 

remote trom the work's sources ot teeling-. 15 It by 'voices ot society' he 

Ileans the voices ot the other characters then his statement can stand. It 

however he includes the narrator's voice vithin his category then it cannot, 

since it represents a powertul source ot irony and indignation, especiallY' 

throughout the tirst halt ot the novel. 

So great is the narrator's irony against Maisie's parents and governessos 

that we frequently perceive two totally difterent interpretations ot the same 

event without losing any clarity at all. So when l-11s8 Overmore, a beautitul 

,< but impoverished 'lady'. is hired by Mrs. Fa.rallg'8 as 11a.1sie's governess, a 

proviso ot her post is that she should not see Maisi.'s father. However, as 

she puts it, she conceives such a deep artection tor her charge that She 

t1nal17 comes to his house., Because the prevailing tone of' the narrator has 

been so consistently ironic it only required the alight.st hints to show that 

ahe ia lying and in tact is attracted to :Beale Farange. So she explaina her 

reasons 'trnnkl,,' to Maisie and then is described as & 'martyr' to her 

attection (p.17). Even the literal summarizing ot her 'WOrds by the narrator 



makes them lIeem rehearsed end - wbat the,- in tact are - & blatant pretext. 

I~ then 18 one or the min eh.ttro.cter1st1ca or the n.ar:re.tor'. "f'C1ce, 

and beh1l'ld 1 t 11e. I a deep-rooted reslstanoe to the casual immoral1 tT and 

cyn1c1a::m in the novel's soo1et7. In hiD preface to 1he l,es!l9!'l ('If the rp~'te~ 

J ... expl.a.1ned that ~ vas conatrucUye becauae it 1mpllG8 alternative 

nlues to those 'Under Attack, nnd. tor it to be vorth-wh11e these alternat1ve_ 

must be better. 
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nov can one consent to EVlke a plcturo or the prepont!ennt futll! Ues 
and wlaarl Uea and lliaerl£Q or 111". wl thout the J..mpul.se to oxh1bl t 
as vell hoL'l time to t1ma, in its pl&ce!68omB tine example ot the 
reactlon, tba cppeal tlon or tho esC03.pe? 

JIJJDII. 1. 1n £act llot1ot.'fab17 wsue here about wba.t the el terna.tlvea Jll1iht be J 

thQ'miGht even 1nvolft ~lon. But at en:! rate ",e can take the irony in 

ljUele as a prolonced ssaturu of' crlticlm ~ta eoclet'" \lbeN even the 

t'lmdamental values or honeaV. loyalV. attecUou, etc. seem to b. totallJ 

abSmlt. 

u the narrator places himselt at t1m.ea 'Wlthin thi. 8001et1 1t 18 an 

J.ron1c atnnce 1IIh1ch &8sooiatea h1m b7 imp11ca.Uon \11th Haisl.'s late. Untl1 

she becomes fond or Sir Claud. aha seems alone. '.rhe narrator .18 evIdently 

the onl1 ene who can see the oyn1cbm of' others in 1 ta true lleht, but. because 

he 11 not a. character within the flctlon, ho can only C~ to her rescue throueh 

the tone ot hi. Tolee. So \then he au.r.narizea J.4a1s11 t a perplex! ty at ber 

.~ ..... sItuation, he convsr8 a puzzlement whlch 18 comio nther than Jl'iOT1ng1 

She ••• reooenlzod the hour wen - the· phraae tor it came back to her 
tram !.1'rs. neale - with two fathers, two mothers and tvo hO:l:les~ six 
}JrOteotlonll in all, she ahouldn't know 'wherever' to SO {p.02}. 

Thls realization does not aeri0U.l1r dimtruat .i ther Maisie or the re3dcr and 

this 18 beoaus' the r.a.rrator·. a.bsolut. lucidity reducea her pl10lt to a 

question of numbera am4 41Terts it tronl pathos into comed..T. IIis YOice 

conotantlr buttresses }!aisie against the poscible bad ertecta ot her lurround~ 

1Dc circumstances. Th11 18 TerJ 1ml~rtant tor the novel'lJ perepectl" because 
, 

J<laJ.ai. seetllS extraordJ.nari17 wlnemble. It wu no doubt to add extra 
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reassum.tlce to the reader that James inoluded in the opening section the 

. unobtrusive detail that Y.a.1.sie had inherited a secure regular allowance from a 

godmother. 

Al thOU8h the narrator constantly hints at meanings which are beyond 1-!a.isie's 

reach, there is a. strong cont1nu1 ty between her experience and the kind ot 

language he uses. So when Mrs. \lix tells l-1a.1si. stories instead ot giving 

ber lessons ber conversation takes on a superficial glamour. 

Her conversation was practically an endless narrative, a. great 
garden or romance,. with sudden vistas into her own lite and sush1ne 
rountains or homeliness. These vera the parts where they most 
l1ngered.(p.23) 

These romances have been culled !rom cheap f'iction and put Mrs. \11% into the 

company ot James's other temale characters in this period Y.ho compensate tor 

limited experience by romantic longing - Fleda Vetch, the govemess in 'The 

'J.'urn ot the Screw' and the telegraphist ot In the Caa!. ~ut more important 

here is that the narrator takes material from these romances end converts it 

into a metaphor or Mrs. Vuls emotional indulgence. Maisie actually experi­

ences her gushes again and again when she seizes the child in sudden hugs. 

The phrase 'garden ot romance' also predicts the later scenea (at Earl's Court, 

in Hyde Park and in France) where Ma.1sie li teral.ly does seem to be moving in a 

romantic idyll. 

The verbal texture of' the f'irst half' or Maisie then contains an intricate 

and close-knit alternation between the metaphorical. and the actual. In order 

to convey Maisie's sense ot contusion or her tirst tentative eftorts to tom 

connections between things the narrator takes the materials or her limited 

experience (toys, story-books, visits, etc.) end uses them as metaphors tor her 

rea.ction. Her tirst parting trom Mrs. W1% comes soon atter a visit to the 

dentist and the latter provides an analogy tor their separation. Maisie is 

'embedded in Mrs. Vu's Datura as her tooth had been Bocketed in her gum' (p.2!P). 

This comparison is simple enough to be PB,Tcholoo1cally rea1iatio. Maiaie 

hersel! could have made it. And it renders her teelings in terms of' immed.1a.te 



physical sensation. In faot the El..rWoa is rather ambiguous because Maisie's 

visi t to the dentist was pa1ntu.l. but necess&.r7 (and so perhaps is her parting 

from Mrs W1%). And secondly it could rerer to Mrs. Wix as wall as YAlaie, 
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sinoe her governess has demonstrated an extreme possessiveness towards the girl 

from the outset. 

Ot course .1aisie's attempts to lmderstand what £Oes on e.ro\Uld her are 

halting end very l1m1ted at tirst but they generate most or the novel's oome~. 

She constantly compares the actions or e.dul ts to games but games whose rules are 

truatrat1ngly obsCUl:'e to her. But the adults' 'games' are most seriously' 

irresponsible than she realizes. By stn.tegicall1' hinting at the eaps between 

her lmowledce end the real state of th1nt;s the narrator drains ort the possible 

solemn! ty which might surround a eh1ld in such a position. This is why F .R. 

Leavis was right to .tate that the novel's tone and mode were those 'or an 

extraordiDarily high-spir1 ted comedy'. 17 ,The tone 18 not constant hCNever and 

as the satire recedes in the second balt ot the novel, so does this broad oomed3'. 

Lastly, although Maisie compares adult behaviour to games, at times this seems 

to be 11 terally true, because they change their lia.isons w1 th routine trequency 

and in a compulsive superficial way. The metaphors for Ma..ls1e's perception 

thus point in two direotional 1nvard. to her growing mental facultiesl and 

outward to the actions ct those around her. So Peter Coveney misunderstanda 

the nature or the action when he objects that the changes in adult relat1onship. 

18 
never have adequate psycholocical motivation. It is taithtul to the child's-

fl18 perspective and also true to the nature of the society that there should not 

be any deep reason for these changes. 

At some points the explanations or lriaisi.'s responses become charged with 

a sign1£ica.nce which goes beyond her immediate si tuat1on. For instance when 

she is going to Hyde Park with S1:' Claude, !-1a.1sie refleots with satisf'a.otion 

that be (and Mrs. \11%) ere the only ones who explain anything to her. But 

even this brines back memories or past disappointments I 



It all came back - all the plans that always failed, all the rewards 
and bribes that she was perpetually paying for in advance and perpet­
ually out of pocket by afterwards - the 'Whole great stress to be 
dealt with introduced her on each occasion afresh to the question ot 
mone.y. (p.11,) 

Bere the caretul1y balanced rhetorio makes little attempt to enact the prooess 

of Maisie's realization. It is much more of a direct comment and, althoueh 

oocasioned by a meet~ with Sir Claude, it could apply much more strongly to 

)1a1ai.'s parents. In this particular context it sibflities that Maisie always 

teels somehow 'out of pocket' when she is given promises or explanations. Th87 

always Beem inadequate. But the referenoes to money set up resonances which 

extend outwards to the novel's society in general. For its members constant17 

attempt to replace obligations or emotional transactions by f1n£~c1a1 ones. 

Shortly atter the Hyde Park scene the American 'countess' buys Maisie oft on 

behalf of her rather by giving her a handtul ot sovereigns, which are then 

taken tram her by Mrs. :Beale. These tinancial and commercial metaphors in 

this passage extend throughout the first halt of the novel, and alway. ea.rr:! 

connotations of cynical calculation and materialism in the charaoters they refer 

to. 

Since our point ot access to this society is through Maisie it to1lows 

that her perspeotive must arfect the reality or the charaoters she enoounters. 

Except in the introduction to the novel the narrator does not supply descript­

ions which are not mediated through Mo.1s1e. :eut the tact that his ironic and 

humorous tone shades easily into Y.a.1sie's own impressions d08S not mean that 

the ironY is more important than the psychological realism. The one nourishes 

the other and enriches the texture ot the novel's style, as Walter Isle has 

noted.
19 

Because r'!a.isie can scarcely une.erstand the edul ts she meets, her world 

comes to seem a phantasmagoria ot vivid disconnected pictures. Martha Banta 

has compared this ettect with the Alice books but a specUic comparison is 

20 
scarcely necessar:r. This tantastic quality emerces trom the kind ot tig'\lr-

ative langua.&e which the narrator uses end from the speed end fraonentatlon 



or some descriptions. One particularly clear example ot this teclmique comes 

in Chapter 18. Maisie is being taken to the Earl'a Court ElCh1bition bY'Mrs. 

~eale and this comes shortly atter their experiment at going to educational 

lectures together. Both are adventures to Maisie, but the Exhibition gives a 

visual metaphorioal SUIZIIIl3%7 ot Maisie's experienoe up to that point. It is 

composed ot side-shows, eaoh one coating a small sum. 'lbe narrator carefully 

underlines the metaphorical importance or these payments (, small coin dropped. 

tram her as ha.l.!-heartedly as answers trom bad children to lessons that had not 

been looked at'). This is no mere rhetorical decoration because the outine 

vill torm part or Maisie's education - in more ways tll8.ll one. 

The scene at Earl's Court depends for much ot ita ettect on vivid visual 

details. Indeed throuc;hout the whole novel there ia a constant emphasis on 

the act ot seeing, tirstly to take in sense-da.ta and then more and more on the 

act or perception. So Maisie stopa betore a side-show (the Flowers or the 

Forest) which has the brightly coloured surtace or a picture-book scene. Mrs. 

Beale teUs her that Sir Claude is not derinitely coming which makea ft~aie's 

vi.ion blur vi th tears vhich are carefully lert un-named • 

••• a remark that caused the child to gaze at the Flowers through a 
blur in which they become more magnificent, yet oddlY' more contused, 
and by which, moreover, contusion vas imparted to the aspect ot & 

gentleman vho at that moment, in the company or a la.dJr, came out of 
tho brilliant booth. The lady vas so brown that lfa.1.aie at lirst 
took her ror one or the Flowers... (p.143) 

B7 IJticld.ng to phy-sical racts the Jl.a.1Tator understates l-1a.1sie's disappointment 

and also mimes out her shirts in vision. Her momen'ta.r7 rise or tears gives a 

na tura.1 transition from the description or the side-shows to that or the 

'gentleman' (who is in tact lc!a1sie's father) and'the brow lady (who is his 

latest mistress). Maisie's vision here derines their reality because they 

appear to grow out of' the exhibits, appear to 1!. exhibits in a sense. ExactlY' 

the same thing happens when Maisie's mother disappears into the dusk at the 

Folkestone hotel, and when Maisie meets other adults. They move rapidl7 in 

and out ot her vision as 11" they vere bewilderingly unreal and in each case the 

~tor unobtrusively relates this ettect ot f'antasy to the characters' mcral 
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In the scene at Earl's Court the narrator also emphasizes that Maisie 

teels as it she bad stepped 1nto a romance ('The child had been in thousands ot 

stories - ••• but she had. never been in such a story as this', p.146). And part 

of this romance is the way one scene shades rapidly into another. Hor father 

takes Maisie to Mrs. Cuddon's (the brown lady) where once acaJ.n the narrator 

makes implicit comment thX'ough the visual details of her drawing-room. Every­

thing dazzles ~.a.isie with its meretricious brightness, and, just like at the 

Exhibition, the objects noted in the description seem strangel~ unrelated to 

each other. S1m1larly when l-'.a.1sie is finally sent home the short :phrases under­

line the speed of events. 

The next moment they were in the street tocether, and the next the 
eh11d was in the cab, with the Countess ••• quickly taking money trom 
a purse whisked out ot a pocket. Her tather had vanished •••• th. 
cab rattled off. Maisie sat there with her band fUll ot coin (p.164). 

Once more connectives are noticeabl~ absent and explanation reduced to a minimum. 

Maisie 1s bewildered rather than upset, and reassured b~ the handful ot sovereigns 

that she is still in the Arabian Nights. l3ut the reader knovs better and is 

well aware of what kind of relationship there is between the CO'Wltess (Mrs. 

Cuddon) and Beal.. Just as in The Spol1g place reflects a chara.cter's nature 

but what is new in Maida is the insistent conversion ot immorali t7 into 

grotesque humour. 

In scenes such as that just described Maisie functions partly as a mask 

through which the narrator can caricature the people she meets. Perhaps the 

most grotesque description in the whole novel is that ot the brown lady. 

She 1i terall;y • truck the child more as an an1ma.l than as a 'rea.l' l.a.d7 J 
she might have bem a clever frizzled poodle in a trill or a dreadtul 
lnmlan· monke~ in a spangled petticoat. (p.161) 

This caricature is only a more extreme torm ot the technique James uses in!h! 

Other H~se and The Awkward Me since the narrator only claims to be offering a . 
possible interpretation ('might have been') of appearances. But there ia a 

.tronger rhetorical nourish here, a more conscious display ot comio virtuosi ~ 

which reduces the woman to a circus animal, and that in turn suggeats her 

cor.t"Uption, which is beyond the reach 01' lTa.1s1e' s understanding. 
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Similarly wen r.r. Ferriam. one or Ida Fa.ranee's lovers, visits the school-

room his feat1Jl:'es are comically displaced so that we receive no visual Bense of 

his person as a whole. He seems to have moustaches over his eyes and his eyes 

('these polished little clobes') roll around the room as if they were billiard-
, . 

balls. :Billiards is Ida's one undisputed sld.ll &nd, since Maisie would probabl;y 

have no way or knowinz this, it is the l'a.rra tor who throueh this cornparison 

suggests that Ferriam is just an ap:pen~ooe of her mother. 

This descriptive technique of reducing characters to absurdity probably 

draws on Dickens, and especially on the early chapters of Oliver Twist and pavid 

Copperfield (rn. :Beale at one point compares ~f:rs. 'vIix with Mrs. ~U.cawber). In 

all three cases a hallucinator;y effect ot distortion is gained through the 

child's-eye perspective by focusinc on disembodied features which define the 

characters in question. The main d1fference between ~~lsle and Dickens's novels 

however, is that in the latter the child hero is usuall1 the victim of those he , 

encounters. So their ma,enified teatures are both grotesque and tull or threat, , 

to the child. In r~sie these minor ~~aracters never come into C10S8 enough 

oontact with the girl to be any danger to her. And the confident rhetorical 

control which the narrator exercises over them turther reassures the reader 

that they are simply ridiculous. 

B.R. Wolt bas argued, rather perversel;y. that this tonal reassurance i. 
, 

just one ot the III8llY censoring devices that James uses in order to avoid facing 

the unpleasantness or what goes on around Malaie, and that the reader never 

21 
worries about her moral saf'ety because ever,ything is under such .firm control. ., 

Strictly speaking Wolf is raising two points here. Firstly he suggests that 

Maisie is protected in various ways trom the surro\mding corruption. This is 

certainly true and, as I have been suegestlng, the result partly of the 

narrator's rhetoric. Secondl;y be seems to suggest that James is evadtnK th. 

corruption aro\md r.a1sie. :But in tact .. 'hat Maisie Kne.l{ has an air ot tr.inkn.ss 

in dealing with promiscuity which James rarely achieves, end this is because it 

ia onl;y important in so tar as 1 t impinges on lia.1s1e herself. James was quit. 
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categorical in d~tng that explicit sexual lave was a tit subject for tiction.
22 

But on the other ha:ld in the pretace to Maisie he t1rml)" rejeoted the convent­

ional moralism which m&bt surround the portrayal ot a child in suoh sordid 

circumstances. Instead, resorting to his tra.d1 tiona! analoey between the 

novelist and the 'painter ot lite', James P\1t forward a d1tferent morality -

that of seeing', of painting such a situation trankly and honestly, and not 

h1dJ.ng behind vague epi theta like 'disgusting'. 23 So the emphasis on the visual 

torms an integral part ot the novel's whole moml purpose. 

Furthermore Y~sie's ignorance and ~nderment supplies a further defence 

tor her a.eainst the immorality of the adults. This is stressed several times 

in the preface and made explicit in the novel itself I 

••• the sharpened sense ot spectatorship was the child's main SU})port ••• 
It gave her otten an odd air ot being present at her histor,y in as 
separate a manner as it she could £plY' ~t at ~ience by flattening 
her nose against & pane ot glass. 4 lpp.S8-89) 

This comment makes it plain that Maisie has enough d1tticul ties 'tr11ng to under-

stand her ow experience without makina' sense ot the behaviour ot adults aa well. 

ADd tbroushout the tirst halt ot the novel the narrator stresses how the connec­

tions she does make onlY' carr" her a short distance towards understanding. As 

William Walsh points out, James is fa:r more concemed to capture the absolute, 

present quality of the girl's limited experi.nce.25 

ot all the characters \/ho are presented through visual caricature MaJ..ie'. 

parents receive the most extended attention, and the implicit reason for thi. 

i8 that they have ~ow the most 1rrespo:lsibility in their treatment ot her. 

Ida. is detined by her huge staring eyes, her red hair and the dazzling ~ ot 

jewelry she wears. \When she remarries 1 t li terally ~'""Ss her appearance. a 

startling eftect which l''Ia.1sie puts down to her being 'in love' I 

••• she was able to make allowance tor her ladyship's remarkable 
appearance, her violent splendour, the wondertul colour ot her lips 
and even the hard stare, the stare ot soma sorgeous idol described 
in a storr-book, that had come into her eyes in consequence ot a 
curious thickening ot their alread¥ rich circumterence. (p.57) 

Of course phrases like 'violent splendour' and 'rich cireum!'erence' carry us a 

considerable distance beyond Y~sie's reaction since she could not articulate 



it in this way. l3u.t Ida's actions are just a.s grotesque as her features. She 

changes moods at the bat or an eyelid and constantly indulges in sudden physical 

gestures - whether to clasp Na.1sie to her ample bosom or to thrust her awa;y. 

Similarly Beale Fara.nge is defined ma.1nly by his gleam.1n.g a:rray of teeth and 

large glossy beard. Nov althoueh these are fUrther examples ot composing 

characters 'through Y~sie. the narrator describes the parents in this way 

before we begin to see events through l·1a.isie's eyes. ner father appears in 

the introduction as an ostensibly attractive mana 
, 

~eale Farange had natural decorations, a kind of costume in his vast 
fair beard, bunlished like a. gold breastplate, end in the .ternal 
eli tter of the teeth that his IOIlt3 moustache had been trained not to 
hide and. that ~ve him, in every possible situation, the look of' the 
joy ot lite. (p.5) 

In both :Beale and Ida the narrator stresses the element of theatre but because 

we never see beyond their surface, their costumes seem to cover a void. Partio-

ularly ironic here 1s the BUg£;estion that neale has a. feeling for the • joy ot 

life' because \dlat this boils down to in practice is promiscuity and then 

financial dependence on his mistress. The depiction ot ~1a.1s1e· s parente then 

tollows on lo&1cally from these initial thumb-na.11 sketches in the introduction, 

and constantly hints at a notion of performance and of the social or sexual 

purposes ot their dress which Y~sie could not even begin to ~eal1ze. 

Although the narrator very rarely makes an overt condemnation of Ida or 

-lleale Fa.range, his descriptions or them have a tone of finality which rule out 

the possibility ot their even showing real kindness to l1aJ.sie. This is not 

the case with the descriptions ot Mrs. Beale or Sir Claude. Both ot them are 

generally attractive. They do not have ~ grotesque reductive peculiarit1ea 

ot appearance. J.nd so the fact that they escape the narrator's tendency to 

caricature suggests that they may torm a more genuinely artectionate relationship 

with z,1a..1sie. This they both do at times, but not a constant or reliable one. 

Tbe simple fact that they are physically attractive is important but ultimate17 

guarantees noth1n8. 

'!'he la.st 1mlJOrtant character to consider in connmon with the teclmiqulJ 

ica. ..... - is Maisie's sove:rness, Mrs. Wix. In a recent atu.dy or her role, ot car II ...... .... - . 
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L.A. Johnson has ar{;Ued that the narrator performs the flmction ot point1n8 out 
. ~. 

that she is more grotesque than aJlY ot the other characters realize. But 

Juliet l'l1tchell sees in tbe portrayal of lIra. Wix 'one ot James's nastiest 

characterizations' because he indulges in ridiculing everything about her. 27 

The constant reductive irony which plays around Nrs. ",ix is more explioi t than 

towards any other character, but it is not necessarily selt-indulgent just tor 

this reason. 

From the very beginning, even before be gave ber a name, James clearly had 

in mind a ridiculous character. In the early notebook entries he calls her 

• the trump', and when she tirst appears in the novel James breaks his normal 

practice ot presenting a purely visual portrait and gives a little intormation 
. . 

about her past lite - in pa.rticulax that she had had a daughter who had been 

knocked dow in the Ha.rro-.1 Road 'by the cruellest ot hansome t and killed (p.20). 

ibis information seems merely cOmic, not because ot James's selt-indulgence, 

'but beoa.use Mrs. Wix keeps thrusting it on Y..a1aie and nowhere shows a:ny 

capacity tor deep teeling. 

She too is described through grotesquely individualized details, 'but each 

one suggests some weakness in her character. She yeara, tor instance, a dingy 

rosette on her neck, hinting at a. comicalll wrong-headed vanity- And a.bove 

all she wears glasses which correct ber sight. :Bearing in mind the importance 

ot the notion ot seeing in ~a.!s!e. these glasses (ber 'atraiehteners' as ahe 

calla them) give concrete physical expreEsion to the blinkered conventional 

.tandards ot morality which sba displays later in the novel. James makes hi. 

caricature quite unequivocal when she is summa.rized as being 'passivell comical 

_ a person whom people, to make talk. livell. described to ea.ch other and 

imitated' (p.21). In the New Tork Edition this becomes even stroncer. Mrs. 

Wix is 'as droll as a charade or an animal towards the end or the "natural 

bistor,yft' .20 The revision makes her absurdity all the atroIl8Gr tor belna' more 

concrete. 

The kind ot vocabular;r used by the narrator ~owa.rds Mrs. Wix is tull or 

metaphors - ot animals, ot attack and defence {as it she was really detending 



96 

Maisie !rom immorali t7) ; and he describes her scruples in exactly the same way 

as her dress. She bas a 'd.J.ney decency' just as if her morals were an extension 

ot her olothes, ""bleb in a sense they are. And. even ~1rs. Wb: is self-pu.bliciz-

1ng also: 

Everyone knew the straighteners; everyone knew the diadem and the 
button, the soallops and satin bandsJ everyone, thoU<;h f<1aisie had 
never betrayed hert knew even Clara. Matilda. (p.21) 

This is all under-stated, but the implica.tions are clear. . z.~. Wix is 

recoeniza.ble from her grotesquely inappropria.te dress and also from constantly 

repeating the story or her daughter (Clara. Matilda). So wen the narrator 

caJ.ls her 'poor l-lrs. ,l1x' his mock-sympathy is a.ctually ironizing her wa:r ot 

parading her misfortune. She even takes this to the extreme or trying to make 

Maisie a substitute tor her lost girl. So the heavily sarcastic rhetorio 

which the narrator uses towards her is only borne out by her actual behaviour. 

It 1s neither excessive nor indulgent. 

Commenting on the novel's descriptive detail, Cicely Ravely has written 

that 'what Maisie needs is precisely that solidity or detail with 'Which James 
29 

describes Mrs. WiE'. This is to misunderstand the .ffect ot the desoriptions 

in the novel. The narrator places }1rs. WU, morally speaking, by evaluative 

comments embedded within the pqysical details ot her description. As in moat 

ot the novels or this period, the characters are arranged hierarchically, thoa8 

at the bottom being the most caricatured. Maisie is by iml'lioa.tion at the 

opposite extreme to Mrs. WiE, and anyway her structural role (as a. reflector ot 

events) tends to rule out a physical description ot her. 

In taot, as several critios have noted, }'Irs • .,ix gains oonsiderably in 

stature when she reappears in the seoond half of the novel)O The ironic 

caricaturing oomments from the narrator are muted, and .she takes a far more < 

posi tive part in the action. It is she who raises the question of whether 

Maisie has any moral sense or not, but, not surprisingly, the girl tails to 

understand the meSZl.1.ng of the term 'moral'. This suggests another reason wily 

James should have been so intent on ridiculing ra"s. Wix's attitudes, apart from 

her conventional1't7 and Jvpocriay. In an early review or Mrs. E. R. Charles's 



Winifred Bertram (1866) he had insisted that children Should not be made 

31 precocioUjJly good in fiction. Instead they should be allowed to e:row 
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naturally and from their own moral sense. Mrs. Wix comes in tor ironic assault 

because she is constantly interfering with Maisie and reminding her of right or 

wrong. 'Ply contrast it seems to be only the narrator who is ca.pable of 

disinterested concern tor Maisie. 

In order to avoid overt moralism about Maisie's treatment the narrator 

frequently summarizes others' comments on particular events, and in so doing 

generates a strong element of verbal humour. So when liaisie is separated 

trom Mrs. W1% for the tirst time, Mrs. Beale (or r-~ss OVermore as she is at 

this sta.t;e) l'rotests that it is a shame. And V.a.isie reflects fata.listica.l17 

that 'there seemed almost to be "shames" connected in one way or another with 

her migrations' (1'.25). This is yet another device tor deflecting the l'athos 

into a comic general rule which ~.a.isie halt-formulates to herselt. Dut there 

is a turther point to her misunderstanding 01' the word 'bad' or misaPl'lication 

ot the word 'love'. They are an im1'Ortant comment on the society around her 

where such terms have become displaced from their moral realities. This is 

yet another example ot the narrator making a veiled comment on the adults 

thrOugh a mistake whiCh is psychologically appropriate to a child or Maisie'. 

~.... AeaJ.n and again in the tirst halt ot the novel her mistakes prove to 

have an element of litera! truth about them. 

(iii) 

So tar I have been suggestint; that the narrative Yoice in the tirst halt 

or }!hat 11a.ieie Knew achieves two main results. Firstly by concentrating on the 

grotesque aSJ)8cts of those adults 11a.1s1e meets, the narrator reduces her 

liablli ty to moral or emotional injury trom them. And secondly he establishes 

ironio perspective Whioh direots the reader towards implications which ~~.i. an . 
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cannot see, and hints at hidden meanings in the scenes presented mainly through 

dialogue. In this wa:y James, as Rosemary' ~weetaple points out, combines two 

methods - that ot dramatio presentation through point or view, and that or 

'authorial comment' (by which she means comment throue;h the narrator).'2 

HO\Vever James's use ot the narrator here raises a critical problem. one 

located by A.E. Dyson in virtually the only extended discussion ot the novel's 

narrator. Dyson argues that the narrator shows a oonstant sense ot amusement, 

not at Maisie's expense (like some ot the adults), but because he enjoys hie 

own absolute lucidity in depicting hidden motives, etc. The narrator &bows 

the pleasure ot an artist wrestling with an artefact rather than the tone ot 

the moralist and thereby glosses over the moral issues which the narrative 

raises in relation to Maisie.33 The comio tone, in other words, is ultimate11 

evasive. Dyson, like Rosema.ry Sweetaple, wants to resist the novel's comedy 

because it seems to be at odds with accepting the seriousness ot ~~sie's 
34 

position. 

This argument is closely related to one by Faul Fahey were he accuses 

James ot not facing the emotional realities ot l"..aisie's situation. Co, instead 

or having an ettect/on her (as they realistitally OUbht to do). her experiences 

only detine her essential needs by contrast. 35 

It the narrator's voice established the total perspective these objections 

would have a lot more veieht than they in tact do. :But the narrator's hwnour 

oonstantly invites the reader to st$P back and see l!a.1s1e's pliGht as a whole. 

It is the logical end result ot James's situational interest dur1ne the compos­

ition of the novel. where he noted that the subject formed a 'melancholy comedy' 

36 or an 'ugly little comedy'. The narrative voice does not exclude deep 

teeline on l"..aisie's part. It simp1y understates it and refused to linger over 

it. And comedy is by no means the only tone the narrator adopts. 'When Maiai. 

iI beina tought over in the last scene t between ~1rs. Wix and l!rs. :Beale, her 

governess insists that she has brought l'taisie' s moral sense. :But P&sie cannot 

answer I 
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• ~.as if she were s1nk1ne with a' slip trom a foothold. her a.:rms made' 
a short jerk. \''ha.t this jerk re:presented was the spasm wi thin her 
of Gomething still deeper than a moral sense. . She looked at ber ' 

. ,examinera she looked at the visitors. she felt the rising of the 

.. tears she had keptdo~~ at the station. (p.296) . 

With brilliant economy James translates ~aisie's feelings into one physical 

gesture. And then the narrator follows this up"with an explanation which 

implies that nOli only be can tully' understand her feelines. ' The other have in 

their various ways let her down and. so deserve their relesa,tion to the anonymity 

ot 'examiner' aDd 'visitors'. Implicitly the narrator contrasts his concern 

for Y.aisie with Mrs. Wix's and James beiehtened this contrast by adding a , 

.further comment after the passage quoted, in the Rew York Ed! tion (, They bad 

nothinB - no, distinctly. nothing - to do with her moral sense'). This is one 

of several places where the na.rra. tor suspends his comic. tone and depicts ratsie t 8 

deep .feeling. And even in the early chapters where the comedy is at its . . , 

broadest, his voice plays a.ea1nst Haisie' s actions which are sometimes more 

moving than his ton~ would ,suggest. 

Around the middle ot What Naide Knew there is 8. deoisive shift in the 

texture and concerns of the narrative. Atter the exits of Y.a.isie's parents 

the narrator's tone of ironio humour recedes and 8. much stronger emphasis is 

placed on interpretation and analysis. 
'-" , ., "., . 

Significantly also, there i8,& marked 

change in the scenes at nouloene.· There Maisie's sensibility feels to expand 
." • 4 •• - • ; 

and this is rendered 'viSually by the coherence, briGhtness and sense .of space 

which the pictures ot Bouloene ' con:tain.' Of these Peter Coveney suegesta that 
, '.. -

James is importing an el~ent tromhis oWn sensibility and that Ma.1sie's thrills 

tor 'llte' are lrrelevant.31 ., This is however Ii carp!ne criticism because 

r1a1sie t s . trip to France 1r~ks 8. pO~t' in her psychological growth where such a 

capacity for appreciati~nls·plausible. ' 'or course an"unspoken irony behind 

these descriptions is that ~lais1e should only feel this sense of release atter 

she bas left her parents. 
.,' 

Dyson's argument outltned -above brl<lCes both b8.J.ves of the novel and 

rela tes to the pOrlrayaJ. of Ma.1.sie 'in' the last chapters. " One of the ilarra tor' 8 
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trying to make sense of her si tua. tion) • 

style of her thouGht and the narrator's idiom tend to overlap and merge so that 

at times it becomes difficult to identify' the voice. The early example of this 
.. 'i 

comes when Sir Claude spends more time with Maisie because his wife is ocoupied 

with other mens 

It threw him more and more at last into the schoolroom, where he had 
plainly begun to recocnize that if he was to have the credit' of . 
perverting the innocent child he micht also at least have the. 

'amusement. (P.SO)" , '" . 

Tbe tone of this passage sugeesta that the narrator is attributtng the~e thoughts 

to someone - but who? It is' uncertain who is doing the recognizing; it could 
} 

be Mrs~ \111%, or the reader (as hypothetical observer) or even l~s1e. though' 

ths latter seems scarcely conceivable. This is'an 1mport~t detail here . 

because Sir Claude forms . the close relationship 'with f<laJsie of all the adults 

and never seems as cynical as this description suegests •. 

'l'he most noticeable result of the interest shift1ne towards analysis is' an 

increase in the complexity o! the syntax. So for instance we learn of I'~B. 

Beale's agitation when her relationship with Sir Claude does not run smoothly, 

. • •• she wept now with passion, profeesinc' loudly that it did her good 
and e~tng remarkable th1nu~ to the cll1ld, !or whom the occasion was 
an equal bene!i t, an addition to all the fine reasons stored up tor 
not maktnz anything worse. It somehow hadn't made anything worse, 
lIaisie telt, for her to have told Mrs. Deale what she had not told 
Sir Claude, inasmuch as the greatest strain, to her sense, was between 
Sir Claude and Sir Claude's wife, and his wife \;as just what t"..rs. 
Deale was unfortunately not. (pp.,,2-,) 

This is the free indireot speeoh which James came to use mON and more from 'S91 

onwards, whereby a ~cter'G mental processes are dovetailed 1nt~ the narrator's 

explanations of them. Here the narrator insists that UaJ.sie is do1n,:: the 

ena.1yzing but he credits her with understanding the dirterenc~~etw~en a mar! tal." 

and extra-marital relat~onship which is begirlninz to strain plausibility. From· 

chapter 17 onwards it seems in fact as it James was less 1nterested in distinguish­

ing between Ihlsie's perceptions and the narrator's, than in cOl1Ve1lnz finer 
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" 

and finer ehades of variation in her situation; and this is one reason why the 

laneuage becomes more Qomplex. 

A second_1'lnd external reason for. increasing oomlllexity was that James changed 

his method of oomposition to dictation in the middle of What M..'1.isie Knew. 

Ind~ed one of James's oldest friends, Thomas Sergeant Perry, claimed that 'he 
, . . , .: ..' :58 

could looate the very sentence in Chapter 18 wliere this method began. . The 
i: i ~ 

implioation was that it affected his style and made it more diffuse~ and this 

is confirmed by 'l'heodora 13osanquet, one of James' e later steno£.,Taphers, who 

WZ'Ote that J~es' OP~nly a~kn~wled6ed this' tendency.'9 . Perry' s olaim is belied 

by the existence of one ot the 'original type-scripts of the novel which begins 

with Chapter 17 and finishes in the middle of Chapter 18. The correotions 

whioh James inked in and the subsequent' revisions whioh he made tor the novel 
- . 

text all testify to his scrupulous care to achieve precision and nuance iIl 

JiIa.1sie's interIJretations. The lines immediately preceding the pass3ce quet8d 

above have been corrected in some detail and ~st that James went to Bome 

lengths to ,oounteract e:ny looseness ot expression whioh mic,.ht have come !'rom 

40 
dictation. 'l'he central phrases of the passage quoted were again revised 

for the New York Edition where they readl ' ••• an addition to all the fine 

precautionary wisd~m stored away. It somehow hadn.t violated that wisdom, 
41', .,' . . .. ' .' . . . ' 

Yaisia felt ••• • '1'18 later version is less cumbersome and more compaot, 
.\ . 

without being more explanatory. The narrator ie mAking little attempt to 

enact the process ot Y~sie's interpretation directly. 

The use of such complcx' syntax to present Haidet s thoUf,hts sUS'eBsts that 

she is quite detached from her ow experience, but in fact she can only achieve 
" this detachme~t intermittently. As she develops a sense of her inner selt 

. . 
and as the :pace of the action ;Sl01l8 dow, she becomes more concerned with the 

symmetry of her situation and with a total understa.nd~ of it. In her concern 

with pattern {how'the chc.ra.cters are a.rra.no.-..ed around her ) she comea to resemble 

James in' the noteb~oks and preface as well as the narrato~. It is towards this 
• _ L , 

area. of the novel that chal$BS about Halaie's realism are directed. Thus 
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M.G. Shine arCUes that her perceptions are dissociated from her emotional 

development, and Tony Tanner that her reflexions become more complex but not 

42 
her knowledge. '. 

These and other conunents point to a erowin$ insistence on one aspect of 

Maisie's character (her perceptiveness) at the expense of others, ~d u: tadt . ,., " .. 

it was a danger which James himself recognized. He admitted that great demands . . . , ~. , . 

were made on ~hlsle's sensibility but that she must remain probable, which 
. 43 

Donald Pizer areues that James achieved.. 13ut James did admit that the tele-

graphist in In the Car;e (included in ,th~ srune volume of the liew York Edition as 

1hlsie) was "unrealistic because she vas over-intelli&~~t.44 
The culmination of this tendency comes in Chapter 20 of fi'l<1.isie. By this 

, • f •• 

point ~!aisie has ~ her final partin{t with ~er father and is preparing for the 

move to Folkestone and Frcmce. She has such an upsurge of perceptions about 

the implications in Sir Claude's non-appea.ra.nce that the narrator has to apologize 

end admit that he cannot possibly hope to trace them alla 

••• 1 must be content to say that the fullest expression we may give 
to Sir Claude' s conduct is a poor and pale copy of the picture it 
presented to bis young friend. (p.16e) 

Despite the reference to 'picture' Haisie's perceptions are now rendere~ 

abstractly and more throuGh the inflections of the ~tax than through oonorete 

metaphors. The latter preserve a strong continuity between l-hlsie's aotual 

experience and her attempts to organize it, in the earlier chapters of the 

novel. Here how~er the cadenc1ng, the hypothetical questions and conditional 

verb-tenses all tend to smother the facts of her experience and to focus mainly 

on charting out relations between the four characters involved - ~!rs. W1J:, 

Mrs. 13ea.le, Sir Claude and Uaisi. herself. 

In the pa.ra.graphs follow1.n.cr this passage the narrator's defensive 1nsis-

tence that ~la!sie really did see all. these connexions runs like a refrain. The 

notion of 'seeing' has by now become completely internalized and the key verbs 

denote analysis rather than emotional reaction. Indeed it seems as if Maisie's 

~ i exhileration at maldng all these inferences coincides w th tha narrator's 
'./ 
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delighted helplessness betore these complexities a 

It ~1rs: ",'ix, however, ultimately appalled, had now set her heart 'On 
strong measures, Yaisie, as I have 1ntima ted, could also work round 
both to the reasons for them and to the quite other reasons for that 
lady's not, as yet at least, appearing in them at first hand. 

Oh decidedly I shall never get you to believe the number of 
th1nes she saw and the number ot secrets she discoveredl (p.171) 

Despite the gestures towards realism ('She had ever of course in her mind 

fewer names than conceptions" p.170), the narrator claims more knowledge tor 

JI'.a1sie than she could reasonably have. For instance she apparently understands 

the difference between Sir Claude's sexual interest in l!rs. :Beale and his care 

tor hersel!. lIow this is implausible because l-!a.isie has no conception ot 

sexuali ty and does not understand the term 'lover' althoUGh sho uses it 

(mentally). Ve can say that the impulse behind this complElxity and analysiS -

the desire to make sense of her situation - is quite realistic. Eut James 

exploi ts the overlap between her perceptions and the narrator's voice in order 

to claim tor her a greater knowledce than she can have. The impressive array 

ot analytical vocabulary, the syntactical balancing ot one hypothesis against 

another, here smothers the tact that she is a child, and indeed to all practical 

intents and purposes she could be an adult. The style, the sheer complexity 

ot her thouGhts, is ultimately the most unrealistic ~ about this section. 

Althoueh Seymour Chatman has argued that in James's later style the use ot 

logical analytical vocabulary is the hallmark ot a narrator interpretinrr a 

character instead of letting him interpret himself, it is here carried to an 

extreme because the character 1s a Child.45 

It would seem that James recocnized that he had let his desire to see as 

~ interpretations as possible run away with itself because the concludin8 

chapters of l-!aisie are presented lar[;-ely throuc;h dialogue. And wen Paul 

Bourget's wite told him that she liked the novel, James perhaps had this partic­

ular section in mind when he rel'lieda 

It is a volume the merit ot which is that the subject - and there is 
a subject - is, I think, exhaustively treated - over-treated I daXe-­
s9.1.45 



This tendency towards ove~treatment, to pile refinement on refinement, 

runs throuGh all the fiction of this period and finds its logioal conclusion 

in the obsessed narrator of The Sacred Fount. 
> ~ ~ • 
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Chapter 5 

1" the Can.e 

(1) 

In W'Mt Maid. lnex complex ~1&t1ona 1n a aatlrlcal narratln TOle. 

ennre • measure ct freedom tor MaJ..l. hera.lI. h'\ .1 ...... next novel 1&cka 

thi. broader 8001&1 scope. ,The action 1. campara tl"17 ata tl0 and tocuae. ' , 

aiDl,. on the 1nter-relatlon between the carrator'. TOlee and the protagonl.t'. 

l~natlOD. In tact the telegraphist heroine ot In the CN+! pran. to have 

an inventlve enera .lmUar to that ot neda Vetch AlthOU&h more exc ••• ln. ' 
- -

In the Cae! baa attraoted comparatl"17 little crltlcal attention and ~ 

ma1J1 cUreotlon or exlatlDg, 01'1 tlcllDl can be outl1ned quite clearl,.. :.Apart 

tram OOI1temporarJ reTleva. the ea.rllestext~ed di.cus.lon ot the novel 1. b,. 

L.e. (night. in hi. tU1OU8 article 'Benr,r James and, the ~pped spectator,.1 

Xnigbt.·. general ocm.tra.at 18 between 'o'b.erver-t1pre.' ~ tho •• cba.ract.ra . . ~ .' - . 

who explol,\· others in the novel.. n. argues tbat)Althouah circumstance. otten 

thvar't cbaractera)1n tact thea apparent tailure 1. ott •• t b7an incra .... 1n 

moral lite. Eo he atresses "%7 hea.T117 the moral positive. 1zlherent in a 

work like In the C8ee. Bere he rrue;eesta that the talegraphist'. progres.lon 

1. towards recoen1s1ng the 'bleakne •• ot reaUt,.,.2 In other wrd. ,the . . . 

narrative presents a ~ral_ parable ot enllghtenment wh~b7 the telesrapbJ..t 

p1na in .. waren ••• although aM ~ lltUe tangible to abov. 

'l'h11 argument baa perils ted 1n & tundamenta117 lmcbazlpd VIQ' 1n more 
.' . . ~ 

recent artlcle.~ :'-'.:0. Frlend tor wtazlce baa' unconacloual,. developed'lt • 
... ~: 

c!a.De;el"S or eent1menta11't7 b1 taklDg the tele£ira,pbJ.st on' her own terms U 1t· 

ahe were real.l7 hero1c, .eltles. andadm.1ra.ble~' , The ~.l. 'he p1.opos •• ~' 

4ram&tiS •• her 'aw8k.' 80 that br the' end 

She has attained a .bte~,iot awarene •• which represent. 'her ~ 
retum to realit7·. CapLbl. ot a eort ot, INblW't7. abe 11 l1berated 

'b1 bn love tor EJ-rard and made &11n. and abe carri •• within her 
,the £ftDl of hope." ,.' - . ". - . , , 

~. .. . ..~. ~ .' . ~ . , ' -

Friend' I account 11 bo~h tul80me and n.eue, and he eOllltaDtl,. 71elda ~o. & 
, '~... -

C'1U'1"«1t ot exa1"!-t~on. ,The t.legra~.t emereel .. not 11JDp17 ~ble. but 
" } -
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a posltlve sa.1nt, resigning herselt ultimately' to her marriage vith'lIJ78tical ~ : 

calm.' Once aga1n she has attained an oye~view ot human destiny - 'the depths 

and hei~ts vhich mark man' 8 lot'. 4-

There is'no Suggestion ot8n7 possible'discrepanc1 between the telegraph­

i.t's perspective and the oVerall direction ot the tale which 1. atranae 

because Friend has "introduced material which"'could be ua8d. to demonstrate this. 

S. discusses James's' preface and his use 'or the Danae legend, but in a perversely 

11teral wq. 

In hiri introduotion'to In the Cage M.D. Zabel ~llcitl;"rehearses Knights's 

argument. 5, The telesraph1st eXperience a ' & dis111usionment trom her dreams, 0' 

t :yet it is' something morel ~ zabel is 'less e8,88r than Fr1.en:d to spell "out 

what the savulg ~ce in her recognition is~ but both (and Knights) concentrate 
. ..:.. ..., 

TerT mu.ch 011 the novel's ending; 'l'h1s is crucial: to' their 1 search tor moral 
• . ·1 

posl tives because, ~i thout 8ZJ.7 private enlightenment, In the Cae'! might seem 
~ .. ~, ~.,.,'~-'~. '.. 

intenselY' bleak and pessimistio. What is common to all three critics is an 

assumption that the moral perspective should be deduced !rom the contours ot 

the plot rather than from any interpl8.7 between the telegraphist's viewpoint 
." , :r. • :. ~ '.. t. 

end the narrator' 8. '" 

Important qualitications to this approach were introduoed. by J.r. Blaokall's 
'" - .. . ".' -

rrurtB7 ot the novells tigurative language. ,The novel, she argues, contains a 
... .... . , '. '/,' " .. 

strong element ot humour, and this originates 

in the discrepancY', between the thing observed •••• and the 1nsiP:hta 
that a limited observer has to bring to bear on this material:6 

The telegraPlustls interpNtation ot events may be comicall:y inadequat.,but 
. .' . ( 

Miss lllackall does not go on to explain what 80rt ot alternative perspective 

ve can bave on 'the thing observed'. This can come, I shall argue, trOm the 

lntlexiona !nthe ~~tOrls voice "';h1ch alert the reader to 'how tancitul the 
. ' 

girl's imagination is. Yd.ss :Blackall recognizes a disparity in perspeotive 

but it still does not seem to her a central critlcal issue sinoe she subordinate. 

it to her examination ot the ti€urative ~ (as it' the two were quite' 

8eparate).Ani.,&lthOugh sh~ iua.kes passing reterences to James's ironio 



COIIJIIUmts on the telegraphist, sh~lSUmCIIU'ize. them rath.r bla.ndlll . 'ne [James] 

I. 1ndulgentl7 BJlDPatbet10. towards hls heroine but concelna ot ber in comio 

tersa' .1 

It i8 on17 with .l.D • .levell· that a real17 powertul CU'B~t1ng not. !rom 

all the.e. account. 1. lntroduced.,. .lewell'. artlcle us,. the analoa between 

the telegraphi.t and the artist -.spec1tlcall7 the novellst. Since I aball 

bave occaslon to reter to 1 t during rq discusslon ot the nonl, 8Uf'tlc. 1 there 
'c' ., 

to 1ncU.cat. the ma1n t.bru.at ot .lawell's argument. ". ne s ••• the telegraphist as 
.,' ;:,' ~ 

egotistical and suma up her pretentiona to. ~rior1 t7 a.s "tollows • 

. The girl believe. that ber 1i"17 imagination and intuition authorise 
"her to dominate the sluggish mind. ot her .. soctatea. In her view 

the •• taculties entitle her to the preroeative. ot the arti.t, to . 
treat human be1Jlga as her cnm ereatlona, to place them in appropriate 
artistic .ettiDga, and then to make them react in reaponme to her 

, intelleotual and emotlonal needs. Jame.' 8 nouvelle 1. the stor7 ot 
the tailure ot the.e attempts to 1mpolle tartistIc' oontrol upon .. " 
autonomoua 11ns.6 " " '". . . " . " .. ' . 

.f ,', 

This 1s doubllinc1a1ye b~ca.uae 1t que.U~ the moral .tatu.' ot the teleerap!l-
" : '." • - ~ . '".' i, _ • '. 

1st and at the same time - tbrouc;b the artist analoa - locate. the level on 
" t . 

which her 1mag1Da t10n worU.· , . 
. . . ..', '", . " ~ ". -. ,,' 

A,aveU' 8 article 1s aU the more cogent because it lI8.Zloeuvres sk1lfUlll 

through the emb1gu1tie.ot Ja:Usts preface to In th, Ca.t:"f!, W1ch' wq have been 
~~ .' 

responsible in part tor the rather moralJ.atic interpretations put on the work 
- " .. ,.~ I _ ' 

'b7 ~ta. :Friend and Zabel.' Aa UB\1&l he attempta to retrace the gen •• is of 
~ '\ 

the novel !rom 1 t8 ob~cure ori~in the Lmdon scene. and be describes iba 
procesa a1moatu it be bad eleTa.t~d the f1gure ot the telegr:a.ph1.t 'to a. 
poa1Hen ot stature. The great ~ ... r, hovmr," in tald.ng such a oompa.ratin17 

humble aubjectia 'inevita.b17 ot !mpUttnB to too ~ others, "r1E.;bt Ind" lett, 

the cri tic&11mpw,.e d the acuterYlalon t •9 ". -'rh1s acknowledgement i. 
,~~ .., . -

pointedl7 relevant to Jamel's fiction ot the late 1690'. since in this period" 

he show. a constant tend~ci 'to on:r.-burdm bil lead~ c~cten w1th"toO 

crea tan'awa.ren •••• ; , , . " ," 

ImedJ.ate11 atter th8 pu~ quoted James "liakea hi. tomouS 'pronOuncement 

on the J'JD.tur. ot cr1ticim ('to critl~i.e ls to apPrec1ate, to approprlate;- to 
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take intelleotual possession ••• '). On CIl8 level this could rafer to the mental 

activities of his heroines; on another it could refer to James's own relation 

to his subjeot-matter in general., Interestingly' neither are conventional 

en.m.ples of 'cri tioism·. exoept in an oblique or analogous way. On balance 

the second signitioanoe seems the more probable in the immediate context or 

the preface since James is presenting himself asa 'student or great cities', 

abstracting his material trom the texture of their social lite. He points in 

the first passage then to the danger ot. projecting too much crt tical intel- .. ' 

ligence on to the telegraphist tor the DOvel to bear. . It is a question partl,. 

of tom, in tull.y objectir,.1ng his heroine I ,and partly' ot realism, since a 

person in her sooial pas! tion would not be likely to bave an elaborate intellig­

ence. . In tact James grudgingly adm1 ts that the telegraphist is • too ardent a 

tocus or, divination' to be completely realistio. 10 But he makes this admission 

in a tone which implies that he is rather impatient with 'verisimilitude' 

anyway. and all the average expeotations of what is probable that it carries •. 

The second main point which James makes in the prerace relates to perspec­

ti'Y8. The telegraphist is so much at the novel's centre that in a sense the 

narrative.!! her charaoter. She is both the rOCUB or events and alBO one 

source ot the perspective on them. James states. that 'the aotion ot the drama 

is simpl,. the girl's "subjeotive" adventure' and links her sensibilit,. with 

that of Morgan Moreen in ~The Pupil' and Hyacinth ROb1nson. 11 Common to all 

three is an excessive sensitivitY', but this becomes a demonstration of their 

value rather than a possible weakness. For James defines character here almost 

exolusively in terms of mind Which suggests in tur.n that the action ot In the 

~ takes place to a large extent ~th1n the telegraphist's mind. 

There i8 a sli~t evaluative ambiguity when James reters to the telegraph­

ist's 'range of wonderment' since he seems to be simultaneously hinting at the 

naivete of her reactionB,!D1 their admirable qualities. In effect his argument 

came dow to this. given the premiss that mind is the main constituent ot 
'. 

charaCter, the telegraphist is admirable as a type because ahe exercises her 



mental' faculties so tully. 
~ .. ~. . 

And, as in the descripticn of Fleda in the preface 

to The Spoils, the telegraphist's formal or structuralTBlue do~sn~t apPe~ , 
" " ~ .. ~ :,; , "-

to be distinguished from the moral qualities she demonstrates as a character. 
, c • " - • ' •• 

In both instances the qualit.1ing ironies in the novels themselves are completely 
~' , .; - . 

absent in the prefa.ces. And it may be for this reason that ear11 criticism < 

, , 

ot In the Cae! ooncentrated on supposedly moral qualities in the protagonist. 
, , , 

It the latter is an inadequate approach, the critical question has to be 
: • • ., t " .., .,.!~:, '- ' 

asked. how tar do 'We take the telegraphist as she' sees herself? Two lines ot 
.. .... . , 

explanation present themselves. Firstly. using As'Well's analogy, the glrl 
. ~ ; .. 

imagines her ~ituatiOn in speclfiCally ticti~e te~ ~ thereby becomes'her own 

~tor.sec~ndly what' sort of ~l. does the ~tual ~torpla:i in pr8sm-
, ~ , \ ;. .... J ~ ~ 

1ng a'realistio perspective thrOughout the novel? Although the tirst 'question 

does not literall1'centre ~~ the narrat~r.'lt is n~rth.i.ss important;to 

unden~ the na~ ot th.~ telegraphist's S~inati~. And it is also 

1mpo~t tor showing the 'c~t1muty betwee In the 'C8.e:!~ 'The' ~ of the Screw' 
• ;:1 

and The Sacred Fcnmt. -
, " , ' 

, . 
(il) 

When the novel opens we leam that the telegraphist is subject to odd 
, " : ' ~ 

freaks ot curioslty', caprlcious periods ot interest ln her customers which come 
. " -' . - . ,~ 

and go intermittently. 'Rlght trom the start we see a contrast between her . 

imaginatlve energy and the physically statlc nature other work.:' Her intereat 

takes the torm, as Aswell suggests, ot composing 1.mag1na.ry contexts and settings 

tor them. so that wen her frlend Mrs. ·.1ordan boasts ot her sldll at a.rrazlging 

novera in the homes ot the rich~ her friend supercillously exclaims to herse1tl 

Combinations' ot tlowers end sTeen-stuft, torsoothl . What ~ could 
handle1~ree17. she ~a1d to her~.lt, was comb~t1ona ot men end 
women. ' 

< • 
, ~ I .' 
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Already we Bee her supreme confidence in these mental exerciseB, a con!idence 
, ) -' ". 

which springs trom her knowledge that the7 COBt her nothing and are completely 
. • ~. . " ,,~. f 

private., Indeed she relishes ;their privacy muc~ ~ore than Aewell suggests. 

Th87 are her imler entertainment which compensates both tor her tomer poverty 
. ~ ... . _. ~ . . " . 

and also tor her present demeaning oceupation. Her lite is thus split between 

her 1magina. tion and her day-to-day ex~rience, and her desire to indulge in a 
- " ., . . 

. 'play of mind t.- (in a tar more irresponsible sense than this phrase carries in 
'. -- '. '" . "' '. .'" 

the prefaee), demonstrates her reluctanee to accept her social situation which 
~ '. ' • I, ... • 

will culm'nate in ma.rry1ng Mr. MudG'e. a grocer. -
, , 

:aecause the narrative emerges 'through' the telegraphist we are drawn into 
• .,.." " '. < • 

a particula.r17 close relation with her. ,Even though the narrative isth1rd-.' .. ~ . ,- ," ~'-

person, it has an ,intimacy and immediacy which we tend to expect trom more 
-. >... ~: . • ,.. '. 

confessional firat-person tiction like 'The Tum ot the Screw' which was written 
, . 

!>etore In the Car!;e although it was published in book tom atter it. James bad .. . .' ',. .' , ... 

finished writing ~The, Tul.'n. of the Screw' b7 December 1897 and it began its 
,oJ " .~ ~ , . ' ..... , )0 ~ 

. . 
publlshed'in A,1l8U.Bt; 'The ~ Mcy,:iea appeared in October. 13 

The following lines give an example of. the Bort ot etfect ~ch bas become 
I' • ....', • 

mical by the middle ot, the novel. ~apta1n Everard bas appeared. in Cocker's 
• • ", .. ~ , , '. • . ' '.' p-

telegraph ottic~ ~U8t long enoU8h: to fasc~~e ~e girl, and thereafter becomes 

a regular customer •.. Ber response (at the opening ot Chapter 11) 1a. 
, ~. ' .. 4 

She would bave admitted indeed that it consisted of little more than 
the tact that his absences, however trequent and however long, alwtqs 
ended with his turning up again. It was nobody's business in the 
world but her own it that tact continued to be enough for her. (P.62) 

The tirst of these senteitces gives us '& rather tortuous self-justification. 

The pronoun 'it' refers to \.'hat she h~ Called'('without words') her c're1ation" 

with the Captain. and trails over from the Preceding' chapter. 
, . 

It is as it 

she were engaeing in a private dialogue, al terns. tely 'cri tic1z1ng and' defeluung 

herself, and throuchout m~st of the novel She 41spl a7s a novelist's interest in 

her own eXl'8rience,' and 'in the organizing and rationalizing ot it.' 'Ot course 
, , 

the irOny ,in this self-absorption 18 'that she cannot be detached enough rrOm her 
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experience. ' but on the other hand she does have & !'reshness of discovery in 

examining her own impulses. ~. '" . , 
The telegraphist then is divided between aettng out her experience and 

sCrUtin1z~'it;'; juSt like the govemess in 'The Tum ot the Screw'.': For 'the 

reader this helps to create the 'double'vlslon' which operates in the novel -

seeing what 'the ; telegraphist sees, 'and seeing beyond ·her. : So when the narrator 

hints at' hidden meaniDgshe is' in tact bu1ld.1n& on an important aspect of the 

girl'. 'own character, and simply tald.ng her self-examination one step further. 

The telegraphist' 8 . adventure begins wl th an 'eXJ'S1lSion of her conscious­

ness' (p~9);" The height of the'soc1al season puts her into a state of nervous 

receptivity. 'i Her sensibility is called into play by the impressions which 

offer themselves in the office'and the vicarious lif. vhich thw,r suggest. 

\Then a l8dy of1mpressive bearing' (an assooiate of Capta.1n Everard) comes 'into' 

Cocker's she releases the telegi-aph1st's pent-up energy •. " " 

To' CissY'. to M.a.r7, whichever it was, she tound her curiosity going 
out with & rush, a mute ertwdon that rloated back to her, like a 
returning tlde, the 1i Y1ng colour and splendour or the· beaut1!'ul 
head, the l1e;ht of. eyes that seemed to refiect such utterly other 
things than the mean things actually- before them ••• ·• (pp.13-14) 

.u though the' girl's curiosi t7"i8 the first· faoul tY' to be engaged, the pa.ss~ 

al80 hints at her extreme idealization of the ~ and ot her 8elt-denigration 

(she is one ot the 'mean thingS, before her). The syntax enacts the girl's 

burst of feeling, losing ita initlal impetus in aocumulated descriptive phrases. 

This su'ggests in turn. how unconscious arid. spontaneous her reaction i8. 

Since the' telegraphist i8 'our only mew of aocess to the narrative ahe, 

like Md..,i., determines the actualitY' ot the other characters. There ia very 

11 ttl. direct description'in the novel and ' what there is tends to be impressions 

coloured b7 theg1rl's reactions:"; In the passage quoted above tor example" 

the '1ad1 seemS to consist or beautitul parts ,blurred into an • appari tion' . by­

the !ntensi ty- of the 'girl's feelings. ' ' .... '. 

It 18 sometimesdltticul t to pinpoint where the telegraphist' 8 interpre~ 

at1on' ot her experience shades 11lto the narrator's, but there ia neverthelesa 
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a cUfference in their styles of expression. Hers is typically full of super­

latives, either rising on a wave of . emotion or .inking to her own kind of 

rigoroua logic.. nerinit1al emotion commits her to forming & sort at 

relation with Capta.in Everard and her logic (which she had previously confined 

to inventin8 connections and settings from the cryptio evidence of the tel ... 

grams) rationalizes it to a certain extent. But even here sbe hesitates. '. 

During her self-examination she hunts tor the best words to express th1a. 

relation, not always with success. Indeed it becomes apparent that she doe. 

not really want to find a word because to call it 'friendship' would fix and 

detine their connexion too preCisely. Instead she prefers, to keep a margin . 

or vagueness, or unexpressed thoU(;ht which she can turn to at will. . This 

margin is in tact a metaphorical conversion from the C01lIlter behind which she 

servea her customers. . The plvaical margin thus t\mctions a.s a kind or defence 

against them just as her mental margin gives her room for manoeuvering her' 

imagined relationship. 14 . I 

Paradoxically then the telegraPhist displays two contradictor,r impulses. 

One is to,,18.rds va,euenesa and the other works towards complete analysis.' . A 

particularlY' clear example ot <the latter comes when she is trying to convince 

herselt that the Capta.1n really does like her. . The actual.occasions ot their 

contact oome ;pa.rUY' from the tact that he wri tea some ot his letters in a 

curious waY', end that she then has to ask him to explain them. With tnical 

wishful J.ngeim!tY she hypothesizes that he knows sh~ is only pretending to be 

puzzled, ai'lCl she concludes I • It' h~ knew it',' therefore, h~ tolemted it I 

it he to~erated it he ~e baCkl Uw. if be came b'ack be liked her.' (p.67). 
~ . -~ 

She comes to the desired conclusion through a series ot moves which have all 

the supe~fic1all,. impeccable logic of the narrator 1n ,:.t'he Sacred Fount and the 
, . 

goTerness in "The ~ 01 the Screw'" b~tunllketho~8 two' works we are g1~n 
\ • I. ," ~ "J.. ~. .'. • , • 

h1nts from the actual narrator that the telegra~st. is deluding herse1t. 
o I 

'!'hes8 will be considered later, but the style cf the girl's 1.maginative actiT1ty-
. \. . 

also g1Tes~ a hint that it 18 18ss logical than 1~ 'might appear • 
., <" ~ • '" , • -



She constantly refashions her 'romance' as the narrative proceeds althoue;h . ... . " 

when she first sees the Captain she is pleased because he fits into the role 
.... ., - " .... . " 

she has already assigned to him. She cla.1ms privately to know all about his 
J. .... \. ~ 

situation, but. 'knowing' for her consists ot wish-fultilment and rejectinc 
~ ...,', .. : " 1 ,i " 

inconvenient alternatives. Althouc;h she has indulged her curiosity towards 
,'''. . ... 

customers before, the Captain and the lady are special and .ideal figures I they--. ' 

embody' the 'high reality, the bristl1ngtruth that she bad hitherto only patched 
~ . - .; . 

up and eked out' (p.14), perhaps because they fit into her novelettish romance 
. . . .' ..... ,.,. . 

so neatly •. 

Once under way, this romance generates an impetus of its own and more and 
'. -

more new elements slide in unobtrusively. Th~ girl's dealings :..r.ith the Captain 

edge towards the sexual. The gap between her day-to-day life and her 1ma.g1na.-
• ;1 -. ... - ~ , " ',' • ,~ '.j 

tiTe life ,becomes more acute., She cul tiTates the 1.ma.t.~s of. the Captain and : 
• < • ~ .. 

Lad,. :Bradeen as 8:ssiduously as James guarded the 'germs' ot his fiction. A. 

his notebook~ and prefaces Show, he would typicall,. seize on a chance anecdote, 

detach it rrom its context and gradually fashion in into fiction. During this 

process he would exclude any inf'omation 'Which might ,da.mage the shape of hi. 
- 15 ' ',' , " . , " '. ,.' , 

rirst idea. _ This is exactly what the telegraphist does. Other impressions 
'- • H~ ,_ " 

come ,thick and fast atter the first appearance of the Captain and Lady Bradeen 
, " .; ~ ,. ~ <. 

but she lets them go I : ',' 

. Most or the elements swam straight away, lost themselves in _the 
, bottomless common, and by so doing really kept the p888 clear. 
, On the clearness, therefore, what she did retain stood sharply out. 

she nipped and caught it, turned it over and interwove it. (pp.32-33} 

The terminology here is specifically artistic; ~ " The girl 1~ -compos1rig her 
'. 1 \ f '~> -. :' 

images with the same rell_s~ or private power as James himself displays in his 

llref'aces • . . ( 

Since her roman~e is bull t, as she; thinks, out or ' privileged knowledge, the 

telegraphiB~ can ~on!identl;Y patr,onize her friend Mrs. Jordan and ~er tiance 

Mr. Mudge. s~e is however rather uneas,' that Mrs. ,Jordan might ~~ ,~ 

wealthy man and is both re~i~edand na.s~ily ~obbish ~h~ ~e discovers that 

her friend is going to ma.rr;y a man-servant a.f'ter all. She polarizes things 



into opposite extremes. 'The actual in ber lUe is 'low' and 'vulgar' J the 

J.mag1n~d is 'high' '~ beautitul~' :".And'she Bneer8~t Mrs. Jordan for not 
, . ;., .\~ 

making this separation and for compromising her ideals. 

The'telegraphist shows a'> Bim1~ condesc~sion towards Mr. Mudge, a tormer 
.• '..". . j .' • ,.. <,. ~... . ~ j 

employee ot Cocker's and nova prospering grocer. Mudge "annoys ber because 

be will not tit decorousl;yinto her mental lite, and wben the;y go on boliday 

to Boumemouth (1lDmed1a tely· atter the 'climactic episode in Hyde Park) she more 
~ " • _1\ .. .... ,~ .. :'l' 

, "~' " t" 

and more ignores him,- beco~ completely absorbed in her ow 'secret conversa-

tions' (p~146). A~eli describe. her scenes with Mudge as 'dress rehearsals 
" '.. '. , . ., ':-., '. , ' 16 

tor the full-scale performances she puts on before the more glamorous Everard'. 

'l'h1s 18 true in the sense that she uses Mudge as a sounding-board for her new­

found'knowledge,' but Aswell implies that the~is a clear separation between 
, • . t 

the telegraphist's view ot Mudge and James's own. In fact this is not 80 and 
, ~ ::' ~,~ 

the references to Mudge constantly suggest a blurring together of the two 

perspectives. 
~ . .. . 

Just as the telegraphist tends to caricature Mrs. Jordan by concentrating 

on her big teeth '(canps.re thedep1ction ot :Beale in "tafel.), so she reduces 
,,' J 1 ' • ' 

Madee to the point where he 'is indistinguishable from his ow merchandise • 

.Again and '8:gaiD she mocks his' cU.nQr res:pectabili ty. To her he is the 'perfeot­

ion ot a. type, ~t th~ gezlUs 'grocer' and when revising the novel for the New 

Tork Ed1 tion James re1n!orced the comforting solidity which he had for her. 

ex:1g1nally (in the 1898 text) we are told 

, : •• ~rfection of 8.nythlng was much for a person who, out of earl,. 
. troubles, had just escaped with her life. (p.53) 

In the New York text this has become 

••• almost a:nything square and smooth and whole had its weight tor a 
. person Btt1l conscious herself or being a mere bruised fraonent ot 

,wreckage. "" ", . 

The revision ,renders the contrast between the tvo characters in tar more 

concrete terms, but. the rh!toric is reductive and 1ron1c towards the grocer 

rather than towards. the girl. , She is 'conscious' of that view ot herselt 
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whereas he is not, and partly tor that reason he becomes comic. 

It the ironies in the passage above come mainly from the narrator proper. 
,,~.. "'f 'of - ~., < 

the girl's own comments on Mudge are framed in the same idiom •. \Jhen he . . , 

decides on 13ournemouth for their holiday, she satirizes his ponderous way ot 

examining a problem trom everr possible side, because it falls so far behind 

her own speed and 1ngenui ty. 

He had announced at the earliest day - characterizing the whole 
.. business •••• as their • plans' • under which name he handled it as 
. a syndlcate handles a Ch~ese, or. other, Loan ••• (p.84) 

. , 
The metaphors relating_·_t~ Mudge are typically- tixed or static, whereas those 

~ - " 

referrinz to the girl's adventure (o~ sea or wind) suggest swift exhilerating 

movement. . , 

The rhetoric surrounding Mudge, whether direot from the narrator or rehear-

sing the girl's reactions, is usually fonnal. in a way which gua.rantees an 

ironic aloofness. Z,ludge, we are told, selected 13ournemouth 

by a process consisting, it seemed, exclusively- of innumerable 
pages ot the neatest arithmetio in a verr greasy but most orderl,. . 
little pocket-book. (P.111). 

The narrator's surprise that his book is 'most orderly' parallel. ,the tele­

graphist's own surprise at his single-minded purpose in waiting tor her. Both 

are surprised because both assume he is basically ridiculous. As Mudge's very 

name suggests, he belongs to that class of minor Jamesian characters who hold , . ... , 
" , , 

inferior p?sitions and ,who are comio because of their conventional attitudes-

like Mrs. Grose and Mrs. Wu. Furthermore there is some evidence in the 
. . 

preface of James'.s v1~int,0-v.erlapping with .the telegraphist's. lIe makes 

it clear that both she end Maisie have a lu:riarious life and then adds the 
,~ "'. 

provisol. 'The luxur,y is that ot, the numbero~ their moral vibrationa, wall-
, 18 

nigh unrestricted - not that at an account at the grooer'a'. James ia 

clearly comparing two notions ot lite here - that of the sensibility and that 
, ~. " " t 

ot physical amen! ty'. '. The. telegraphist is an example. at one, and the grocer 

placed at . the opposite extreme. This offers a theoretical reason Wy the 
i ~..t 

telegraphist' 8 ironic a tti tude towards Mudge i8 usuaJ.ly endorsed by . the 
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Jl8.rr&tor' ot In'the Ca.o;e. But the ta.ot that'this 1s so creates an obstacle, 

albeit not .: iuajo'r one~' to kllowing how to 'take her. 'In this 'partiCular case 

it hardly se'eu'" relevant' that her attitude to Mudge rests on"selr-d.~lusion and 
. ' , 

tantasy. 

One1mportant tactual deiail which is apt to be overlooked b7 present-da7 

readers is ttat Cocker's 1S both a post otticeand a grocer's, As the trontis­

piece ior VolUme 11 ot the New York Edition' James ~ose a :Photograph ot a post 

ottice whose w~d~w is nulot advertisements tor tea and similar goods, Thi. 

tact sheas; an' 1ron1c light ~n 'the telegraphist's teelings ot Superiori t1 over 

Mr,' MUdge since" in a sense th'7' both work ~ the same" kind 'ot shop. 

" , The' telegraph1st'~ Cene~ bearing toWards Mu.dge ana. Mrs. JOrdall stems ot 

They usual17 have a ,~ . 
fUnotional 's1gn1tica.n'ce' tor her because she can tryout her ideas on them. ' And 

, , ' 

sucb is berover-ween1ng oonfidence that their puzzlement never reta.rds the '" .' 

thrust ot ber 1mag1na.tion. At tirst she i. 'oontent' with 8,' passive speotatorial 

role.~ , ':But then She begins to invent dialogue to tither fiction. Thus when 

the' Captain gives ber 'new telegrams he 1s adding to ber knowl~"'8 ot bi. . 
.. : :. 

situat10nl and in' ber conceit she ~ines that he knows this and a.dm1ts it 

to hera' 

, 'Oh Yes, ~u have me by this time BO' completely at your ine~y that" , 
1t doesn't in the least matter what I give Y'ou now •. You've beoome 
a comfort, 'I assure youi' (p.63)' ' .. ' . 

This traCment 1s aotuallY' unspoken', only imagined.' Dut 1 t sets the tone tor 

the other dialogue which the g1~1 1n~ntBt in" that 1t shifts her into a' pos1tion 

or power. She thereb7 manoeuvres herself imaginatiVely !rom a position ot 

observer to tbS.t ot participant, ~ov1ng"aS 1t were from the wines to the'stage 
--t 

itself'. 

It scarcel1 needs underl1D.1ng t~t crea.tIon ot dialogue 'is one ot the' 

prerogatIves ot a novelist. ' And the tele~ph1Bt toilowB James's' ow' practic. 

ot making it economical' end 1llustrative: 'This procedure is h~wever shot' 

thrOugh with irony because the girl' 8 pOint' ot departure 1s the ac~ worda ' 



which the Captain uses.. His pleasant banali tiel when she ia aerving him first 

of all tantalize her with a suggestion of hidden meaning, and then turniah her 

with a pretext tor whole-hearted invention. The speech which she invents is 

Ilore articulate and interesting than the Captain's aotual words, but the reader 

becomes more and more aware or the gap between what he says and what she 

imagines be says.' This is a gap between the ord1.na.r;y and the romantio, and 

indeed the whole thrust ot the telegraphist's imagination is to lift her out ot 

the ordinary end the mundane. 
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One aspect ot the girl's hyper-active imagination is that she constant17 

probes beneath the surface. Like the morbid narrators of The Sacred Fount and 

'The Turn ot . the Screw' she displays a perverse. ingenui"t7 in wringing meaning·, .. 

from the merest detail. At the end or her.talk: with the Captain in Hyde Park •.. 

he says, rather ineftectuallT •. 'See here - see herel' But, instead or taldng. 

these words at their face value (theT are simply a vague expression ot surprise). 

the telegraphist turns them over and over in her mind, hunting for the emotional 

signiticance she is convinced lies below, their surrace. But in a sense his 

words do not matter aince 'these were on the mere a.wkward surtace, and their· 

relation was beautiful behind and below them' .19 ... 

Bow can we explain the etrect which such ordina.ry words have on the· girl? 

One answer would be in tems of character - psychology.· . We can read the novel 

as a gradual unfolding ot her hidden desires and hopes I indeed· one reviewer 
20 

oommented on just this aspect of plot and praised its novelty. In theae 

t.ms we can take the telegraphist's 'subjective adventure' a.s an exercise in 

vish-tulfilment and compensation.. :But this focuses very much on cause and 

does not explain the style and method of her 1magina. tion. ... I . am suggesting 

that she invents a romance in specifically novelistic terms. ~ She is literally 

her own narrator because~t alternately create roles and settings for herselt, 

and then justify these creations to herselt ('explain' them).' And this she 

does without ever becoming aware that this procedure is logically circu1a.r. So 

even the smallest utterance by the Captain becomes a latent threat to her romance 
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because 1 t Dd8ht not tl t in. Ber ingenuity then could. be .een as partl,. 

protectlve. 
, " 

This of course Is paradoxical but then so is the telegraPhist's imagination 
" 

in general •. For example a.ppearanoes are simultaneously very important and . " 

irrelevant to her.:" She composes dialogue when the Capta1~ is not even 

present. at other times she works from appearanoe alone - details of manner, 

expression, etc. 

The 1mag1na tion ot a passl ve role la, as I suggested above, not sa tlaty1ng 

enough for the telegraphist. So she imagines a role for herself as particl-' -

pator in the Captain's affairs;'" The next step Is to act out these roles and 

thia the girl proceeds to do. : Firstl,. she calls at Park Chambers where Captain 

Everard lives, and then flees in panic because she fears be misht see her there. 

:But the step baa been taken and this paves' the wal for the crucial soene where .\. 

she does meet him, where her chosen role seems to oome true at l,aat.·, "~ , 

Immedia tel1 before the scene proper much emphasis Is placed on the girl's 

high aspirations and'the Bettini (the street outside the chambers) seems to 

come into fo,cus out ~r her thoughts. Just as Lambert Strether feels to step 
l , .•••• 

into a Lamblnet painting in the r1ver-slde scene of The Amba.ssa.dors, so the 
!, " J .. 

telegraphist sees the street as an area. of llght"' like a vista painted in a ~ 

picture', {p.e6).:: "Once she moves towards Everard however the analo81 shilts 

to that of a stage where the girl is of oourse playing the female lead. 

It Is important that the mode ot narrative "swltches" between Chapters.14 " .. 

and 15 from direct presentation to retrospection since this makes 1t practical11 

poss1ble for thetelegraph1at to oolour 1t !:rom her ow imagination;, The atmos­

phere, 11 tera1ly obscure as night tall a t has a dream-like quality where; the· . 

oonversat1on 1s extended to unnatural length as 1teach person was carefully 

oalculating ..ma.t to sq to the other. On one level then we are given a scenic 

projeotionol the girl's trame ot mind. Now she oan perform her dreams instead 

ot just thinking them. This 1s not to suggest however that she reels to b. in 

oontrol ot the soene, and in fact· she wavers between confidence in her 1mag1.nar.T 

role and a ba.ckgrOUDd fear that she 1a atter all just a publio servant. 
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Aswell has commented pointedly on the mixture of realism and fantasy which 
,j -.' • ~.... ~." ~ 

runs throueb the girl's whole fiction of herself I , , , . ~ , .., , ., . 

Wi th the curious blend of fantasy and reality that characterizes her ; 
attitude towards her customers, she wants Everard to recoenize her . 
importance in his life, and yet by imagining herself as a cha:racter 
in a novel she carefully proteots herself from personal involvement 
in that life. 21 .:' ' 

This is finel,- put because it begins to suegest how the girl's psychological 
, ,.;. . . 

contradictions find their expression in fictive terms. ,.She longs to penetrate 
s • - • --

Everard's life because it is glamorously remote from bers (she is fascinated, 
- . ~, " ~ . 

for instance by the term 'boudoir') and ;yet she still retains a residual aware-

ness of what isreal. So the Boci~ gulf,between 'h~s sor~' and 'her Bort' 

comes to be articulated as the difference between the ideal or f1ctive and the 
..... " . 

real. , . . ~ ... : .. >, • ~' 

The girl and the Ca.ptain go to sit in Hyde Park and in the course of their 
, , -' .! 

conversation she makes her confession to him that £he will do anything tor him. 
, _. • ~ .. t> 

This is the nearest she oomes to direct sexual. overture and she at the same 
- ' 

time takes pride in her, own style I 

'I'd do ~ for you.:. I'd do anything for ,-ou.' Never in her 
'life had she know anything so high and fine as this, just letting' 
,him have it and bravely and macnificently leaving it., Didn't the 

-' place, the associations and c1rcumatances, perfeotly make it> sound ... 
what it vas not? and wasn't that exactly. the beauty? (pp.100-101), 

• • ' • • , > ~ • • , 

The telegraph1~t is carried awa1_ by the ~eoretical selflessness ot her action 

_ what she describes asa 'heroism of sympathy' - as it she were her own best 
,. 'I • "to • " 

audience. But,once we try to pin down how it is 'fine'and language conoeals 

defini te meanirlg from us. The passage quoted returns once more to the paradox . -" . 

of her,thought and in fact the concluding questions are d~u~~~du~d. Tbe 

narrator (and by implication the reader)would,because of hi~ ~~tached,stanc., 

give a negative az:.swer to them. , And the scene's 'nobility' ,~d 'beauty' , 

emerge as reallr the inappropriate and highly subjecti~, colour1n&s of a . ~'.' . . 

romantic girl's 1ma.t,"'ination.. ,_ 
• '. ~ ., I, _ . 

After the meeting with the ~aptai? which forms the centrol eve~t of the 

novel, the girl tries to hypostatize her memory into a 'picture that she 

should keep' (p.119). She clings desperatelr to this memory which soon begins 
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to 1'ade, but at the same time retreats into her cage as a nervously detensive 
- : ': ' , .:. .'" "- ~ , ';. ~ 

gesture against the Captain's ag1. tation ltihen he reap~ara in C~ck.r...· So strong 
~, " ,~ 

Is her egotism that she imagines he Is going to make some sort 01' direct proposal 

to her. But she has per1'ormed her desired role and now only wants to cling on 

to the image ot, Hyde Park betore 1 t passes away.'~ 
" 

\.. 

Everard now becomes an alarm1ng figure, even an 'alternate selt' to the t . . 
.' .. . 

girl, who tums more and more to the de1'ensive. One reason tor this ia that 
; .,. 

something has obvl;usly gone 'WrOng with t.~e Captain's 1'emale'relatlonsh1ps and 
," " .... . ,: 

that events speed up to the point where the telegraphist can no longer comfort-
. , . ", , . 

ably assimilate them into her 1'lction. The girl tries to counteract this by 
':''' "< ... 

trans1'orming his ~i tuation into an abSurd guessing tame. and tries'to imagine 
, , ".' -,...., .... ~', - --'!" '"... , 

what he is doing in Cocker's without actually looking at him, in just the aame 
'! , -

way as the governe~s in 'The ~ ot the, s~rew'" tries to work out who the WOm8.n. 
, . 

is the 1'irst time she see8 Miss Jessel. ,., 

In the laat scene. between Everard and the sirl, when he asks her to tind an 

old telegram tor him, the girl's romantio tiction begins to trasment but she 

imaginea alternative roles 1'orherselt. He is like ~a frightened child coming 

to its ~other' (p.147). Then the girl begins to act as a telegraphist, adopt­

ing the tone ot ¥addington (when presumably in her imagination her ,real tone ls 

ot Mayfair). This performance Is tor Everard's benetit just as much as the 

one in Hyde Fark but thia time it is sad1sticin reality., ~ She pretends to 

hesitate and go throU{;h official motions when all the time she knows the inform­

ation which he wants !'rom her. . And all the time she i~ relish1ll8 her sense or . 
:- . ~ 

power ('this made her 1'eel like the ver.r 1'ountain or fate', p.150). Similarities 

with the governess in 'The Turn ot the Screw' have already been noted, but one 

metaphor brings out the sadistic connexion particularly' clearlYI ,'There were 

twists and tums, there were. places were the screw drew blood, that she 

couldn't guess' (p.155)., Ot course the suggestion ot torture is relatively 

brier bere but it grows predictably out ot the girl's selt-a.bsorption. , . 
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The later sections ot the novel mark the telegraphist's gradual return to 

reality which .~.8. signalled bY' her ~eement to marry ~!udge. But berore she 

rinallY' relinquishes her interest in the Captain she imagines that he is heading 
~. _ ~ "A~ .' ~" ,r 

towards a public scandalt .-., " 

He was at any rate in the strong grip or a dizzy, splendid rate, . the 
wild wind or his life blew him straight before it •••• She literally 
fancied once or twice that, projected as be was towards his doom, ber 
own eyes struck him, Wile the air roared 'in his ears, as the one 
pitying pair in the crowd •. (p.70) ... " ,:. .' " .. .~. -..... ." .~ 

Even at this late stage sbe still cl~"'B to & bope that she stands in some 
. .. - . 

privileged relation to him, but it is a relation which has returned to the 
~ . ~ . . . .~ . -.', ,.:- ~ 

passive one of speotator., She feels herself' to be on the verge ot some climac-
<' • r' ., <' 

tic event where sbe. mie.ht still be able, to play an important part, it not the 

heroine t 8. ,:But her part ",will still be heroic. , , 

Deep dow in his [the Captain's] eyes was a pioture, the vision of a 
grea.t place like'& chamber of justice, where, before a watching crowd, 
a poor girl, exposed but heroic, swore with a. Cluavering voice to a , 
document, proved an p.lib1, supplied a link. lp.156) ..."" .' 

• ' .". ~ ~' .". ~ ~ • " ,.. '( ~ ,II' -

This vision gives her a similarly seUless role, but it is only momentary. The 

hoPed-for ci1max iJ.ever comes; She gives the'information to the Ca.P~. ne:' 

walks out wiih6ut even iha:.nking her.' And the girl is left with her memories, 

and ot course wi tb J.lu.dge. 

Sacritice has proved to be one of the key-notes or the telegraphist's 

'subjective adventure'. And the critic Peter :Brooks has commented on this 

general theme in James's work in a. '.:.;.y. direotly relevant to In the Cage. 

The theme or renunciation which sounds through'James's novels ••• is 
incomprehensible and unjustifiable except as a victory within the 

, realm or a moral oceul t which may be so inward and personal, that it 
appears restricted to the individual's consQiousness, predicated on 
the individual's 'sacrifice to the ideal' .22 .. , '. 

lIe also argu.es that James's heightening of the moral alt.rnatives mecna that 

characters' crucial choices seem to have little to do with the practical' 

reali ties or their situation., . In In the Ca.ce the telegraphist creates' an ' . 

1maginar1 context inside which she can make her chosen gestures of selflessness, 

but the context is made in such a oontra.dicto1'1 subjeotive way that it is 

dUficult to loca.te her values. They are ever:! bit as private and !naccesaible 



as Drooks B'1l€'cests and this is because she 1s more interested in the style of 

her gestures than in the1r mea.ning. 
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Thro~out this discussion I have been fJU(;gesting that the tele{1TaphJ.at 

imagines her role in fictive te:rms and what distinguishes her imagination from 

srq James's own is that she thirlks in melodramatic tems. ,AlthouGl she never 

makes it explicit she clearly acts in Hyde Park as 1£ she were the Captain's 

lover. Throughout the novel she is constantly searching for a quintessential 

meaning below the surface of appearance and the spoken word., She tends to see 

her experience in polarized absolutes and imaGines a heightened B~le of action 

and gesture which is grotesquel1at odds with her actual situation. Similarly 

her imaGined settings are variations on melodramatic stereotypes (the 'bad girl' 

seduced by the glamorous heroa the hero publicly disgraced, and so on). And 

the rapid transformation of these roles and settings testifies both to the, }' 

agility of her imagination and tO,her radical,uncertainty about her own position. 

In contrasting her view of events with the narrator's James is exploiting the 

difference between two narrative modes - melodrama and realism. It now remain. 

to be shown how ,this difference is demonstrated. 

(iii) 

The telegraphist's imagination is so energetio and ra~c~t~ in its ::- ' 
, ' 

perversi ty tha. t there might seem to be no place in the novel tor an orthodox 

narrator.' " But this is not so. In Chapter 26" the narr~ior desc~ibe8 the 

failure ot the telegraphist's dreams asa fretum to reality'. And it is 

preci~ely this real! ty \ihich the narrator keeps in the reader's' view. Ris 

voice is ironic and normative, and tor the most part throws the girl's imag1n1nga 

into relief. "'As is typically the case with James's fiction of the late 1890's, 
, ~ .-

the na,rra tor conveys a minimum of add! tiona! informa. tion and exists 'more ~ a 
, 

tone of coice< ',Predictably then for the contrast lying at the centre ot 
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," 

In the Ca.,ge, his tone must be dry, under-stated and ironic in order to cOlmteract 

the girl t s flights of fancy. 

One source of the narrator's irony lies in the variety of labels given to 

the girl. She is variously 'our young woman', 'the betrothed or 11r. Nudee' and 

even 'our heroine', to name the three commonest ones. This reature of the 
~~..s "cteA . 

~ove~1 {by the reviewer for Literature when it was first published, but only as 
;~. 2 

another irritating mannerism in a general contey-t of vagueness. 3 However the 

title 'the· betrothed ot Mr!. l'Iu.dge' is pointedly ironic because it reduces the 
, 

girl to an appendage of Nudge, when!h! sees herself as both independent and 

strollg'-Willed. 'The young person trom Cocker's' has exactly the same ertect, 

and runs counter to the girl's own strenuous efforts to resist being classified 

by her job. . . 
. These titles occur in two main areas of the novell firstly, when she i8 

just embarkin8 on her 'romance' (when her stra.nceness begins to make itself telt 

to the reader), and secondly in its closing stages. In the late scenes with 

Mrs~ Jordan the label 'our heroine' has become grotesquely inappropriate, aince 

her egotistical romance has demonstrated that she is no one's heroine but her 

own. The phrase implies the kind of intimate relationship between narrator 

and protagonist that we might expect in earlier Victorian fiction, but in fact 
I 

the whole direction of In the Cage is to deny this possibility. 

This is not to suggest that the narrator pertorms no traditional functicns. 
" "t 

He describes the telegraphist's previous tendencies to fitful imagination betore . , 

the narrative prope~ begins, thereby giving us crucial information towards 

establishing a perspeotive on her. He also gives us glimpses of her early 
-' ,~ . ' , ' 

11£e, but glimpses only. Tbey are the barest minimum tor sketching in her 
. ' 

origins. One of the relevant passages explains that the girl's early poverty 
,;; .., ' ,-~ , 

bas lett painful memories and concludes: 

•••• as conscious, incredulous ladies [the girl and her mother], 
suddenly bereaved, bet~ed,- overwhelmed, they had slipped taster and 
taster down the steep slope at the bottom ot which she alone bad 
rebounded. Her mother bad never rebounded any !!lore at the bottom 
than on the way, had onlJr rumbled and grumbled down end down, making, 
in respect ot caps· and conversation, no ettort whatever. 'and too otten, 
alas! smelling ot whiskey. (p.5) 
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Immediately before these linea J~s sern~ to have be~ describinG the girl's 

thouehts, but what ia:led1a.toly strikes ,us here is that the pa8sa...;.""e displqs & 

l'Jumour which would be qui to cut or place as tv: as her r€:act1ons are concerned. 
" -

~e t~~ly'o descent to poverty .sounds ~oro 11ke a r1de on a helter-&kelter 

than a t1n:':.nc1a.l c:J.tastro:phe. And t.~e na-~torts mock-d1smay in excla1m1na 

'alu l' reduces tho tlother's drir.k1ne' to comic anecdote • 

. The humour in the pasf:a....f"G is broadly reduotive nine. it dim1nisheo the 
1& ': 

emotional toree or the events it is prt::sent1nc. The irony hero is tloro or 181.l8 

identical with that occasioned by the st~~ contradiction betvecn the c1rl's 
> 0 1!1' • 

pretensions and her ectu'll c~stt>~ces. And that in turn tlaansthat the 

narrator is hint1n..:: to tho reader that the, girl is eeotiatical and aelf-dece1ved. 
• ." 0 ',. .J if • 

'rhere ,1a also a secondary :.vu:rpose to cuch irony. Aa in !~'lls1q1t prevents the 

girl trombecocing a tieur- or pa~os. 'rhe ~tor 1s try~ to stimulate III 

detached curiosity on the reader's PJ.rt ro.ft.er then en emotlon.u e~nt, 
, . 

and it is a sentimental misreading ot the overall tone to suecest, as does 
" ~ , .~ 

J.r. :Bla.ckall. that the e1rl's situation 1s pathetic.24 
," ,-

The accounts ot the girl'a ~rty end ot the ways in which she end ,Mrs. , 

Jordan try- to eope with it micht seem rather remote trom the urccnC7 or ron:rt7 
,- ""'. " ~ 

because ot the descript10n s' ironic tone. nut the,' onl,. ttmction as eorrobor-
- , 

ativ. evidence over and above the tele~Ph1lt'8 obTiouedes1re to escape tram 

her b:um-drum eircutl$tancea. 

,It i8 the narrator wo fins us our tirst eense ot pla.ce in the nOTel - ot 

Cocker' 8 telacralh oltiee.. The following i8 the nearest we f8t to a visual 

impression I 

This transparent screen fenced out or fenced in, accord1n5 to the 
side ot tho narrow' cO\mter on which the hur.t.O.ll lot ws cast, the 
duskiest eomer ot the llhop pervaded not a little, in winter, b7 
tho poison or prerpetual (,US t and a. t all times by the presence or 
hams, cheese, dried t1ab, soap, '91U:'ll1sh, :rarartin, md other 8011da . 
and fluids that me came to know pcrtectlr by their cmells 'Without, 
consenting to know. b)' their name.. (p.2) . 

'l'his description i8 brUliant in its concentration on essentials. The c~ 
, . , 

is a lattice, trnnsparent 80 that it is & physical obstacle, bu~ not a visual 
- , , , . _. 

one. 'then, in 1m appa.rent17 incidental .. ide, the narrator hints at the 
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, ~" ,.. 1" .A: ""t ~ I'- " '.... 'f"!; It ~ ~ ',- .' tI<. 

social gulf which the barrier~bolizes. and at the possibility or there being 
..' ~t '1 "'; ,. ~ t . # • ~ .• 

two 8.1 tema teperspecti ves -' one from wi thin the cage (the girl' 8), and one 

rro~'outside (the na.rr~torts and reader's). In efrect the narrator'demon-
, , 

stra tes hi~ awareness or both per~pecti ves. ' 
. -~ " . 

Naturally enoue;h the description rests on a. notion of • seeine' which Is 
-, " ,. ~ ..- .. , 

developed into an important theme in the body of the novel. For there Is a. " 

cons~t equivocation between seeing as visual registration and seeinB 'as 
.' " •• "' _ ,'~ ? ~, 1(, 

comprehension'in the telecraphist's activity. as in that of thegovemess in 
,.. ~".' , " 

'The Turn of the Screw'. In the acco'lmt of Cocker's the narrator gives the 

place a' ~olidity~fte:d~e by item1z1nS's~~ of the commodities andthen: . 

shades the 'li~t : ~to ~era11 ties' ( ,dther ~olids '~d fl~d.s·'). 'j~t ~~ the 
..'';' . , . ,~ 

objects would shade visually into obscurity in the da.rk corners. This' Is' 

accurate inrlsual tertils~ but'it also giVes a metaphorlc~ hint cf the waytbe' 

telegraphist's mind will w~rk sinc~ it too ~~' a: ~&inof ~bscuritY.Althoueh 
~- ., I; , 

we only see one activity at Cocker's~ it combine~ the functions of a teleGraph 

office with those of a grocery. And thi~ is hieh1Y strategic since it' " 

encapsulates both the girl's wesenJ; situation and h~:r'fu:ture with Nudge;' In 

other words the description does not sllnplY Give 1nto~tion. It functions 

(as do the descriptions in'The Smile) on ~ ~tricate metaphorical level ',~d 

sugcests important' ,a.s~cts~f:the telec:raphist's Cha.n:cter. One small but 

clear examplo',;of thIs con:es in the concluding c'omment which hints 'a.t how futile 

are the girl's gestures of refusal to accept her situation. 

Th~ des~rlptio~ of Cocker's, as Iha.;eb~enSU3gest1ng, shades'into meta.­

phor, , and. hmed!ately atter the pas'sage quoted Jam~s COes on'to spell' out the 

social symbolism of the cage.' This 'is a. hint a.s to how' we should read the 

novel ~ eeneral, but' here the metaphors are'mae explicit.' Later'they are 
! ~_ <t ;: ~.' 

Towards the end or' the book }1rs. J ordan ~ the "girl eo' to a Hic;h Church not. 

service 'amo~ 'chants and 'incens~ and wonderful '~sic' '(p~ 163). " The ruU~tor 

makes no comment on this' but it is clearly another visual reflection of the 

girl's dreams. if the'teleg:t.aphist's cace becomes a metaphor. BO also do~s" 



her 'margin', which is literally the c0'UIlter behind which she serves her 

customers. E.D. !swell has examined how ma.ny different meanings the term 
, ... ' 1 

carries, from ink"l.o~ative space to, financial leeway.25 These variations in 

meanino are enacted by the telegraphist, but articulated by the narrator. 
.... • ~ J" 
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The repetition of the term 'marcin' is one of a number of hints to the 

reader that the girl is concerned to create an area within which she can build 
<" • - I ~ 

up her romance about Everard. As Tzvetan Todorov points out, she is far more 
. , . . ... ', .. . ..' ,.' . , 26 
interested in her own i.ma.g1na.tive manoeuvres than 1."1 finding out the truth. 

" .. ~ ~ 

And the tormer is dictated mainly by her psychological needs. 

It the narrator's, main role is to keep reality in sisht, e'Yez; at the height 

ot the girl's 'romanoe' ,oneway of doing this i~ to suggest alternative 

possible interpretations of scenes tram those whioh she offers. This can be 
" . 

done through therhetoric;ot the narrative, and here again James often displays 

an astonishing economy of expression. The following example comea during the . , 
first, stages of the relationship be~een the girl and the Captain. He has 

- ~ ~ 

beoome a re~ar custo~e~ ~ ~ even - to her tremulous delight - started 

exohane!ng pleasantries with her. With comical care she chooses the word 

'ages' and states that she bas not seen him for 'ages" 

To this he replied in terms doubtless less anxiously selected, but 
perhaps on this aocount not the less remarkable. 'Oh yes, baan' tit 
been awf'ully wet?' That was a specimen of their give and take; 
it ted her fancy that no torm of intercourse so transoendent and 
distilled had ever been established on earth. lver,ything. so tar 
as they chose to oonsider it so, mit,ht mean almost anything. 

(pp.62-63) 

The narrative comments here are typical ot this period in James's writines in 
>- ~ '. ", ~ , 

that the narrator does not appear to bevouch~ for anything. They seem 

veiled and tentative.13ut in fact the narrator pretends not to make categorical. 

conolusions precisely because he assumes that those conolusions are obvious. 

So . be unde;states the gap (or 'margin') between Captain Everard's words (which , 

are mere ba.na.lities) and the, ex~ted interpretation put on them by the tele­

graphist because the gap is so wide. The disparity is blatantly grotesque. 
• 1- • • 

The narrator displays his authority by vouching tor the representative qua.ll't7 
>, '.' ~' ~. 
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of his example and then ap~ars .to return to .. the, girl's perspeotive. But her 

conclusion brings her reassurance whereas. thanks. to the na.rra. tor's guidance,., 
" 

we can see it tor What it is - a license tor eiving tree rein to her imagination. 

, This passage is typical ot the ine;eniou9 way in which James t 
,: dovetails 

the narrator's comments.into the sirles own reactions.' Without recourse to 

any new information Which might be unavailable tO,the tele~Taphist, the narrator 

makes it clear what sort ot a stance the rea.d.er should take towards her. This 

is achieved by detailed variations in tone and nu:~ce.'which in turn sives the 
. , 

narrative its riclmess ot texture. 'I'here is certainly no doubt at all about 

the narrator's authority which rheto~ically over-shadows the girl's thoucbts. 
, 

And t..~e comedy' ot the novel ise;enera ted by the zap between the two. This gap 
~ ~ 

'- ' -". ~ I 

is or course constant and persists thrOUGhout the conversations with I'fudge • 
... ,. .~ , 

lIrs. Jordan and the Captain. These are the oare 'scenic' sections of the 
., -

novel where narrative comment seems virtually non-existent. But James can 

only present these conve~ationa without over~comment. notbec~use he is trying 
• ! " 

to praotis'e a doctr~ire ObjectiVity.'··but:·~~ca~~ the narrator has alrem . , . "1-
, . I .. " . 

established the kind of ironic scrutiny' which he would like the reader to adopt. 
,_ - , of' 

So in the Hyde Park scene Captain Everard thanks the girl for taldnC so much . ' 

trouble on his behalf. She replies ~t she knew he w~ted to tr.a..~ her~ then 

sees 'his "surprise but draws no conclusion (tshe immediately saw trul.t he was 

surprised anci'even a little PUZZ1~d at her :frank '~sse~t' I ;.93). .' This is all 
, ' 

~.- '\ 

we have by way of narrative cOIllI:lent but it is amp1et~ alert 'us to the faot 
, , .. ' 

that the girl sees an intenti~n which is not there. Appnxently James is only 
" . 

• i. , . < ~ ~. I .~:: :.. 

presenting what can be seen. :But the ironies present orieinate in non-visual 

r~et~ri~' wh~Ch, ~ s~~ Chatman has Br[,"Ued, moves away from the dramatic 
."', .,' ",' " .. " 27"'" 
('showing') towards discursive analysis. 

The narrator's early comments eitherconti:rm the unattractive aspeots 'or 
: ... ' -> I 

the telegraphist's character or clarify features of her- situation which might 
., .. '," ~ 

'otherwi~e be missed. In her ca.u""Et the girl leads 'the life of a guinea-Pig or 

a ~ie" (p. h j~t' as 'in"Th~ Cre~t Conditi~~ (18'99) a ho~el' recepti~nist 



,128 

28 
is figured. as a', priestess in her 'inner sanctu.a:ry·. In both oases the 

narrator is contrasting his t'reedom ot mind (in the comioinvention ot metaphor) 

with their physical confinement. Or a.ea1n the comments might be more explicit. 

or the telegraphist's aspirations the narrator states 'her conceit. her baffled 

vanit,y were possibly monstrous' (p.30), where the • possibly' does little to 

soften ,the criticism.;, And when she tries to pioture to herself the Captain's 

arrival at home in the early hours of the moming, the narrator reflects: 
" .. 

Dut 1£ no~ was more impossible than the fact, nothinG was more 
intense than the vision. w'hat may not, we can only moralise, take 
place in the quiCkened, muffled perception of a girl of a certain 
kind ot soul?' (pp.73-74) : ',' ' ", 

! , .. ' , ", , 

The narrator here i6 not overtly condemnatory, but directs U!l tovards an under-
\ '1,·' . ' .' ~ 

standing of how the girl's mind works by 1ndicattnJ that she belones to a 

certain psychological type. So in the New York text he made this even clearer 

by revisiitg the 'end of tha question to 'a' youn.g per~on with an ardent soul'. 

It is significant that even in the paso3.ge above, when the narrator is spealdng 

explicitly, he is not ~~tually evaluattne the girl. 
, ~' 

One last method used by the narrator'to throw thegirl's 1ma.[;lnat1on into 

an irOnic light is through the references to the mYtll of Danae. When she 

first sees Lady Bradeen in CoCker's' the telegraphist compares her to Juno' and 

the Captain similarly seems 'Olympian' in his bear1nc~ ::': Now these can be 
. " 

explained as features o£ her general tenclency to idealize the rich. :But the 

narrator develops these references to Greek mytholoGY in a'more thoro~ and 

consistently ironic way than> the 'girl hersel.fcould possibly do. Aocording 
, ' 

to the myth Danae was imprisoned in a tower where she was visited in a shower 

ot gold by Jupiter. ',From this visit Perseus Wa.s bom. 'This mythological' 

analogy was spotted by A~C. Friend but he mistaktmly assumes that the girl 
. . , 29 

creates it and thereby misses ~ts ironic POint~ .' . ~or the myth is directly 

sexual but the only- shower or ~ld (and the actual phrase is used) which the 
.... 

irl is destined to see is the money given in pa:yment for the telegrams. The g , , ' 

ph.rase recurs in the Hyde Park ~cene., ,This time she has a shower or gold in 

!., ' 
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s ·s 

her lap -"and it is at this point that her yearning becomes the most sexual. 

She ho~~ (~d fears) that he will ask her up to his room. :aut Captain L'verard 
, . .. 

proves to be an unsatisfactory Jupiter 1n.d.eed and only gives her V'a.u"Ue pats on 
. " 

her hand. The mythic parallel is doubly inappropriate and exposes the tele-
" -

graphist's vanity as well as pointing an ironic finu~r at how llIlt.,""Odly Everard 
• t ....' 

• 7 • • 

and his set really are. These mytholoGical references then are a device used 
" t'>< 

by th~ narrator to expose the girl's waste of imaginative effort. Exactl1 the 

same device occurs in The Ivory To}rer where the narrator compares cha.ra.cters 

associated with Rosanna Caw, the heroine, to Mercury and Juno and then expla.1na 

that they' are 'mythological comparisons, which we make for her under no hint 
, 30 

that she could herself have dreamed of one'. The same gloss could be made 

on In the Ce.e,e. 

Earlier I was ~~sting that ~e telegraphist's imagination was melodramatio 
\ 

and the narrator insists at several points that this tendency finds its root. 
~ .,.' '.' ., 

cause in the cheap fiction she reads. This preference she has in common with 

Fleda Vetch and the governess of 'The Turn of the Screw'. The telegraphist's 
. , 

romances give her tangible models for her mental histrionics. One critio baa 

seen SaJ:n.tine's Piooiola as standing behind her dreams because this is named in 

the text. 31 But the recurring references are to pulp fiction in general, 

because James wishes to suggest a type of imab~tion. So it would be irrelevant 

to be more specific in this novel. And secondly these references heighten the 

reflexivity of the narrative, for one richness in its texture is the way in 

which d1!ferent levels of artifice exist, the one inside the other. 

When In the Caee was first published James sent a cow to his friend Faul 

»ourget and in the coverinJ letter he described it as 

••• a p<?or little :pot-boiling study or nothing at all qui ne tiN pas 
8. consequenoe. It is but a monument to my technical passion.';.! 

This flatly contradicts the valuation he put on the novel in its preface, and 

it should also be borne in I!lind that James recula.rly denicrated his own ,,"'Orks 

when describing them to friends. But even so these comments sugsest that he 
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had doubts about the thinness ot the subject a.nd the possibilitY' that it had 

been overworked. 

These fears were justified in one respect. Al thouch the narrative voice 

keeps the telecraphist'g 1mag1n1nzs under ironic 'control, this is not consis­

tently true for the novel as a whole, despite s.n~ Meltzer's statement to the 

contrar,r.3' In practice the teleeraphist comes to show so much cleverness in 

analyzing her experience tha. tit blurs into the narrator himselt. This is a 

question partlY' of her capacities 'and partly also otidiom 1nthat the style ot 

her thouehts approaches the sty-leof the narrator's rhetoric.' And this was 

spotted bi one discerning reviewer (in' the Athenaeum) when tho novel ws first 

published • 

• • • the girl has to use the most extraord.in.a.l:'y ineenu1 ty to discover 
what she does of' the story, and in her ettorts she almost bSts to. 
talk and split logio as if she \Were the author h1mselt. 34 '" 

Although this 'attribution ot analytical capacity- never reaches the proportions 

ot the central chapters ot Jo!a.lsie, it is nevertheles's 'an obstacle to the ironio 

clarity of the narrative.' , The humour ot'In the Calt! is the best guarantee that, 

James has kept the two perspeotives firmly differentiated. 
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Chapter 6 

'The Tum of the Screw' 

(i) 

With the exceptions of 'The Aspern Papers' (1808) and The Sacred Fount 
. 

(1901), 'The.Turn of the Screw' was the only fiction ot any length which James 

wrote in the first person. His reservations about this method received their 

most famous eXllression in the preface to The Ambassadors where he roundly 

declared that 'the first person, in the lone piece is a form foredoomed to 

1 looseness'. It was associated inevitably for James with a casual disrecard 

for formal ricour and a blurring of the neceesary distinction between the 

author and his main character. 
. . . 

I have already discussed James's theoretical objections to first-person 
.. .... ... 2 

narration, and so it might seem paradoxical that he used the method at all. 

It we look brieflY' at 'The Aspem Papers' we can see that this paradox is only 

a:pparent not actual. BroadlY' spea.ld.ne the irony of that n2..uvelle grows out ot 

a consistent tension between the narrator's view of scenes end scenes themselvel. 

He projects one view but the scenes are so structured that they imply quite a 

different perspective on the some situations. This difference creates the 

work's comedy, and again and aeain brines the narrator's motives and methods 

into question. He appeals to the abstraction 'history' to justify his probing 

into the private lifa of Miss Bordereau and yet the narrative emerces in 

personal terms. So. although the narrator constantly tries to maintain what 

he sees as the correct intellectual detachment, in fact he slides into a 

relationship with fI.!ss Bordereau's niece, Tina. This in tum becomes a debased . , 

re-enactment of 1-118s :Bordereau's romance with Geoffrey Aspern. 

In neither the preface nor his notes on 'The Aspern Papers' did James go 

into details about the narrator. He wa~ to be a 'fanatic' simply.' And in 

the ~ork itsel£ there is a more or less even balance between the narrator's 

account ot events and a direot presentation through dialogue. This SU&..n-ests 

that James's main focus of a.ttention was on the situation. One example will 
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demonstrate this':' the first meeting between 'the narrator and Jull.~ 13ordereau. 
" t >;. J "I 

B~ has entered ber house :fUll of confiden:oe that 'she is just an aw~ senile 
", , 'f ..,_ 

old woman who can be canoeuvered into giving up the Aspernpapers without too 
'/ 

much d.iffi~ulty~ To his c~1n he discov~r9 that 'she is really 'Very £lharp.. 
~ ."'. - ,~ -; ~ '. !! ~ 

witted but his first actual siGht of her 'comes as a ehock: 

Then came a check, with the perception that we were not r~ally fa~e 
" to face, inasmuch as she had over her eyes a horrible green shade , 

which, for ber, served almost as a mask ••••• it increased the -
presumption tr~tthere was a ghastly death's-head lurkin« behind it. 
The divine Juliana. as a erinnins Eku1l ••• 4 ,,' . 

These' startlin(;' ~d momentary visual im:pre~~.iona set up'reverb~ration~ thr~-

out the ~hole nouvelle. It is ironic that the narrator sees 'a:ma.sk before lilin . ' 

because be 'too is trying to keep up a mask of disinterestedness. J..nd the 

whole wo;k bas been seen qUite' rightly by 'one cr! tic ass. comio 1nte'rplay 
, "," ,"" ' , 5 

between various forms of mask and dls[."Uise. The only character who bas no 

mask is the ingenuouS I,i.1s'sTina a.Dit she sta.nd~ I si~fica.ntly o~tside the comedy 

proper. 
" . 

The grotesque references to' death in the passage Lbove question the vsr,y 

possibility of recapturing the ~~t and imply that the ~ator is on one lev~l 
a. de~e~;a.tor, a. grave-robber. 'And be does lite~lybecome a thief when'lUss : " 

:Bordereau catches' him in' 1:.be a.ct of tryine to force 'Of Ion her 'desk. In this wq 
t " -', " f < • ".'. 

the narrator's ideals are gradually eroded so tr~tby the end he bas become 

c~mpietely discredited.' rus auccest~ 'th.-it the character. or the na.rra tor is 

one important aspect ot 'The 'Aspem rapers'·, alb~l t not th~ 'I:l.;un~n~~· 

In criti;iz!ne'first-person narration James 'names examples ~r<pica,;esCJ.u~ 

fiction (~i Bias), chronicle (Robinson Crusoe) and tautobiocraphy' (Jane Eyre, 
< ,". 6 

David Copperfield and Kidnapped). " v.'ha.t all these works hav~ incoImllon 1s ",~" 

that they document long" stretches of time'.; They have in other 'varas a. historical 

scope. And tria is 'entireli absent in 'The Aspem Papers' ('Which d'iscUBSiS the 
notion of history "but d~es not;present' it), .'The Turn of the "Ccrew' tmd!h2. 

Sacred F01mt. ' iri,' these" three ";orks the interest is 'either "dr~tic - in 

working out a s1 tua. tion; 
~ .. -, ~ , 

or psycholOGical in bending back our a.ttention' to the 

narrator. They cover relatively short time-spans, and only give us minimal 

information about the past lives of characters. 
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We can make similar comments about two possible sources which have been 

suegested a~ sources for 'The Tur.n of the Screw'.. Two critics have located 

debts to Jane Eyre and Miriam Allott has proposed a specific source in Nrs. 

Gaskell's 'The Old. Nurse's Story'. 7 The element of horror in both these works 

grows out of their preoccupa.tion with the past wor~ itself' out in the present. 

In Jane pyre this emerces as past responsibility undertaken (Rochester's first 

marriaorooe) and in ,,'The Old l'Jurs~ Story' ghosts appear as a direct result of tJle 

Lord's cruelty in driving away one ot his daushters and her child. Indeed the 

tale ends with his surv1v~ dauc.nter pointing the morals '''Alasl alasl what 

is done in youth can never be undone in acel \w'h&.t is done in youth can never 

8 
be undone in ace1"'. 

In 'The Tum of the Screw'by contrast James iofar more preoccupied with 

the psycholoGY' of the present end our uncertainty about ,.nat Quint and lUss . 

Jessel have actually done is a necessary result of this shift in attention. 

Their past misdeeds do not bring about melodramatic consequences in the present, 

but instead they act as tri&,n-ers for the governess's imaeina tion. 

These contrasts are quite consistent with James's theoretical statements 

about first-person narration silice htl does not condemn the me-ClOd outright,. ocl.1 

tor certa.iIi bad results which he has seen in past literature. And although he 

included 'The Aspem Papers' and. 'The Turn of the Screw' in the same volume ot 

the New York Editi~n, the late; work d1ffe~s from its predecessor in two maJ.zi 
-

aspects. Firstly it concentrates muCh more on the psycholoey of the narrator. 

And secondly it self-consciously refers· to old-fashioned modes of fiction within 

the text. 

This is why the introductory section deserves more critical attention than 

it bas hitherto received. Superficially' l1ke Wutherinr: Holr:h's (and ~u.r1am 

Allott arcues that this novel is the ultimate souroe both for James's work and 

lIrs. Gaskell's tale), 'The Tum of the Screw' is a story within a story. We 

really come at the action trom three removes. Firstly there is the governess 

giving her account from soma retrospective point atter she haa left 131y. This 



'I' of the introduction who 1s another oc:'ber of Dcu.r;las's fireside croup. 

'l'o enter the fiction throu:,h a Eeries ot na.:rrat()zos, each \:ithin thG othor, 

distances us richt from the start. And yet paradoxically tho i.;m:,cdiacy ot 

the govcmer:a's story to a cerlatn extent bctmya this deta.cb:l.c:nt. 

'.i.'he interplay' bet\r1cen tr,e 'It End rIQue-las is rarticu1~ly iml'Ort3.l'lt in 

the introduction. The fireside setttnc is, as the first nnrrator reeo~lzes. ' 

a conventionAl oocasion tor tellina chost stories. Criffin ~s just finished 

a tale about a boy eee~ an apparition. ~t~ch· ~~e narrator deseribe~ as a 

'case'. J~d in fact he t~.a ~ interest. not in ghosts. but in the t~ohniqu •• 

ot tell1ne a v~ost-stor,y. Co he r~Ys a very close professional interest in 

f.l¢uglas's performanco. In an 1nt~rcstinf; comr..a.r1son between the frnmir..g . 

narrators or 'The Turn. ot the torew' ond inaan ot Darkness· ROt."er IWnsey IIIt~t •• 

of James's nnrrator that 'evon in his very first sentence ••• lba) evokes the mood 

ot chillinZ myatery'. 9. Dut thi3 is com:pletely cisles.d1.ng been.uze the first 

sentence in fact det:lc:n:.:trates the n.a.r.r'3.tor t s rat..l:1er conde£lcer...d.i.n;; detachment: . , , 

The stor,y held us, round the tire, sutf10ienUy broathlecs, but 
excelJt U.e obvious remark that it \1&3 c:rueooce, as on Christmas 1.," 
in an old house a '6range tale chould essentially be, I reI:let:lber no 
co~nt uttered ••• 

Despite tho inolusive 'us', he holds back from the brOUP to criticize the 
, ;. r 

routinG reactions caused by Grlrtintg t:ile, and the conventlor.Al situation ot 

its delivery. 

C1m1larly he sl"'..rcwdl.y' oost:rV'CS that Douelas deliberately delays his tale . . 

in order to tantalize the £,;rOup and to ctrcss his priv1lece of bein.{; tho onl7 . ., 

one the governess took into her cor..!idence. 'rho narrator's ir.,Pa Ut'llce vi th 

what he clearlr thinks to be a. rc.ther hackneyed technique ot delive:I7 makes him 
'. . -

interrupt Douglas with the facetious ceclarat10n .that h! has a tiUe ~or the 

storr. JUld ho evidentlY' thtoks that the situation which Douglas 1a o'\.l.tl1.n1ng 

is so stereotyped, that the eoverness rc:ust of cou· ce be seeuccd 'by the o\.ner. of 

the house. Dut much to his surprise Doue1as turns the tables en him mld 

tesists that the 8Over.nes8 onl7 saw her ucp!oyer twice. 
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In his general tone and attitude the narrator d1s~lays a critical scepticism 
" ...' ';. 

towards the whole notion of a. Christmas £host-story. There is one brief moment 

of mutual respect, as between two professionals, when he guesses that Douglas's 
-'. ; :' . 

governess was in love with her pa.tron. But for the most part he~comes very 

near to James t s own position in the preface when he refers to • the time-honoured 

. .. 11 
Christmas-tide toy'. Indeed there Ie an a~prox1mate correspondence between 

the situation of the introduction and the ac~ circumstances under which James 

composed 'The Tuxn of the Screw'. He states in the ~reface that it was to be 

one in 8. series of Christmas tales for Q2l1.~s Heekly •.. Althou,:;h A.E.·'Jones 

has a.:r&"Ued· tha.t the reader is draw into the fireside circle and that no one is 

p1a.ced outside'as the ult1Jn..1.te authority. the narrator's detached attention to 

methods of narration does carry considerable weight, and it sur~sts that the 

reader should take the same critical stance towards the e;overness's story.12 

One of James's reasons for dis1ikingf1rst~person narration w~s that it seemed 

to encouraGe uncritical reading: 

The 'f1rst-p~rson' then ••• is addressed by the author directly to 
ourselves, his possible readers, whom he has to reckon with, at 
the best, by our English tradition. so loosely and vaguely after 
all, so littll }respecttu1ly , on so scant a presumption of exposure 
to criticism. 

The introductory frame to 'The Turn of the Screw' stresses, by its multiple 

narrators, that James is !l9.i speaking directly to his audience. And it euides 

the reader towards just the critical stance which he feels to be lacking in the 

passa.e;e above. 

In effect it divides possible readers into two ca.tegories. One is . 

re~esented by DoUtilas and the narrator, especially the latter. The second 

type of reader comprises the majority of those present, who are cullib1e. 

uncri tical and all too ea,eer to yield to • a common thrill t • The na.rra tor 
, , 

glances sarcastically at the women who exclaim with deli.:;ht at the tale's 
1 " ' " 

dreadfulness or with disap:pointment at th~ governess's lack of romantiosuccess. 
• ~r ' " 

These are comically punctual reacti0n.s and. the ren.de~ draws a sense of superior 

amusemeI1t from the narrator's penpective.· • :But there 1s a sting in the tail, 



because, as Everett Zimmerman has noted, this detachment ean scarcely be 

maintained in the narrative properl -

The introductory sec'tion of 'James t stale has a function similar to ' 
the literary references of the governess's accountl it helps to 
create a sense of q~rror by provi~ a viewpoint too limited for 
succeedinJ events.. , 

And indeed, al thoU£,h the introduction appears _ to ironize hf:avy-handed narration, . '"' . , 

the work itself imitates Douclas's delayine tacties; for the first instalment 

ends whe!re he is waiting tor the manuscript to, be sent from London. 

Douglas acts, as I su,zgested, in an editorial capacity. The hint of a 

romantic attacbmcmt between him and the governess has led Louis D. TIubin to 

argue that he! is Miles, which leaves the rather inconvenient fact of I"ales's 

death to be explained away.15 But aJ:lY attaclment between the two, is simply & 
• f, ". ,. 

device to explain how Douglas eame into possession of her record. He functions 

like Mr. Loekwood in Wutherinf~ Heirjlts, and when he stresses that he has eo pied 
•• ; • ,k 

out the story in,'an exa?t tr~script' (p.a) this is yet another tradit~onal 

device. Douela~ in effect discla..ims respons,ibility for the narrative and puts 

its full b?Xden on, the ~verness. 

(ii) 

In considerine the governess as a narrator it is important to make an 

in! t1al distinction between her role as agent (in recomtint; events) ane. her " 

role as subject. James himEelr l1Ulke~ a ~elated distinction in tho' prefacel " 

It wa~ ,'deja tres-joli', in 'The T~ of the Zcrew', ple~se believe. 
the general proposition of our young woman's keeptnc crystalline 
her record of 80 many intense anomalies and obscurities - by which I 
don't ot eourse mean her explanation of them, a different matter. 16 

',' .. 
The compositional problem which James is articulating here means ~t on the 

one hand he wants to ensure the visual clarity of h~r descriptions whilst on 
. - - , 

, - ' .. 
the other he does not want to vouch for the reUability or her assessments. 



, 137 

Notionally it would seem quite easy toditfercntiate bet~een the two and Yet 

the whole direction of his fiotion thro~-"'h the 1890' s'1s awo.y from 'neutral' 

desoription. We tm.ve already seen exa.mple~ in The'Spoils and In the C~ ot 
. ' ' 

how he doveta1lsassessment or evaluation into desoription - whether of the 

prot~~n1st or ot the narrator. And so' typioally we reoeive a personal view 

simul taneously with· the desoription. There is a further complioa tion ill • The 

Tuni of the Screw' because the l'rotag-onist is also the narrator em has to . 

speak for herself without any external authority. 

In the event the distinction which James propo~es in his preface does not 

hold up to scrutiny. For example when the governess first sees Quint, this 

is before She ~owsthat he is dead. 

relatively objective. Such is not the case. One afternoon she is wunder~ 

in the Crounds of' Bly and 'indulging in a ro~tic day-dream of meeting a man 

(the owner?) there. ROUndin£; a corner she suddenly sees a man stand.int; at the 

top ot one of ~e towers. Dut instead of describ1ne him che diverts attention 

away from the man to survey the architecture of the house. This tones down 

the shock of the event but also it avoids any direct visual presentation of 

Quint. ]eYond . the fact that he is not wea:dnz a hat we know nothinz about himc 

at this point. It is only later, durinz a conversa.tion with ltts. Grose, that 

the governess says he has red hair and gives other details. In faot the 

governess hesitates to say what she saw and concentrates much more on her 

reactionss 

It was as if. while I took in - what I did take in - all the rest of 
the scene had been stricken with death ••• [and then rejecting an easr 
use of the pathetic fallacy]. The gold was still in the sky, the 
clearness in the air, and the man who looked at me over the battle­
ments was as definite as a picture in a frame. (p.31) 

Her concluding analoey vouches for olarity but does not actually give it. By 

no stretch of the ~7f.nation could this acoount be called • crystalline' • 

Instead, throuGh carefully rehearsed hesitations and shifts in focus the govern­

ess tries to recreate for the reader the immediacy of her reactions. 
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This procedure is not constant but it can appear quite authoritative. 

\/hen she first~eeB Hiss Jessel across the little lake at DIy she notices that 
, , 

, . 

swings our attention away from the figure its~lf' whil~ she tries to fathom out 

who 1 t could possibly be. In neither of these examples does s..'Ile betray ezry 

ho~r ~ only surprise. And her ration3l se~ch for 'an explanation ~f their 

presence minimizes the strangeness of the events. It arouses curiosity in 

the re~er and a. certain amount of suspense but make~ no UGe at all:of the' 

conventional trappinGs 'of Gothic melodrama. - disuBed-win,s'S 'of'the house, eerie 

nocturnal settings, and so on. 

JaIIles gives a theoretical comment on this k~d of techniqueiri his review 
< .' • 

of H.E. Braddon's Aurora Floyd (1865) where he praises \dille Collins for' '. 

baving initiated a new school of fiction - the domestic mystery. II~ ~ttacks 

The Ny-steries of Udolph~ r~r 'beinG impos~ibly exott"c and concludes: .. ' ,~ 

A g~od ghost-story, t~ be half as terrible as a: good mUrde:r-story,' 
must be connected at a hundred points \{i th the common objects ot 
life.17 " ',,' 

. ' 

James clearly sees Aurora Floyd as an advan~eon olde~'more 6en~3.tional fiction 

because it has attached less weicht to the ghost-element. ,And in a letter to 

Edmund Cosse about 'The Turn of the 5crew' he made it :plain: that chosts were' . . 

not an acceptable ingredient of fiction- at least in their traditional foim~ 

The- dirficiuty, the p~blem w~ of course to add, orcanica11y, the 
element of beauty to a t..i.inci so foully ugly - the success is in 
~ if I ~~ done it. But I despise bogies, anyway. 18 

The review quoted above is directly relevant to 'The Turn of the Screw' 

because the~verness herself rejects the sensational" possibilities of an 
.., ,.." 

insane re1a.tiv~ at DIy (a.s 1nJane Lyre) or a 'mystery 'oflJdolphot.: ~'hGse' 

references seem a reversS.l of James's usual practice' in' tl~is period of succcs t-

ine a romantIc tendency in his heroines from the novels they have read (as in 

the cases of F1eda Vetch and:the telegr~phist' of In the C~,,",'e)~ By' contrast 

'" the governess seems more aw~~ and less romantically susceptible. Indeed she 

explicitly denies that Bly is mysterious:-
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I bad the view ot a oastle ot romance inhabited by a rosy sprite, ' 
such a place as would sornehow ••• take all oolour out of story-books 
and fairy-tales •.. \.'a.cn't it just a story-book over which I had 
fallen a-doze and a-dream? No; it was a big, UGly, ll1ltique, but 
convenient house, embodyin[; a few features of a. bu1ldiI1$ still ' 
older, half-replaced and half-utilised ••• (p.19) 

The governess's recocnition of how Dly really is adds to the superficial reas-
, . 

surance created by her tendency to reduce the mysterious. nut it also 

continues the hints thrown out in the introduction that 'The Tum of the Sorew' 

consists of different levels of artifice. The L~verness sets her feelinGs 

about IllY a[,~t the sort oJ.' thi.l'lti which happens in story-books as if what 

,!3~ experiences is more real. And in the opening stages of her narrative she 

yields - but with cOnEcious flmcy - to afesling that her life with the two 

children is a 'ronUmce' in order to contrast with~ sulsequent events \/hich are 
, 

'real' for her~19 This is ~ stratac~m every bit a~ calculated as her manipu-

lation of the reader's reactions in her accounts of Quint and 1-11ss Jessel. 

There is a turther possible 'explanation of the go~rness's rational tone. 

James was probably tryinG to counteract the conventional emotional responses 

associated with L~verness-nove18. In an article of 1906 on American women he 

thinks back to 

those Ea.rly-Vict~ria.n and llid-Viotorian governesses of Ule.lish girl­
hood, dauchters of oountry :parsons and half-pay officers, heroines 
(while their fashion lasted) of sleepy three-volume novels, whoso 
men.cre erudition, whose meloncholy music, ~lhose painting on velvet, 
it was so ear;ry and so usual to deride. 20 

. , 

'The Turn of the Sorew' acalgamates aspects from two canres - the 010St-stOr,r 

and the governess-narra.tive (ita protaeonist is also the ~~ter of a parson). . . ~ 

:Both were old-fashioned to James, al thoU{;h the c;host-story less so because of 
. . 21 

contemporary interest in psychical research. And, as the quotation a.bove 

suzgests, James saw the governess as a conventional figure of pathos. Aocord­

~ly he reduced the possible melancholy which could surround. he~ by stressing 
,.'. . 

her analytical risour, and by minimizing any references to her past. 

In her narration ~~egover.ne~s oonstantly uses forensic terms such as 

'proof' and .tcv~dence' as if she were build..1.ne up a casa aca1nst possible 

objections r~ther than simply recounting events. Indeed she strives throughout 
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for a'total:understandingof the, situation at ]ly, and Miles's death rounds ott 

this'sear~h for her because it seems to give final confirmation to her view of 

things.' , It beoomes olear that she has never been in a si tuationcompara.ble " 

to her present one - 'With such freedom, respect and responsibility_ ; Accord-. , '''. 

!ngly her desire to understand]ly Is a d.1rect expression of her urce to broaden 

her experience. She 'is so eager not to miSlJ a:ny • clues 'that she constantly, 
. ,;" 

retires to her 'room to ransa.ck the day's events tor their .hidden mean1ng~, 

This provides 'The Tum ot the Sorew' wi th one of· 1 ts main rhythms - the 

COvemess' s 'periods' of solitary' speculation a.l tema ~illg with the more ',6C~niC ~ 

. ' ~ 
passa.ees, either or dialogue' or where she encounters the tnC?sts., 

The COvemess comes more and more to distrust a.ppearances or the surfa.ce 
r .. ." ,<,; 

significance ot events. Th:roll€hout 'The, Turn of the Zcrew' clle refers to her 
. ".... ' 

aotivities as a kind or exposure and articulates her hunt for knowledge through 
.,' _. - 'l\" 

the metaphor ot' a system or" oorridors., The la.byrinth of oorridors h,oweve:t" , 

has' an actual as' well 'as a. figurative existence so ,that when the gov:erness is 

lookint.; for the ohildren she is in a. sense, trapped within her own metaphor. 2, 
> ·t· 

As with the obsessive narrator in The Sacred 'Fount, the governess displays a , 

fascination with intellectual pattern. ',She hesitates, for instance, ~henshe 
. ).." "" 

disoovers that Flora. used to' spend much of her time tin r,ass J essel 's company 

because it seems too symmetrical, collliDg as it does just after l'1rs •• G~se'<s '. 

adm1ssionthat ',Miles was with Quint.,,: The covemessls Bcrupleis mora 

apparent th.3n real however, cmd she only hesitates bria!ly. ~ . 
,'... , 

Right to the very end or 'The Turn of ,the Screw' she shows a pride "in her 

skilful reasoninJ.' With amused condescension she imacines that her lucidity 

impresseo ruld terrifies the housekeeper, and constantly uses Hrs. Grone to, 

boost her ow vanity.' So, after 'convincing' her that Flora really can see 

l'lis~ Jessel; the Governess interjects a. patroniz1nc aside: I ••• the chain of 

my loc-ie waS ever too 'nYuc.~ for her. It d.ra.cgcd her atrrry heelo even l1:0w·. 

(p.13')~ James heightened this meta.phor or bondage when herevlsed,the first 

sentence into • eyer, too strong tor her' in the New York Edition • . ,There is en 
t!-' • ., 



~ 111 th1a oontldence beoa.uae Mrs. Gro.e 111 taot throw. & rather questionable 

lJ.D1t on the governesa'. rea.aon1Dg. 

At .enral point. the 6OTeme.s •• ema to 8hov an awarene.a Qt hov wrapped 

up ahe 1. beCOllling 111 her own theorising. £he apeak. or her 'p:rodig1OW1 

private cocmenta.r)r' (p.74) u it It va.a perhapa in ex08S8 ot the ta.cta; end 

abe contease. to the reader that she bam't tM apace to express all the'1mpllca­

tiona &he saw 1n the children'. behaT10U1". In her rererence. to her .Iarch 

tor knovle4ge .. an 'obsea.lou', 8Z14 1n her 8Jl81la ot panic (shecolllidera ' 

runnIng avq hom :817 at one point), the £OVIme.a implies that her capa.clt7 to 

draw Werenoe. 1. a l1abl11 t7 and nan an lUne •• which ahe can ba.re17 control. 

Such llCIDent. ot lIelt-knovledge are hovner aporadic and retrospective_ Because 

the time ot her narration and the Ume or the evante are blurred. together eo &I 

to &1" more 1mmed18.C7 the £C)Te1'l1ela demonstrate ••• 1t-1movledt:e and Unconsclous­

nes. 1n a paradoxical oomb1Datlon. She xeco~H. her own ta1l.1nga but at the 

101M cont1m1e., to act on them. In that aenn abe oould be u.14 to combine the 
, 

role ot deluded protaeoo1et v1 th tba t of an 1ron10 rJarra tor Tlev1ng benelt • 

.l conaldera.bl. amouut ot the crltic1a vhich '1be Tum ot th. Screw' baa receln4 

conal.t. ot detaUed d1aeno ••• which, the eenal. element apart, onl;y till out'­

the cOl!:IDC1ta vh1ch the gonrne •• 1IIIlce. about heraelt. 

\riben the £OYI:me •• comera Mra. Grose and attempts to make her a4m.lt that 

ashe (or po •• lb17 nora) aHS JU •• Jea.el. the latter mater1&U"e. 1D the ground •• 

'1'he gonme •• states that abe telt a penerse 307 'at bav1Dg broutilt on a proof' 

(p.1~), and this 18 tJp1cal or the stepa 1n ber argumcmt., Whenever abe mons 

nearer to tota11m4eratandSnB abe aperlence. a aenae ot 307. ualtatlon~ and 

pove. \/hen on the nrp ot aueb discOftrie. ber re&etlons are described 1n 

~ical. almo.' aexual terms. ahe 18 t1P1cal.17 'hungr,y' or 'pant111gttor 

Cont11'ma.UOI1 ot her Werences. : ' " 

Despite be: apparent loglc, the £01eme •• in tact make. quite arb1tr&r7 

a8S'U11lPtlona about the ch114ren aM Mrs. Cro... 'She leaps to the ccmclualon ' 

that the children can both a .. the ghoat. on ,the eT140nce or a"ftrT ambituoua 



change in their behaviour." And she imag1nes that there is 80me kind ot commun­

ication between herselt and Quinta ~:' on the tourth meeting she reports 'he knew 

me as well as I knew him' '(P. 77)., : But in tact such ehitta in verba from 

, teel' to 'know'.' or in syntax from hypothesi. (. as 1f' -' olauses) to tact are 

all stylistio details which demonstrate that the governess's rationality is a 

mask tor extreme S\1bj.otivity~ There has been a certain amount ot critical 

dispute about whether ..Tames increased the subjeotivity otthe governess in hi. 

textual revisions. 24 , : The evidence is debatable and enywa;y bardly crucial, 

because there are numerous examples ot how" arbitrary a course her thought. 

tollow~: ' , <,,', '; 
. cl '_~ • ~ .. ~! • 

lIer thoughts do not only become more and more subjeotive, but also 

progresaive17 more convoluted •• , So the governess' s language becomes richer in 

metaphors end mora 'complex syntactically.' ' Witness the' tollow1.Dg arter her 

tirst sisht ot Q;u1nt I' '/' -: ; 

, , 'l'h18 vas not so good a t.h1ng, I a.d.m1t, as not to leave me to judge' 
that 'What, essentially, made nothing else much signj.t) was simply 
ITI3 chaming work. ' ' (p.36) , '" ',' " , . 

In ita £alse starts, triple negatives, parentheais and pseudo-conversational '" 

tone, the passage shows en emgeerated attention to zmanoe. Such comple::dties 

renect the governess' a self"-a.bsorption. ~: And indeed she becomes 80 absurdly 

careful about Wat she says to the children that she actually rehearses her 

behaviour in the privacy ot ber room,·, trying out' possible approa.ches. ,:, She . 

constantly shows a desire to justi17 berself to the reader. 25 And yet, as 

ber senaibili ty beoomes tiner, ber treatment ot the children beoomes worse not 
_ ." .,' " " J '. . ..;. . -

better. This is ha.rdly ~ia1ng it we accept that the gonrness' 18 bec0mi.na 
.' 

more and more preoccupied with ber ow. reaotions. 
, ,- - ~. - ~ - , , " 

The peculiari't7 ot the governess's way' ot thought suggesta that she is as 
'.' T, ,. •• ; • ~ , .;, •. ' ': ' ,.. ,. .. ~ -;:: ~'. ~-. 

much the subject ot 'The Tum,ot the Sorew- as the &host~, especially once 
_ t ~ • ~,_. J, ~ ",' : ':"." :'... ..' : .,' " "". ,.'. " '.,;. ..'~ ~ < • • " ~. 

allowance has been made tor a cultural shitt ,away trom beliet in the super-
'" • : • • .~', ; '0' - < '.' ~., " ',' ~ '" ' 

natural. ,contemporarr r~i~ ot 'The ~ ot the Screwt were heavily'moral­

istiC, b~C~~B'~t8 tor ~e' subjeo't 8€cdnst ~ ~ respeot tor James'. 



26 skill. .' 13y contrast the greater bulk of modern criticism has been taken up 
~ ... ' '<- • ," • • , ,. 

wIth disputes about the exIstence of the ghosts. Although absolute certainty ... . ~. 

" , 

is not possible, the bulk of the evidence su€g8sts that they are only important 
~. ." ... . - . ,'... .... . 

in revealing the governess's character. In ,the two possible sources referred 

to earlier - Je.ne Eyre and, 'The Old l~~e'B Sto~' - the sources of horror are 
" ' 

" 

never in question. Rochester'. first w1f~ is inescapably real and several 
~ .., . . . -, 

people see the ghosts in Mrs. Gaskell's storr. So the very existence of 
'.. " ' ~ , " 

,~.. ,,, 

ambiguity in 'The ~ of the Screw' suggests that the interest is now located 
,1 '" 

~ 

in the governess's psychology. And, as C.:B. lves bas pointed out, the ghosts 
, ,," _ f· ' 

are really minimal. 

21 
disappear. , '" > 

They appear silently, do virtually nothing, and then 

" . 
In fact the ghosts appear with great ~ycholog1.ca1 punctll3.1i tr. So the 

, , 
....... 

GOverness sees Quint for the second time just atter she bas beeun to worry about 
, • t.. • " " " ", " " : " -:, ",. _.:: '": 

Miles's expulsion from school; she first sees Miss Jessel just after discovering 
.' '. ~ . ".- ,. 

t '< '~ , 

how Quin,t diedJ ~d soon.. Al~~ough she describes them B:s objectively there, 
f.' ... ', •. ,.-

they a.lways appear when she is in a tense state of mind. 
, ~,' #' ". 

The figures then seem 

to tunctio~as externalizations of her own impulses and fears. As John Lyden-

berg has argued,-

The apparitions sa tis1)r a deep-lyinc need, they permit her to 
objectify her fears, to project her uncertainties onto something'! 
external ••• 28 , " 

'. ~, 

One of the earli~st psychological explana~ions of the ghosts was g~v;en ~ 1918 

by Vircinia Woolf' 

. The {;Ovemess is not so much frightened of [the allpari tiona] as of 
.. the sudden extension of her own field of perception, which in tr ... ia 

, case widens to reve~l to, her the presen~e all about her, of an 
unmentionable evil. 9 ' , , . 

The 'virtueot these very similar approaches is that 'they avoid the trap or, 

arguing about whether the V'losts are 'internal t or t external', and they also 

,. '. 30 
avoid the diae;nostic extremities ot some Freudian criticism.' The governess 

herself even considers the possibility that the ghosts are just private 

hallucinations, but soon dismisses that consideration. 
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In other words the ghosts playa structural role in: the gov~rness' s ~ua.l 
- - ~ 

.8lt-exposure. Sh~ 'acts herself out', ~o'us~ Leon Edel's phras8.31 And the 

cbaraCter which emerges is a.' str~ mixture of contra.dictory eiements. She 

shows a oertain iD.tense rigour in rationalizing her experiences, but on the 

other band an extr~me subjectivity in dra.wing 1ntereno'es.She has conventional 

attitudes to c1a.ss' and mOrality', and this is why she is 80 horrified to learn 

of a liaison between'Quint and Miss Jessel. 
: i . 

the tends to yield to romantio 

day-dream, 8nd pours out her emotions on Miies and Flora'!~ in excess of the 

demands of her job. She displays on the one band a s1nglH1nded persistence 

in pursuing her'ideas, end on the other a liability to ~o and ~ 'aUsce~tibilitY' 
to 'tmpressions' ~ 

As events untold so the governess reveala herself more 'and more to the 
.' , 

reader. Despite the immediacy which her narrative creates ah. does also at 
" ".. i 

times pertom the function of an impersonal narrator when she comments on herself . ., 

and gives the reader hints of her tendencies. "As in ~TheAspern Papers' how.v.r, 
, • 4' • 

the governess '~ves herself away' unoonsciously for the most part. And in 

this James is using .,the first-person mode to untold character, in basically the 
, . . . 

32 same we:r as does Erow.1ng in his dramatiomonoloeues. " ,In order for this selt-
'.. '" "'\r < • 

exposure to be success.t:ul James has to establish a perspeotive which 1s quit •... 
,_ t ,( ~~ >' . 

different from the governess's. ,This he does in several WBls. ' Firstly the 
- .. ~ ~ ...... ' . 

introductor)" section alerts the. reader, to a profeslional scrutiny of her method .. , 

ot narration. Seoondlr we can see tor ourselvel how much tru:th lies in the ' ..... _ 
\.. .' I - .; 

Thirdly - and this is a ver,r extensive 

source of irony - we observe the contradictions and paradoxes wi thin the , .. ., ...... . 

governess'a ac~o~t, and asde~s the ~neral style or her imaginirlgs. More will 

be said &bout this last point in ~enext section. 
• ' ~ ...... • '< ... < 

The fourth main source, of our second perspective is throu8h dialogue, and 

particular11 throUGh Mrs. Gro.e. The governeas or oourse, patronize~her • through-

out. " .. ;.. 



She offered her mind to rrt'J disolosures as. had I wished to 'mix a 
wi tch • s broth and proposed it with assurance. she would have held 
out a larce clean saucepan. (p.e6) . . . 

The poise or this comparison and its confident superiority echo James's own 

ironies against' tor instance &s" Wix. ", Mr's. "Grose's inind iaas colnically 

concrete and,homely as a saucepanonl7 in c~m~lson with the.1ntelleo~ 
+'. ~ " 

aldll or the govemess. So this ld.nd ot metoric would appear to enhance 

the latter's' aUth~rity.: But not so. l-1rs. Grose tunctions as particu1ar17 

ettective roil to' the governess's changeable and obsessive theorizing. The 

housekeeper lags behind her mental leaps and by so doini creates' the grotesqu~ 
"., 1" " " ...... 

humour or the nouvelle.' . For the governess always assumes th8. t Mrs. Crose' is 

simply dense .;.' never that ..!h!. might be Ids taken. So, tor instance, just betore 

the apparition br the lake the ~o are ta]k1~ togethe; and the govemeas~ 

mentions Miles's 'divine' W&1 ot diverting attention a 

'Divine" Mr~. Grose bewilderedlY' echoed. . < 

'Infernal then1' I almost cheerfully rejoined., (p.129) 

This unobtrus~ve exchange demonstrates the arbitrary way in which the governess 

can shitt tram one extreme to the other. 

The govemess' B tendenCY' to act out chosen roles and to be oblivious to 

the impression she makes on the others (she doesn't see how trit;hteoning she is 
o • • 

" 

to the children, tor example), prevents her tram gaining &ccess to the alter-

native perspective I have been outlining. And even 'When she takes the place 

ot Quint atter his second appearance, she does not really register how alarmed 
• .to. ~ ~.' ., '. 

Mrs. Grose is when she sees the governess peering in at her through the d1nJ.nal-
. , 

room window. At this point ~~ has. put herself into, the p?sitioll ot the ghost, 

and Juliet l-1cMa.ster has suggested that. she constantlY' tries to act out the . 
~. • '. -•• ~ • ,l. 

ghosts." This momentary reversal, where the governess becomes the object and 

not the perspective ot the scene, is however yet another scenio hint that we 

should question her a~thorit.1~ 

In view ot the very extensive ~dence for an alternative perspective. to 

the govemess's, it is all the more surprising to rind critics arguing that 



hers is the final authority. SooA.E. Stone has asserted that 'this naive 

girl is the,onlY,conscience, the Bole moral imagination in the tale,.34 And 

F.R. Leavis has been ~ven more forthright: 
" . 

As for the governess's 'authority', I contended - and ,contend - that 
. James clearly means by it, not that she has the power of making the 
reader, or the housekeeper, 'helpless'. but,that we are to accept 
her-in unquestio~~nc good faith as a wholly credible witness = a ,,' 
final authority.?J , 

:' ~. . . '.~ "' - : 

The governess is in tact extremely unreliable as a. narrator - even ..... hen she is 
.~ > ~ .... 

purporting to giv~ us appearances directly. I 
, • ~ > ,~. <"" . '" .....' ~ " 

Althouch I have ,been emphasizin& that the governess's character,is central . ' 

to 'T?~ ,Turn of theS~~~, ~ames himself wrote (in a letter to R.G. wel~s) 

that he had ruled out 'subjective complications of her o~~'. by which it appears 
- • <- , 'I." " ., ,'. " ' -" ? ~ ,. . • • '" I" 

he meant distracting aspects of,character which would blur his desired efrect. 3o 
, • .. ; , ,. • > " <~ , •• ". ,~ 

In all his comments on 'The Tum of the Screw' however James conSistently under-
* • '. " > ',_ f.,. " ~".: _ ',. :. " • ~ .,.. . (. . , ~' . • ~ * ',', . ~ 

rates the complexity of the governess's character. This was perhaps because , 
~' .. . ~ ., . ~ , 

he was attempting to build up a sucgestion of evil in the reader's mind throueh 
~ ~.. '~.':, '1.'-, 'r' ~ " ~, • '< '" ~\". _' .. t. r '.' "' • 

tho psycholoeical perspective created by the governess. So in his letters he 

describes ,the work as if it was a matter of manipulation or incenuity - a. , " 
• ~ , , \. -"..r : . • • , 

'fantaisie absolue dans le gaur: recherche du frisson •• 37 ,And in his preface 

he insisted that he wanted his reader ideally to 'think the evil', a purpose 
• '.: '-. :. _,~ 1,:., ~ :, .. \ , '1' 

he echoed in his preface to the other ghost stories inoluded in the New York " 
.. '. . " '.... ','. '. '" 

38 
Edition. , t, 

Such co~ents imply that James wanted to recreate the governess's experience 

(re-create ,because it, is retrospective for her) with oonside~ble 1mme.diacy so _ 

as to < -generate identical er:totional responses in the reader._, But the whole 
• • _< • ~ • _ .. <~.. 'I,. M' . . t '" '. 

", 
'... ,. .-

direction of the book's irony and ,of present-day interest in psychology ,is to 
;.~~ ;.. . ...;.~ . ", ~ .... : .~ 

re-focus our atten,tion on th~ workinesof the, £avemess's. mind. , :r-rarga.ret Lane 
< " • " .;f ~ .. ~.. : - • " .."'" "" 

has argued that 'The Turn of the ,Screw' has dated ,very, .~adly_ becaus,e we no 
~ . " r ,: '." " ", , " ," 39".. ,,' ' -. ' " 'I 

longer believe ,in ghosts, absolute evil, etc. ~ ,But what ls. lost in that area 

is gained ~ ps~Chology an~ in theflctive. richness of ,the, work_, It, now remains 

to be ~h01l1Il how:!Jlegov~rness's imagination develops and how she does try to 

generate a sense of evil. 



(iii) 

Throuc;hout 'The Tum of the Screw' the governess uses many of the oonven­

tional stratagems of a first-person narrator. She says she cannot put her 

feelings into words. she gropes for terms, she hesitates before crucial 

sections ('I find that I really hang back; but I must take my plunge'· - p.75). 
," .~ 

And she oomments on the difference between the time of nma tion and the time 

of events, as for instance just atter the first sighting of Quint. 'I call it 

time, but how long was it? I can' t speak to the purpose to-da.y of the 

duration of these things.' (p.40). Such remarks help to build up the govern-
" 

esse. credibility as a narrator because the;y suggest that she can do no more 
«' • 

than give an approximate acoount of events. But such disclaimers of ability 

are only half-s inc ere , because she really demonstrates grea.t skill in orchestra-
- ( 

t1ng scenea so as to gain the max1~ impact on her reader. So, for instance, 

she retums to her ~om one night to tind Flora's bed empty. She immediately 

jumps to the conclusion that the girl has been with Miss Jessel and this 

suspicion begins a long series of night-time vigils when the governess is 

watching for some sign to confirm that the children are having contact with the 

ghosts. Once again She finds Flora's bed empty and she sees her looking out 

thrOugh one of the windows down into the grounds. This Is described in the 

most matter of faot way as if there were no doubts about Flora's activity (or 

for that matter about the governeas's). She tip-toes towards Miles' door but 

then hesitates scrupulously before it. Atter all, he might be innocent and 

she mi&ht be w,onging him. Here the paoe of the narrative quickens and builds 

up to a olimax- The governess moves to another window and looks down onto the 

lawn. The olimax is expressed throu€;h lines or vision. The governess looka 

down on to a moonlit figure (Quint?). paralleling Flora's own perspeotive. Eut 

the figure on the lawn 1s looking up at the vall of Elf above the governess, at 

a person in the tower ahe assumes. Not until the last sentence of the ohapter 

(Chapter 10) is the person on the lawn named. thereby giving it a maximum 

draJnS.tio impact. It is of oourse Miles. :By stage-ma.naging her narration 80 



ettlclentl,. the tovemess deneeta WI (&10 first) from reallzing hOil amblzuoua, 

ber account really ls.· 1'he e:pleode 1. c~c1al to her beca.uae 1 t seems to 

conflrm tha.t MUes ~s corrupt and 7fJt really the manipulatlon ot paoe and 

IUSperule ~onceal qui te arbi trar,. assumptlons ot purpose in. the children. . ru. 
18 all II:. matter cr eldU on the COl'eme88'.8 part, but the sinister ul'8ots ot 

• The fum ot .the Screw' grcv out ot a dUterent tendency • .", Like the tele­

graphist or Il!..the C!£,! the gonrness aees her situat10n ~ melodramatio terms •. 

She invents & ~ embracing h~rs.e.lt. the ch.1ldren. and tb:- chosts. An4 the 

growth and cl1ance.s in this ~jected c1r:lca articulate .th~ .8h1tts in the . 

governees'a PS7chol0e7. ,. 

The seeond time that £he aees .Quint the GOverness iJ:puteIJ a pu%"p038 to " 

hiD a~arnne.s. a 1JUrPOce that 10 directed at the children. lIer rea.etlon 1. 
• '<~ ~ ." •• '\, ~ 

, I 

.••• 8ometl-~ within 118 aa.1d that by otterillg ~elt bravely as the : 
, eol- subJ ect or such experlence [th. viai ta. tlona J. b,. accept1ne, b,. 
inviting, by surmounting 110 all, I should Se1"'l'8 aa an exp1&tor,y victim 
and guard the tranquillity ot my companions. '(P.So) .-

'l'be status ot tho' £Onrness's nev 'post w;.u exh1lorat~ tor her. :But that 1. 

not.ll1%lJ compared with 'th8excitementot caat.1nJ herllelt aa heroine within her 
.. . . . -

melodrama. ; rus relieves the possible boredom or routine teaching in a love17'" 

old house, mid~ u E.D. AmI'll notes, exu:rnulua her ·l.'l~~ about the '. 

children. ' . 

. The £Oyemesa 'is lJotiYated to ident1ty the cWater embodiments ot 
her own impulses with the previous .'rYant at !17 by the need to 

, explain her ambivalent and. troublinJ tean about Miles and to 
justif1 her own rol. as a tlerce and possesslve protector or hi. 
and Flora's innocence.40 . 

Possible p81'Chololiicalor1g1n.s tor thiamclodramO. ArC, !nother vorda,' 

obTiousl,. not lacktna. But the £'OVemeaa'. romance generates a. momentum ot , 
"'.;;;. • 1" ~ , '" 

ita 0\111. . She tirst 1ma{;1nes &. trmlBaction between hereelf .and the Oloat •• 
o ~ _ • " ,~.".. '. .' 

and that 18 quite exciting. lJut then she beg1ne,to 8UJI;pect that tho £hoats 
.: ~. ' ~ 

baTt direct. ace ••• to the cb1ldren. and abe teara tba.t~e7 ~b. ~ontam1nated. 
< t ."' .:..' <'.: ,." , '. • ,,, , . #. 



T~m be~een,her emotional need of the chil~en'a be~uty' and u:moc~nce'and her 
.! ~~ f· • "., ,-

desire to rationalize her experience, the governess's 'reason' nevertheless 
- • ., ',. -' ~ j : '< , ,"'; , 

pulls her inexorably towards the conclusion that the children have been 

co~~ted. A~this convictio~ grows her vocabulary poi~izes' towards melo­

d~tic' extremes!! the a:pp~itio~ are: 'ti.mds' J the' chiidre~- are tangels' 

and • saints' ~ In this way'the drama: for the sa1vati~n or th~ souls is rormeci. 

Andv~rb~.l e~trems.m Parallels thegOvemess'a inoreas~ly excessive r&aotlons~ 
. ..~.~ "~ ~ .... ' l' \.< ," 

Again as in the ease or the tele&ra,ph1st' and 'of the' obse~sed narrator or 

The Sacred Fount, the govern~~~ ~ts less and less~ trust 'in appearances. Under 
, " ;,' ' . , , , ,', 

the impact of her new-round 'knowledge' about the children, what had previously 
; t .... "! , 

seemed irresPonsible play ~ is transformed into deliberate deoeption. The 

governess decla.res ro~dly to Mr~. G~ose, 
, , 

' ••• even while they pretend to be 

lost in' their £airy':tale they're: steeped in' th~lr' vision' of 'the dead restored 

to them' «pp~92':92).' The grim'.1ro~ ot such a' ~mment 'is' that, whereas the ~ 

governess is accua!ngMiles and Flo~of~tt.1ng on' a. speoial manner to deceive 

he~, 'thD.t is whats!' Is'd~~.·' For her behaviour tO~~8' ~'children 

gra.dually':~hangeS into a.' professiOnal ~~r' b~h~d w1ch she can look for 
• , < • ~ ~ 

evidence of their corruption. 

I t is, a ~ predic~ble result of. the' &wemeas becoming mo~e and mOre ent,'TOssed 
"," "I. _ " > ';" ~, 

in her theories that she begins to construct hypothetical scenes between the 
• • - • ~ _¥ •• "" • , .... 

. ~ - "i ~ 

children and the ghosts. This reaches an extreme when she interprets Miles's 

extre. 'politeness at dinner as sophistioated ~V, and projeots the 
, < t ',' ", ,-

following words on to himl ' , 
to ... ~ _ J" ~ • (~_ • " 

The true knights we love to read about never push an advantage too 
tar. I know what you !Dean nowl "you mean that - to be let alone 
yourself - and not followed up- you'll cease to worry and spy upon 

,me •••. (p.127). ,~"," " :'. ", , : ,j " 

The tone and SJUtax here are those of an adult not & child, and it reneets the 

governess's weakening grasp on reality that she doesn't notice the difference 
" , ~ , . ' 

between these 1mag1ned words" and the way Miles actuallr apeaks. One reason 
~ \. -. ..... 

tor this is perhaps that br includJ.ng the children in a mutual earn. or cat-end-
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mouse the governess counteracts the isolation which has come with her fears 
,~ ,-

that they have been corrupted. 
. ,,! '" ~ 

However her scepticism towards the children's manner deprives her of a 
- . 

der1ni te measure. She loeesB:ny sense of proportion and wavers between extreme 
,..' ". ... 

alternatives •. So,at one point where her confidence is flaee1ne, ehe imagines 
, ,. 

that the, children have ~ lmder their power instead of vice versa. She also 

beetns to impose her ownid~as on appearances. When Flora understan13bly shows 
J •. ~ ... " .' • , "" •• ' '( - • 

tear at the governess's intense questioninG', the latter explains it to Mrs. 

Grose in terms ot Miss Jessel's influence. When the girl is communicating 
"' "' ... 

with Miss Jessel, the governess insists, '"she's not a child: 

old woman"'(p.133). 

she's an old, 
~ .. .. 

As her romance dev:lops, th~ ~ver.ne~s ~ies her 1maeinary ~leB tow~. 

the children. From cxl>iatory victim she shifts to guardian or, more precisely, 

guards 'I wa.s like a gaoler with an eye to possible surprises and escapes',,-

(1'.103). :ill these roles have one .~~ ~ common. They eo beyond having a 

merely tutorial responsibility to the children to a position where the governess 
< • ~),. J •• J ·I.1i -,.. " ; 

bas absolute power over them. , Even when she figures herself as a nurse for , " .' 
• ~ '"' , , • ~~ '" > 

1111esthis is one ot the attractions: , :" , . .'. ., -~ . i 

",', I ".; , , __ ~ 

His clear listenins fa.ce, framed ,in its smooth whiteness, m.:1.de him 
, " tor the minute as appeal~ as soma wistful patient in a children's 

hospital; end I would have given, a.s the resemblance came to me, 
all I ~ossessed on earth really to be the nurse or the sister 'of 
charity who mil;t1t have helped to ,cure him. (pp.120-121) i c", . 

• :: - • • "'" • i<' • ~ ~ 

Zhe demonstrates here a morbid fascination with ,illness togsther with an 
~ . ~ ..... . ". """ 

ostensible desire for selfless service.. And yet of course the whole notion of 
• .... _ , ' .... ~ -.,. -.. c'"" -, '" -. •. 

illness is suspect. , . Even thouch in the passa,ee the governess l>rofesses to 
,,"- ~ ., " . , .. ,.. . 

want to help 1>t1les, her ultimate aim is really to be proved riGht.,c And so, as 
, • , ,," , . _' • ~., .'~ \j • s, • <' • ..., _ '" ;.-

E.D. Aswel~, points out, her treatment of the ,children is really cruder than 

before I , 

The coarsen1n5 of the governess's 1maeination and sensibility is, 
,', dramatically revealed by her no loncer carins' that the acknowledcement 

ot evil was to be only a meana toward the end of salvation., It has 
, become the end in i teelf .' •• 41 , ' , 

" , 



It is only her increasing subtlety ot hypothesis which masks this important 

shUt in her attitude towards the children. 

Her suspicion that they have communioation with the ghosts leads her to 

put more and more pressure on them to oon!orm to their roles in the melodrama 

she has created. Two peaks in the drama. occur when she thinks that tirst 

rlora and second Miles is on the verge ot e.dm1 ttlng what she wants to know. 42 
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In the tirst ot these scenes Miss Jessel appears when Flora and Mrs. Crose are 

both present, but Flora does not admit to seeing her. Under the pressure ot 

the governess's interrogation she ralls ill. The incorrigible woman persists 

in believing that Flora is being 1n1'luenced - without once considering that it 

might be by hera 'The wretched child has spoken exactly as if she had got f'rom 

some outside source each or her stabbing little words ••• ' (p.140). Initially 

the governess's rigurative laneuage was full ot religious rererences. »at it 

is an index ot the huge change which has taken place in her attitudes that now 

the terminology or weaponry and conflict is dominant. 

The rinal climax, where Miles dies, brings together the verbal extremism, 

the melodrama and the heightened physical gesture Which gives the book its title. 

Quite in keeping with the metaphors ot torture, the govemess is still trying 

to wring a oonfession from Miles as to his behaviour at school when Quint 

appears. She clutches Miles to her, exclaiming in her record that 'it was 

like righting with a demon tor a human soul' (pp.162-16,). ~ut really her 

violence is directed towards Miles, not against Quint J and when Niles - as she 

thinks - admits his gull t her joy is expressed as triumph over Quint when it is 

in tact the satistaction ot being proved right. 

The governess has no doubts at all about the signUicance ot this event, 

but, as Muriel west has noted, the scene is full ot ambigu1ties.43 The boy 

utters 'the cry or a creature hurled over an abyss' (p.16a), but the governess 

tries to sotten his tall. In thus acting as a saviour she literally squeezes 

the 11£8 trom him. Ironically it is she who is a. creature since she 'springs' 

( twioe) on Miles while the battled Quint can only 'prowl t outside. This ending 
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is of course violent and sensational, but it does resolve the covamess's melo-

drama •. ' ~ 'l'he whole direction of her responses has ,been leading her towards a , 

point ,,,here she has total- paver over the children. Ironically at the ve'I:Y 

moment when she ga.1ns t,.1U.s Niles dies -ironically because this demonstrates 

his independence of the GOverness's icagination in the most unanswerable w~. ' 

Just like the telesraphist of In the Cat;e the governess has created a melo­

dramatic fiction which compensates for her huc-drum existence by offerinz her ~ 

imaginative freedom •. ehe exploits this freedom by ass~the privileges of -, 

a novelist. partioularly in arra,nging her charaoters as she desires. ,In all 

the critical writings on ''l'he Turn of the Screw'. only John Goode has acknowledvn-ed 

this. lie argues that she models ~u1nt on the stereotyped villain of Victorian 

melodrama and Niss Jessel on the stereotyped fallen woman. \;henever the 

ghosts appear they give her a 'joy of proof', and Goode continues a 

This is the joy of the do-it-yourself' novelist. 'l'he governess has 
created her own Udolpho. The imprecisely realized expansion of her 
experience grants freedom to her imagination and, according to her 
primitive lights, she is able to create an artefact in which She is 
both creator and heroine.44 

1'he a.nalocy used here is precise because it helps to explain the goveme::::s's 

sense of power in a way which does not exclude a psychological account of its 

origins. However Goode is sliGhtly misleading in that he gives the impression 

that the governess is always in oontrol of her situation. This is not the 

case. From the very beginning there is a certain vagueness about her roles, 

partly from the very faot that her metaphors are so varied. r:he wants to be 

an expiatory victim but is unsure what action this will involve. 'lobe notion 

of sacrifice is temperamentally appealinb to her but mainly for the e~otional 

and histrioniC satisfactions it carries. To her dismay the children do not 

tit neatly into the roles which would support the goveness's stance. Their 

play disrupts her early faith in their innocence; Flora taken herself out of 

her reach by falling ill; and I-lrs. Grose stolidly resists the wilder flibhts 

of the governess's imagination. These facts, together with her own background 

fears of obsessiveness, delusion and even madness. all point to the governess's 

unreliability as a narrator. 
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In In the Car,e the narrator made it clear that the telearaPhist's romance 

must ultimately give way to a reality where rela.tionships have reduced propor­

tions. In 'The Turn of the Screw' we are denied such resolving f1na.lity. 
" ~ .. 

The 'cl~ gives us intensity but lea.ves important questions deliberately 

unanswered. Undeterred critics have attempted to 'give the work a moral weight 

which it cannot bear,Mariua :Bewley for instance ~e~~ in it the t siege of' 
, , '." 45 

innocence' we all experience in childhood. In tact James exploits different 

levels ot narration to draw us into the governess's psychology. The continu-

ally varied ~n1es in 'The Tu%n of the S~rENlmake us-question the nature of 
~ • ~ " ~ • ,.. • '> • 

her activities without however giving us the alternative information which 

would resolve these disparities onoe and for all. 
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Chapter 7 

(i) 

Throu€,bout the period under discussion there 18 a steady progression in 

James's wrk towa.rda psychological detail. More and more the wrldngs ot a 

particular mind come to the torefront ot the tiction, whether it is Maisie's, 

the governess's or the narrator's in The Sa.cred Fount. The Awkward Ae:e is 

the one exception in W. development md is a test case in this thesis. since 

bere James was. by his own acknowled8ement, experimenting with a technique 

that vas stringently objective. He organized a structure which was positively 

bemetic in its complexit7, so much so that, as he wr.yly admitted in retrospect, 

1 
tIN people could understand it. According to his account in the preface 

James saw the novel's meaning as emerging out or its structure, out or the 

inter-relation between 8cenes, particularly as theyre!erred to Nanda. Brooken- , 

bam. It would seem then that in The Awkward Ae:e, James's application ot 

dramatic techniques must rule cut the presence ot a narrator. 

Soon attar the non 1 , s publication James wrote to Henrietta Reubell to 

explain its method and anticipated the pretace in his pride at its strin8ency 

and consistenq'. 'l'he tom was, be wrote, 'all dramatic and scenic' 

... with no going behind, no tell1M ab9u'\ the tigures save bY' their 
ow appearance and action and with explana tiona reduced. to the 2 
explanation or eveI7th1ng by all the other th1nga .m the picture. 

James here connates two analogies, the theatrical and the pictorial, without 

giving theoretical recognition to one important practical problem - how i. the 

reader to see appearances U he 1s rea.d.ina' a novel instead ot sitting in a 

theatre? This is only one ot the d1tticulties that the main dramatic analogy 

rai.e •• 

Hovever by tar the great bulk ot the criticism which the Awkward AS! bas 

received, takes this analog at its race value and has concentrated on the 

novel's tntemal structure. One or the most extreme 'objectivist' statements 

em the novel was made by Perq Lubbock in hi. The crart ot Fiction. 



In The Awkward Ap;e ever;yth1ng is immediate and part1cular, there ia 
no insight into ~bod7' s thOUGht, no BUrley' ot the scene from a 
height, no resumption or the past in retrospect. 'lbe whole ot the 
book pa.sses scenically berore the reader, and noth.ing ia ottered but 
the look and the speech or the cha.racter8 on a series ot chosen 
occasions. It miGht indeed be printed as a pl.q, 1Iihateyer 1a not 
dialogue 1s simply a kind or ampl1tied a~ct1on ••• ' 

This passage has the virtue or making 8Xlllici t the assumptions wich most 

aubsequent critics have made. The consensus or opinion has been that the 

novel's values grow out ot the dialogue between the characters, that the 

characters reveal themselves as having llttle moral su'Jsta.nceJ and that moral 

and emotional terms become verr auld and shU't1ng.4 
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At the end or the passage quoted above wbbock warily adds a proviso that 

there is an element in the novel which cannot be included under the hea.d1ng ot 

'dialogue', but dismisses it as s~ctiona. Once ~ he 1s quite 

representative. Most critics ot The Awkward Aee have recosnized in passing 

that there are such gu.1d1ng statements 1n the novel, but they are onl.y taken to 
5 be minimal end e:nyway functional. We bave a1read7 met the notion or staBe-

directions in The Other House and indeed they were recognized as a mannerism . 
6 

in The Europeans in Constance Fenimore Woolson's review ot that noval. llut 

etage-d1rections, by their very' nature, operate on the moat practical level and 

could bard1y qualif7 as a 'narrator'. 

The number or critics who have seen a narrator in The Awkward AGe 1s 

understandably small, and once 88Bln recognition bas only been given in passing 

as it it vere a minor concern. So Margaret Wal tars points out that the 

hesitations ot the narrating voice remind us that he is onl.y ortering plausible 

interpretations or appearances and that 'this £hostly rigure, tireless in his 

J.n&enU1t7. sometimes seems to be the novel's main character'. 7, And W~. 
»ooth and A.E. Davidson have both also pointed. out that the narrator conjecture. 

S 
about appearances without claiming uq privileged knowledg""8 or awareness. 

Davidson perlicula,r17 insists that these conjectures are explanato17 but not 

evaluative. Only two critics have argued that the narrator plqa an important 

part in the novel and the various issues they raise will be dealt within turn 



in the bulk ot this chapter. 9 '!'he 1n1 tial. task here then is to demonstrate 

that a narrator does exist in The .Awkward Agel end seoondl.y to show that he 

pllqa a more 1ml>ortant role than most critics bave admitted. Thil argument 

wUl complement the discussion ot the novel's scenio stru.cture and P'lt it in a 

wider context ot James'. general practice in the 1690's. 

:Betore considering the novel i tselt however it is important to ascertain 

what James's attitudes were towards dialogue literature in general. For in 

hi. preface James 14"i tes that the objectivity ot The Awkward Ac;e came from 

the imposed absence ot that 'going behind'. to compass e%lllanationa 
and amplificatlons, to doag out oddl and ends rro'Othe 'mere' story­
teller'. great property-shop ot aida to illusion • 

.And in achieving thil objectivity he acknowledge. a debt to Gyp, the nom de 

J21tm19 ot the Countess Martell de Janvill. (1849-1932), a French 1II1"i ter who was 
/ 

the lea.d.1ng exponent ot the ;:oman db.1or:ue. 

:But this debt i. ambiguous. James clear17 admired Gyp but at the lame 

time he disapproved lntense17 ot the tomlessnesa .inherent in her work. So 

later in the preface he refers to 'the genius ot Gyp herselt, muse of general 

looseness' and launches into a polemical attack on the over-use of dialogue in 
11 

contempora17' tiction. Within this diatribe dialogue becomes the sauoe 

which makes a 'sllce ot life' easy to digest by the undiscr1m1nating publlc • 

.And in one of his 'London' articles tor H¥J?!r's Weekly; (the joumal which 

also serialized The Awkward Age) James bad made a similar attack on Gissing in 

particular, and contemporary tiction 1il £8ll8ra1. Dialogue tor Jame. lIlWIt be 

lllustraUve and organic, and he commented. 'there is alwaya, at the best, 

the author's voice to be kept out. It can be kept out for occasional it· 

cannot be kept out always' .12 Here the phrase 'author's volce' reall7 means 

'narrator's voice'. On the tev rare occasions when he refers to the na.rrator 

in his tlction, James regular17 speaks ot it as a. projection or his own voice. 

In his notebook entry tor June 4, 1895, tor instance, he mulls over the 

possibill Ues ot method tor his tale 'The Next Time'. First he considers 

mAki ng the narrator a character wi thin the tale (, & deluded vulga.r1an') but 

then rejects that strategy in tavour ot & greater objectivity, '! become the 
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157 

mrrator, either impersonally or in m:I mmamed, unspecified personalit7' .1' 
In other words an anonymous narrator (a 'real ironic painter') was regularlY' 

leen by James as a persona tor himself without in any wa:y compromising the 

work's objectivit7. In taot it was reallY' one guarantee ot that objectivity, 

so much taken tor granted that he scarcely needed to reter to it in his notes 

at &11.14 

Elizabeth Oven has demonstrated that dialogue fiction was a popular minor 

genre in the 1890's in ::Britain as well as in France.15 
And in tact)wen E.l. 

!enson sent James the manuscript ot his dialogue novel podo,Jamel criticized it 
, ; 

once again tor ladctng toJ:mal rigour, and admonished the )"Olmg Benson to the 

ettect that - 'only remember that a story, is essentially, a tom, and that it 

it tails or that, it talls ot its mission' .16 Formlessness then was one ot 

the liabili tieD of such an indulgenco in dialogue and althoUGh James might 

stretch his cri tera tor Gyp because she was wri tine wi thin a French trad1 tion 

his criticism of her work 1s substantiallY' the same as that made by Frederick 

Wedmore in a S1l'rVf11 ot the shori stO%7 of 1898. neferring explicitly to Gyp. 

Wedmore declares that 'pure dialogue, under the conditions ot the modern wr1ter, 

leaves •••• the work a tratment' .11 S1m1larly, in a general article on French 

dialogue 11terature, Henri Pellissier stated (less pejoratively) that it 

tended to be ep1sodic and !nev1 tabl3' traonentedl 

Quant a 1& 11tterature ~oguee, el;e a sesaises. Aucune regle 
ne la gene. Chaque saynete, pr1se a part, n'est qu'tme conversation; 
at, quand nos d1alo~istes en retmissent p1usieura sous le meme, 
titre, nous pouvons auss1 b1en commencer le volmne par ls. demieN" 
11 n'Y' a de l'une Ii l'autre rien de continu n1 meme de prog:ressit. 18 

PeUissi.r !n tact makes hisber olaims tor the gen:..,.., than this passage might 

~st, part1cular17 in the sardonic opening lines. :But he agrees with both 

Wedmore and JaIJes that the mode inev1 tabl)" oourtc superficiali t7 and tragment-

ation. 

Given thesa theoretical objections, we next need to ask how James avoided 

such dangers in The Awkward Ace. nia own description in the preface ot a 

composi t1ona! diagram WherebY' soenes are grouped in a c1role arolmd the central 
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oha.ra.Cter or Na.nda, suggests that be was deliberately tr.fillg to avoid shape-

lessness by assembling a complex structure. And the expositions ot subsequent 

cri ticism have borne out this complex! t7. Indeed the novel ~ have been met 

with bewilderment when it was publIshed because James was over-reacting aeainst 

the absenoe or torm which he had seen in Gyp and her rollower Henri Lavedan 

(both named in the prerace). It will be the burden or this chapter to show 

that the narrator ottered James a second supplementary formal resource, and 

that, although it is a relatively minor one, it is none the less important tor 

(ii) 

Wqne »ooth has commented that one immediately becomes aware ot a narrating 

presence in The Awkward Ac! despite its apparent Objeotiv1t,r.19 And in tact 

we ean distlnu"'Uisb between tour main roles in the narrator - to give practical 

indications ot gesture, etc., to reter interpretation to a hypothetical 

observer, to describe characters, especially on their tirst entries, and to 

control the perspective or the novel. 

Firstly then James clearly had to tind a substitute tor spectator's direct 

vision ot an action on a stage, and he does this by having the narrator 

1nd1cate the position or a character. So in a conversation between various 

members or Mrs. Brookenham' 8 lmcld.ngham Crescent circle we learn that 'Brooken­

ham had placed himselt, side by side vi th the child [Aggie J, on a distant 

20 
little settee'. Similarly the narrator must convey movement and tone or 

voioe ('VanderbaDk soothingly dropped' I p. 7) a the physioal appearance or 

charaCters (to be considered below), and a description or the action's setting. 

All these tunotions could be termed as ~ analO8'OUS to stage-directions. 

But they eo turther. The narrator, desllite James's boasts in his letters and 
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pretace, enters into chara.oters' thoughts ('Vanderbank saw in this too D19l1Y 

deep things not to tallow them up': p.18) I he c1ves reported speech (pp.82-a3) 

and even hypothetical speech which didn't actually take place (p.71). lIe 

uses det1n1ng metaphors ('The Duchess watched her as trom a box at the play' -

p.76). summarizes information about the characters' past, or even summarizes 

narrative as a whole (ct. the opening ot Chapter 33). And lastly he under­

lines the conscious looks \lhJ.ch cha.ra.cters exchance without speaking (e.g. 

between Vanderbank and Mrs. Drookenham. p.137). 

This is by no means an exhaustive list but it does show that LubboCk is 

literally wrong on every- s1ngl.e count when he enumerates the resources which 

James has denied himselt in this novel. The objectivity ot The Awkward A(;! 

then 1s a matter ot degree, not or kind. James bas in tact retained most or 

the trad1Uona.l resources ot a novelist. but baa reduced. their scope rather 

than ruled them out complete17. Francis Gillen has called. mall1' ot these 

devices 'performance-indication lines' which 11m1ts them to the purely tunot-
21 

ional. level. But they go beyond this to bave important etrects on the 

perepecti ve or the novel as a whole. 

TbroU€,hoUt The Awkward Ae;e th. narrator pays particular attenUon to 

appearances. and his comment a typically purport to ofter possible interpreta.­

tions or What lies behind them. In making these interpretations he constantly 

reters to an ~ or hn>othetical spectator. So in the scene where Nanda 

first meets M1 tell:' and Mr. Longdon, her manner is desoribed in the following 

She made no dirferenc. for them, spealdng to the elder. whom she 
bad not )Pet .een, as it they were alre~ aoquainted. There was, 
moreover, in the air ot that person.aee at this juncture little to 
invite such a contidenc ••••• An observer disposed to interpret the 
soene might have fancied him a trU'le put ott by the girl's 
familiarity, or eTen, as by & s1ncular ettect of her selt-possession. 
stricken into deeper d1ttidence. (p.98) . 

This tirst meeting is crucial beca.us. the rela.tionship between Nanda and 

Mr. Longdon otters the girl the nearest thing to selt-tultllment. Attention 

to the charaCters' expressions and general diaposi tion is thus obviously 
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important. In the ~saee the narrator begina b7 descrlb~ the girl's lWUler, 

partlcu1ar17 her 1ntormal,it7. Then be 1N1neD awa.y to ~on to 1Uet;'e.t that 

llimonncr io not at all encou.rae1r.g. ne hints at stUrness ('that per&()l18,Jl'e.) 

and b7 otteri.ns l".nothese'B m1t11ee ~ understatement ~on' II ow tendenC7 

to conceal his reactions. ~. reterence to 'an observer' is strictly ape.~ 

irrelevant beea.u30 tho narrator has ~ becun to interpret the tcena betore 

that pbraDe 1s introduced. 

The narrator here. and elsewhere 1n the navel, !! the inte111cent ob.ernr 

which he reten to. 'rhe deduct10ns which be draw are thoaie which e:rq 1I1to1-

l1cent observer JJJ:J:S draw, but he 1. actuall,. unique because be 1. the onl,. one 

to have access to the characters' appearance. And thi. mart. bi. prlvU'&e 

and cU.tblctlon !rem the reader. 'rho reterences to an obaeryer do Ilot however 

in themaelns suarant .. 8111 objectivlt7. For instance S11wna ColOOl'.! 

cUscu.es the Y8.1 in whloh cha.ra.ctera reveal themselves and then CO!!Ce21ts ot 

the novel'a descrlptions1 

La gwuoanzia dell' obl.ttlrlt& 41 que.te de$cr1zlon1 • 11 cont1!ND 
reter1ra1 ad 1m 1potet1co lpettatore. slceb. queUo elle James 01 
prementa • ~o10 quanto ruo el8ere osservato 0 dedotto da tale 
apettatore.22 

Thi8 18 rather na.1n beca.use the na.rrator 18 not just descr1biIlg appearances. 

lIe 1s .81ect!D& what de tall. are important. J.nd be hints at Lorlt:,""4on'l ra.ther 

})er:Plexad reaction to !landa beca.uao ho knOlli'G that be Comea trom outeide the 

BucJdnsf;.m Cre.cent set and 1e real17 rather shocked b7 the £!rlts •• It­

cont1dence. The d.r7 humour ot tba passae-e quoted ~sta a perspectlve 

lrlbereb7 the reader (l1ke the narrator) 1. capable ot do~ ~tlce to ~, 

and ot .eein.:; the mazmera ot »ucldne;htw Crescent troll the outslde. In othe 

vords tho ~t.or'. interpretative' COl:lrlAmts - ltlhether referred to en obsernr 

or not - demand m alert d.etachment ot the reader. And A.E. Davldson baa 

made a 81m1~ tboueh more nar.L"OV euceestlon t.b&t the retereno •• to an observer 
2, 

arugg'8st a deduct!" role tor tha reader. 

These reterences are, as I hBve alread7 proposed. irrelevant and llmlecesa&r7. 
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aince much ot the time the narrator is dealing with appearanoes. And, al thOU8h 

James does make some effort to va.r:! them, they tinally beoome a distraoting 

mannerism, a.s they were in The Other Rouse. 24 Even the variations are some-

times inappropriate as when the narrator calls himselt 'Hr. Lo~"'Iion's historian' 

(p.140).· It is precisely a historical or chron1cl1ne role which the narrator 

d08s not have here, or in any ot James's tiotion ot this period. And it we -
take the attention to appearance at tace value, James is occasionally guilty ot 

paradox. Dur1nti a conversation between Nanda. and Longdon at Mertle (Mitq-'s 

country house) we are told that 

[:Vanda's expression] would not have been dim1n1shed tor him, moreover, 
bY' her succeBsf'ul suppression ot ever:! 8ien that she felt his inqu.1ry 
a little ot a snub. (p.162) 

It Nanda. hides all visible expression ot this reaction then theoretieal17 the 

narrator can have no knO"olledt.,'"'S ot it. This detail gives a pg.rticular17 clear 

demonstration that in tact at times the narrator is clumina' more knowled8e 

than mere appearances. 

Indeed the reterences to gesture or tacial expression are trequently a 

thin disguise tor substant1a.l. narrative comment. Durina a oonversation between 

Longdon and Mrs. Drookenham, Longdon is torn between an impulse ot propriety 

and a dislike ot the way she rides rough-shod over the relationship between 

himself and her mother. 

Mr. Longdon's tace refiected tor a minute something he could searcel;y 
have supposed her acute 8nouOl to make out, the struggle between his 
real mistrust ot her, tounded on the unconscious violence ottered by 
her nature to hi. ever:! memorr ot her mother, end his sense, on the 
other hand, ot the hiGh pro:pr1ety ot his l1k1rlg her ••• (p.141) 

ostensibly this contlict ot feeling is retlected in l".r. Longdon's face, but it 

would be an impossibly adept observer who could deduce it from his expression 

alone. In effect James has • gone behind' !1r. Longdon to explain exa.ctl¥ what 

two senses are in tension here. The narrator has adopted two 8imultaneous 

stances - one ot an observer within the scene, and one expla'n1ng Mr. Lonedon'. 

reactiOns from an external position. The latter ot course is not tar trom 

traditional 'omniscienoe'. 
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The pass~~ above reveals how much weiGht James tries to attach to appear­

ances in The A ..... kw!:'..J:'d. !zt;t;e. Since the bulk of na.rra.torial activity has been 

greatly reduced we can assume that the narrator only describes E;esture and 

~xpression when they are important. These descriptions give signi!'ica.nce even 

to the sli&htest movement and the merest nuance ot expression. »ut the narrator 

is not indulging in retined speculation tor its o,.n sake. Bis careM 

explanation of selective visual detail is a technical counterpart ot the 

13u~ Crescent set's own care to preserve an unruffled social sllXf'ace and 

to reduce deoonstration of' their feel1ncu to a minimum. The narrator is only 

doing (wi tIl sone exceptions) \Iha. t Urs. 13rookenham' s inner circle do when they 

read below other cha.ra.cters' manners. And althoush his explanations are otten 

phrased as hypotheses, in practice we tend to take them as facts t especially as 

they are consistent with the action as a whole. 

P..a.rely the narrator's comments can become an intrusion, but this is not 

from the simple fact that he 1s making a comment. During their conversation 

at Mertle Handa tells Vanderbank that £he is 'true'. Since the question has 

been hangin8 in the air as to whether or not the two will marl7, this declara.-

tion causes him some embarrassment. The narrator scrupulously avoids s~inc 

too muchl 

As Y.r. Van himself could not bave expressed at any subsequent time 
to azry interested friend the partioular effeot upon him of the tone 
of' these words his chronicler takes e.dva.nt~ ot the fact not to 
pretend to a greater intelligence ••• (P.159J 

!I.'h1s is an intrusion in the real sense of the word because here James is giving 

himself a cue in the course ot writing. lIe 1s reminding himself of how limited 

a role the narrator has. Such a comment is however particularly rare in this 

novel. And once aaa1n the title of 'chronioler' is anachronistio at this 

point in James's career. 

Apart !rom t\1mishing description in ceneral t one or the most important 

tunctions or the narrator i8 to give brief' introduotory portra! ts of the 

charaCters, usually on their tirst entrance. The following descripUon ot 



Mr. 13rookenham is representatives 

Lean moreover and stift, and with the air ot having here and there 
in his person a bone or two more than his abare, he had once or 
twice, at fancy-balls, been thoU&ht strJ.k1ng in a dress copied from 
one ot Holbein's English portraits ••• So dry' and deoent end even 
dist1.ngu1shed did he look, as it he had positively been created to 
meet a propriety and match some other piece... (pp.49-SO) 

ClearlY' this could not be called a neutral description. The narrator ooncen-
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trates firstly on his rather grotesque manner and suggests ironical17 that 

13rookenham can only begin to look impressi va in fancy dress. The oomparison 

with the Holbein expresses a primarily visual effeot but later in the passage 

the narrator reduces Brookenham to one of his wife's omaments. purely deoora­

tive and literallY' useless. This defines his role in the novel sinoe he 

functions maJnly as a passive s~board tor his wite's ideas, much 11ke 

Mr. Ass1nt;ham in The Go1aen :B9'(1. Brookenham then appears 11ke an artetact 

and the narrator unobtrusive17 reminds us ot this later in the novel by repeat­

ing that his eyes are 'dead.' • 

.Almost all the desoriptions of :Book '!'wo follow this pattem. In a sense 

Mr. l3rookenham is all manner (or 'finish') and no oharaoter. SimilarlY' his 

son bas a sophisticated appearance oddly' beyond his Y'ears. The Duchess's 

ma.nner is one ot murfied confliot between the aristocratic and the bourgeois • 

.And Carrie Donner has an appearanoe which is askew of her manners 'Irregular17 

pretty and pe.1ntullY' ab7, she vas retouched, from brow to chin, 11ke a 

suburban photograph' (p.75). These caricatures tix the cha.ra.cters in a moral 

hierarcb7. The more grotesque they are, the more they are passive products 

ot their lociev and incapable of independent moral action. The narrator 

manoeuvres them into ridicule by fastening on keY' details ot their appearance 

and this is a method quite common to the minor characters in James's fiction 

(compare nn. Wix, tor example). In Th! Awkyard Am. cha.raot.rs are compared 

to pa.1nt1Dgs, artefacts and theatrical performers. And once again the method 

tums an aspect of the novel's lociety to technical account. Manners in 

:Bucldngham Crescent have become hypertrophied 80 that they become an end in 

themselves. ~s is why it is so appropriate to apply caricature to ita 

inmates. 



:But these miniature portraits are sometime8 more complex than tr i8 

discussion m1~t ~roest. For instance the narrator introduces IV'J.tchy (Mr. 

Mitchett) and points to his apparent lack ot teatures and his chaotic dressl 

There W-dS comedy therefore in the form of his pot-hat and the colour 
ot his spotted shirt, in the systematic disagreement, above all, or 
his coat, waistooa.t and trousers. 
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So tar Y4.tohy approaohes the other caricatures except that he seems droll rather 

than ridiculous, because his dress appears to be a perversely methodical 

exercise in bad taste. But then the description continues away from the visual. 

I t was only on . long acquaintance that his so mnny ~--enious ways 
ot showing that he recognized his commonness could present him 
as secretly rare. (p.59) 

From his appearanoe }atchy' looks a clo1tm and at times ill treated like one by-

rn. J3rook or the Duchess. ]Jut the narrator carefully hints a.t hidden qualities, 

as it he was one who had known l-a toby tor a long time. And in ta.ct M1 tch,,' s 

role in the novel is quite a sympathetic one. He loves Nanda. but is torced 

by the intrioate sooial rules ot Euok1nebam Crescent into be~ & pertormer, 

tolem ted above all tor his money. 

The narrator's desoriptions then move away trom caricature as the characters 

beoome more important. Indeed the two most oentral ficures - Mr. Lont:C.on and 

Banda - are hardly seen at all. Mrs. Drookenham retains some element ot 

disguise. but it is an impressive onel 

She had about her the pure light of youth - would always have it, 
her head. her figure, her tlexibi1itT. her nickering colour, her 
love 1" , silly eyes, her natural, quavering tone all p1qed together 
toward this effect b,.. 80me trick that had never ,..t been exposed. 

(p.31) 

Here we receive impressions rather than visual details. Mrs. Erookts beaut,.. 

is asserted and then itemized 10 a less and less flattering war, until b,.. the 

end ot the passa....~ it has been reduoed to some kind ot confidenoe trick. So 

althousb she is beautiful, her beauty is in Bome way deoeptive. The narrator 

however is careful not to speoifY how this etfect is gained. ~1lat sets this 

desoription quite apart from sq the portrait ot her huab;..'.nd is tha.t Mrs. l1rook 

Beems tar less fixed and tar less caricatured. Al.o she .eems less passive as 



it !h! were her own artist rather than some external agency. 

These descriptions are applied to all the characters in varytns decrees and 

a.rranee them in an evaluative way. The narrator shows no impartiality. His 

veiled judg'ements carry a. generally a.uthoritative tone and also they rreeede 

the characters' actions. In other words they sucgest how the reader should 

view the characters and subsequent events demonstrate and confirm these 

suggestions. Francis Gillen has been the only critic to recognize that these 

descriptions are important: 

James ••• has used a. tom ot description which, in its close resemblance 
at times to stage melodrama and at times to simple old-fashioned 
character description, evokes, at first appearance, an emotive 
response tow.rd the characters and gives a. prel1m1.nary and, at times, 2 
omniscient, indication of the role that they are to play in the drama. 5 

There is also a social dimension to this method Y.hich Gillen does not reoognize. 

Dy his use of ironio description James builds up a cumulative indictment ot a 

society \/here manners may distort or atrophy the self. In his preface to 

The Lesson of the !I':n.ste:t; James makes it olear that irony should imply 'the 

possible other case'a-

How can one consent to make a picture of the preponderant futilities 
and vulgarities and miseries ot lire without the impulse to exhibit 
as well from time to time, in its place t some tine example of the 
rea.ction, the oppesi tion or the esca,pe? 20 . .. 

Irony then was James's vehicle tor social protest, a function which it performs 

in The Awkward Aee. ,without suggesting a specific alternative. The same method 

ot description is used in The OutcrY. a novel which James re-worked from a 

play-script. The subjeot is American art-collectine and the narrator makes a 

very clear evaluative contrast between the appearance ot the English characters 

and that ot :Breckenridge :Bender, the American. The tormer are like portraits 

because their society has historical and moral substance, but Dender'a race 

is just a 'featureless disc', suggesting the impoverishment ot a lite based 

27 solelY' on money-. Approx1ma.tely the same narrative conventions operate in 

this novel as in The Awkward Ace. 

One other important point needs to be made about the etfect ot the narrator'. 

descriptions on the reader. In discussing the point ot view created by 



dramatic fiction (and he names The Awkward Ace), as I noted earlier, Norman 

Friedman comments: 

••• the reader apparently listens to no one but the characters them­
selves, who move as it were upon a stagel his angle of view is that 
of the fixed front (third row center) t and the dist:mce must always 
be near (since the presentation is ",holly scen10).28 

In so far as the novel consists largely of dialogue, Friedman's proposition 

holds good. The use of dialogue tends to prevent the reader from identif'ying 

with any one character and pushes him baok into the position of a speotator. 

13ut there are at least three exceptions to this 1n The Awkward At'!. Firstly 

some scenes are presented from cha.ra.oter's points of view - the opening soene, 

tor instance, is seen throuGh Vanderbank's eyes. Secondly a description of 

expression or gestures often functions like a cinematic 'close-up' and draws 

the reader close to the character. Th1rdly in the portraits of characters 

described above the narrator's rhetoriopersuades the reader by a skilfUl use 
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ot irony and metaphor wh1cb have nothing at all to do with the dramatio analogy. 

So far I have been implying that James used thumb-na1l portraits to supple­

ment bis dramatic technique. But in fact he could have found a. precedent tor 

them in the lI1"lt1ngs of Gyp. In I.e Ma.ria.ge de Chitton (1894), a novel which 

is verT close in subject to The Awkward A.r$, ChUfon is a ;young girl who has 

just reached marriagable age. As in the case of Nanda she experiences a 

contl1ot between her a.f'tection (tor her Uncle Marc) and the sooial requirements 

ot marr!a8e. Again just like The A\vkward A{"t!, the narrator demonstrates 

Iympathy tor Chiffon (because she is so wlnerable) and condemns her mother's 

lell'1shness& 

Ent1ch;e de nobleBse - et d'argent aussl, depu.1a qu'ella en avait, -
aJ.mant pardessus tout la panache at lao pose. elle ne pardonna.1 t pas 
a la petIte COr.1se [Chilton] una sim~licite at une rondeur qulalle 
ne comprer.alt point. n'ayant ;pas, a proprement pa.rler, de type 
determine, la marquise 8' en eta! t cree un a. beauooup d'images 
diverses et banales. Ella avait appris a. parler au theatre at (a 
penser dans les romans. Et comma ella n'a.vait. au tond, nulla 
finesse de sentiments n1 de sensations, elle appliqua.1t mal ce qu'elle 
ne comprenait pas trea bien, et ~ivait - lorsqu'elle youlaJ.t .e 
montrer tragique, par exemple - a des effets d'un comique intense qui 
provoquaient chez Chilfon des crises de folle ga1et6.2~ 

Ber mother is a J?Oseuse, demonstratina' as consoiously thea.trioal a JlUU'lller as the 



as the characters in The Awkward Ae;e. She is con1'u8ed about her values 

(muddling 'noblesoo'with 'argent') and crudely comic in assembling her publio 

manner from miscellaneous theatrical and rictional images. The narrator is 
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quite categorical'that she lacks 'finesse de sentimenta' and implies, aa does 

the narrator in The Awkward A.";8. that mazmer must demonstrate inner substance. 

Henri Fellissier argues that the French 'dialogu1stes' were moralists in expos-

1ng the superficiality or their characters and that 'toute leur pSY'ehologie 

consiste dans le noeud de leur cravate et dana 1& nuance de leur gilet'. ,0 
AlthOUGh the irony is at times muted, this comment can be applied direotlY' to 

the descriptions in The Awkward Af~. 

It the descriptions or cha.ra.cters are evaluative, so also are the descript­

ions ot place in the novel. From Urs. 13rookenham' s windows we gain a. back 

view or the Crescenta ' ••• a medle;r or smoky brick and spotty stucco. ot other 

undressed backs. of glass invidiously 0Pl4ue. ot roots and chimney-pots and 

stables wmaturally near' (p.29). In this brier evocation the na.rra.tor halt­

personiries the houses to Cive a metaphorical surnmar,y of the London characters. 

They have a discontinuity between their beautiful frontage (the sooial surrace) 

and their sordid backs (the real moral sub s tanoe ) • 

'By oontrast the composition ot Mertle (at the opening or Book Five) is 

more solidly specUio and so, by implication, . the place is morally superior to 

the Crescent. The narrator's view-point ranges slowly and absorbedly over 

the grounds and then breaks out into a rhapsodic notation ot 'old rooms, with 

old decorations that gleamed and gloomed through the hiGh windows, ot old 

gardens that squared themselves in the wide angles ot old walls' (p.152). 

Similarly lir. Lollo~on's countr,r house at :Beccles is pioturesque and idyllic. 

an enolosed product or 'the mild ages' (p.253). The stress on a....,rre is partly 

nostalgic but also asserts the values or continuity. ease and eeneral amenity.' 

In these country houses Nanda reels tree and ind.ependent tor the tirst time in 

her lUe, an iJ:lportant index or their symbolism. As in The Srolls the narrator 

contrasts ditferent values to;>oeraphically. setting the oountry houses ",nainst 

the typical London interior or Tishy Crendon's home, tor example, which looka 
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foreign (it. et71e i. French) and lurid. :Becclea b7 contrast is natural 1D 

the sense that it hAs crow'out or the put vithout betne torclb17 mdemJ.zed. 

"J.tchy reeo.711zes that to a cert<11n extont !!r. toned,on II bis houte, t..'1en:by 

maklne- expllcl t what the deaeription haD alrea.d,. EU&,..-.eoted. Tbere arlit perhaps 

bIoe1"2:phical undertones in JatlaS'S loea.t1on ot valuo In tho country house 

because in June 1899 be move-.:! out or London to Lamb House, nye, c.nd ber;a,n 
}1 . 

diota.ting ~8 Avk\rM1"'~ At;e later that summer. The nonl "as the tirat major 

vork to be written at bi. new boCG, and James uced & }Jhotocr:.:;·x;h ot Lamb House 

as the frontispiece tor the Naw York LU tion. In all the descriptive exacple • 

• 0 tar cODsidered the narrator ~ee8ts a perspective tor the reader to adopt. 

Jam8'·. original idOti tor the novel vas a..a n. 'picture ot ccntcmpouy mannen' 

eontrutinZ continental fond llleliGh w.ys ot br1.nt,""i.n,; up (,uls, al thou.?l 

1n1 t!all)' he only pl.::med it to be a £l'I..ort stOr.T in the A. t.."tenneum.,2 In the 
••• 1 __ 

finished r..ovel howcTeX' thi. contrast 1s secondary'to that bowcen the e~r­

ated sophistication of Lucld..nct.at1 Crescent o:nd the values ponson1tIed in M::r. 

In b1s notes tor !h.e Awhr~ A!"f!. James rerers to l;anM in prorrietlU')" terma 

&8 'a little lAdy' and the nnrrator develope this l.rnpllcit to the rr.,zllsh 1nq 

ot u~br1nc:1nc)' \r.ben ve tlrat Bee .A...,"1,;1e, the Duohesa'D lCl1\';hter. &he 18 

described. ns a b4twt1!ul object, distinotive but unna.turally childish. She 1. 

literally an accescoZ')' to her cother, a 'little ivory princecs' (p.72) decora­

tlve to behold but not a reoJ. pert:on. And it 18 1Jn;:>ort:::nt tor the narrator 

to describe I,:ertle directly when Aa;1e is J)rEIsent 1n order to underline her 

toW l:wk of rosponsivt'nCss to the p 1 ace • 131 contrnet r.onda. ha:l a 

.trcmg persona.li't7 and. a t;enu1rut 8Im~)1Iclt,' since, \mlike the other more 

theatr1cal IOOJ:lbers or ~ck1ne;he.r.l Crescent, she is \ma.ble to ~1...1.Y' ~ I6ri. 

Once o.eaJ.n t.~eno dencriptivv det.:,ulo sueccst that the prorerence tor !l~nd& baa 

been J:IOI.!e right from the bec;1nn1n,:: ~.nd that the novel deronstrnteB the cons .. 

quencco or the tvo social ;practioes, rather th.o.n spooulaU~ a.a to ,,'bleh 1. the 

be,t one. 



At times the narrator imitates the perspectives of Buck1.ne,nam Crescent, 

but with an ultima. tely ironic purpose. In Book. One we encounter Longdon 

through Vanderbank's eyes I 

Be wore neither whisker nor moustache, and seemed to carr,y in the 
flicker of bis quick brown eyes and the positive sun-play of his 
smile even more than the equivalent of what might, superficially 
or stupidly, elswhere be missed in himJ which was mass, substance, 
presence - what is vulgarly called importance. He bad indeed no 
presence, but be had somehow an effect. ne might almost bave been 
a priest ••• (p.3) 

Bere the n.::uTator uses Vanderbank's perspective as a mask to attack conventional 

social expectations that Longdon should have a presence. The description i8 

rather vague and forced. because the narrator is attempting to brinl; out special 

elusive qualities in him. In the event Longdon tends to be treated by 

Bucldngbam Crescent as it he were a fasc1nat1.ng and novel phenomenon, a 

different reaction from that mlder attack but an equally superficial one. 

Vanderbank's perspective i8 used here because he is one of the most intelligent 

members of his set. Indeed in the preface to The PrinceAA CaAaTMaei!llCl James 

surprisingly included. him in his elite or sensitive , perceivers' .34 

several ot the BuCk1neham Crescent set have blatantly mercenary relation­

ships with ea.ch other. Harold Drookenham (I·fre. :Brookenham's elder son) 

receives regular rinancial backing from Mr. Cashmore. And to ironize this 

connexion the narrator briefly imitates his (lIarold's) euphemistic mannerl 

~rience was to be taken as showing that one mlOlt get a five-pound 
note as one got a li~t for a cigarette. but one had to check the 
friendlY' impulse to ask tor it in the same way-. (p.118) 

nere the sarcasm cuts two wa.y-s. On the one hand Casbmore, weak deepi te his 

large size, has made himself a convenience bY' being so ready to give. On the 

other hand Harold has become so used to 'borrowing' that he sees it as cood 

manners. The na.rra. tor displays mock-e.dmira. tion tor his skill and urbanity, 

imitating the verr nexions or his speech. 

In his survey of Victorian fiction J. llillio Miller areues that the 

typical Viotorian narrator expresses the author's collective notion or sooietyl 



[the narrators or Dickens, Georce Eliot and Trollo:pe] move wi thin 
the coIllllUIli ty. They identU7 themeel ves with a human a.wareness 
which is eTel'."l""'here at all times within the world ot the novel. 
This awareness surrounds and permeates each individual human mind 
and there tore ~~ able to know it perfectly from the inside, to 
live its life. 

By contrast the narrator in The Awkward Aea imitates the perspectives of 

members ot the novel's societ,y tor ironic and parodic effect. The narrator 

comes close to Longden in representing a dyi.ng and embattled set ot values 

which are becoming more and more difficult to sustain. lIe is not so much a 
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spokesman as a diao'lostician ot wbat is wro~ with contempora.r;y sophistication •. 

"'h118 the latter proposition is largely true, at times it is questionable 

and a consideration of why this is the ease will conclude this section. The 

narrator's comments are not unique to him. They are taken over by characters 

in discussing themselves. So his theatrical references are echoed by Mrs. 

:Brook when she declares ! WI otten feel as if I were a circua-woman. in pink 

tights and no particular skirts, riding halt a dozen hcrses at once"' (p.141). 

The :BuckinOlam Crescent Bat are described at one JlOint as the 'votaries ot 

that temple of analysis' (p.265). This raises a serious critical problem. 

In so tar as they go in for analysis they display the same ldnd. of mental 

alertness as the narrator and it becomes proportionately more difficult to 

distinguish between them. 

Similarly terms like 'bea.ut1tul' and 'wonderful' are used throughout the 
... 6 
novel b7 the cba.racters.3 ~ut during' an excha.nge between IUtcby' and 11rs. 

Brook the narrator borrows this terminology. The subject under discussion i8 

the relationship between Vanderbank and !Janda. 

'Have you charged her with it?' Mitch7 demanded with a cou.raee that 
amounted to high gallantry. It inspired. on the spot, his 
interlocutress, and her own, of as fine a quality now as her 
diplomacy. •• (P. 70) , 

v' \ r r· "-

The two characters are competing with each other as to who can be the mo-st 
~o. 

generous towards Vsnderbank and it seems here that the narrator is dazzled by 

their style. There is no hard ironic edee to his comments. On the contrary 

he appears to commend their scruple, and elsewhere, particularly in connexion' 



with l~s. Drookenham. the narrator alJpears to tind urbanity an end in itselt. 

The moral torms ot the action then becomes seriously blurred. 

Perhaps because ot such details Carl lIelson has arcued that the narrator 

is a kind of showman who sets out to dupe the readera 
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In The Awkward Ar;e, the cca:::;ure of intellicence is not in the narrator, 
who damns himself with his participatory tervor, but in James's irony 
that reveals his slJokesman's inadeq:uaQil throuc;h the various modes ot 
rhetorical revelation sketched above.~·{ 

The narrator, he suggests, is unreliable because he succests possibil1t1es 

only to confuse the reader, not to clarity events. lNhat disqualifies Nelson' I 

argument is a fundamental inability to identtr,y the narrator's rhetoric. nia 

examples ot narratorial activity are virtually all taken from the novel's 

dialogue Sl'ld, although he makes interesting points about recurring llhra.seology t 

he tails to bring torward any evidence to show that the narrator is in fact 

unreliable. It is extremely rare to find examples where dialogue contradicts 

narrative comment. One comes dur~ a discussion between Lonedon and 

Vanderbank when they are considerinc whether the latter m1eht IIltUT3' :tla.nda.. 

Longdon probes 

'You've no strong enough impulse - l' His f'riend met him with 
admirable ca.ndour. 'Wouldn't it seem that it I had I would by 
this time have taken the jump?' (p.206) 

The elliptical tenses which Vanderbank uses show tha.t he is being tar from 

candid. He 1s extremely defensive and careful not to let his marriaee to 

Nanda. materialize beyond hypothesis. But this is only a detail and an 

unusual one. For the most part the narrator's comments are reliable and 

authoritative, even though they are ostensibly tentative. 

(111) 

Eban :Bass has pointed out that the scenes which centro on Longdon are tar 

less objectlfied than those dealing with the :Bucld.nebam Crescent set.30 And 
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the same can be said for most of the scenes which focus on Nanda.. 130th are 

special characters. Nanda is the protagonist and Longdon the representative 

of alternative (and preferable) values. Dut also neither of them is as adept 

sooially as an"! of Mrs. 13rook's oircle, and so for these two reasons they 

receive mON narrative comment than the other characters. 

Des:pi te his importance in the novel, Lonedon is not mentioned at all in 

James's notebooks. Leon Edel arcues that there are strong autobiographical 

features in LoZ1t;.nUon over and above the similarity between :Beccles .a.nd Lamb 

House already discussed.39 And T~ Tanner sees him as a kind of deus ex 

maohina. whereb"! James oould rescue l~anda from undervaluation. 40 One of the 

qualities whiCh ~~on re:presents is romantio idealism and his main testi­

monial in this direction is his love for Lady Julia, Mrs. Brook's mother. 

:But we have to take this information on trust from the chara.cters' dialogue, 

not from the narrator. The latter bolsters his stature by sU&t:>'9stin8 

different roles for him in the novel. So he has a priestly manner, which 

hints at his :piety and celibacy. ~~e.n discussing marriau~ with Vanderbank he 

performs the !'unction of a judge ('~.r. Loncdon ••• had. mounted to the hien bench 

and sat there as if the judea were now in his proper place" I'p.202-20,). ne 

is a judge because, b"! trying to make Vanderbank decide one way- or the other 

about Nanda, he is in effect accusing his compa...'l1on of temporizing and evasion. 

"'hen referring to Loncdon's relationship with Lady Julia the narrator displays 

a solicitude which at times becomes cloying. So when Lo~cdon sees a photo­

graph of Yanda who bears a strong resemblance to her srandmother, the narrator 

comments 'he moved about ••• gently, as if with a sacred awe' (p.109). thereb7 

eChoing the religiose language or the other characters. 

:Because toned-on is an outsid~r he has some of Nt1llda.'s siml'11citr. and 

tends to take a wide-eyed view of the metropolitan moralit.y he encounters. 

The narrator turns this to comedy by emphasizinB" Lollt:,."Clonts use of his 'nippers' 

(his pince-nez) which invariably ~su.?.gests either surprise or disapproval. 

And when the Duchess unashamedly proclaims that she would do ~1n~ for her 
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child, the narrator conveys Longdon's reaction through comically concrete meta-

phors: 

lir. Loncdon's impenetrability crashed like glass at the elbow-touch 
of this large, handsome, practised woman, who walked for him, like 
some brazen pa..."'an eoddess, in a cloud of queer lecend. (p.177) 

This comparison, unfortunately rare, helps to counter-a.ct the exaevr-erated air 

of portentousness which surrounds Lonu""lion. It cucgests that the Duches. 

appears like a figure out of a story-book and is very reminiscent of sWlar 

1ma.l;es in '·!hat l-raieie Knevl. The main source of the humour in this instanoe 

is that although Lono~on caretull~ cultivates a manner, he still retains 80m. 

child-like qualities of wonderment. 

Both Lo~~on and Nanda tacitly recognize that the kind of sophisticated 

dialoeue which takes place at 13uck.J.n€,ham Crescent 1s an inadequate vehicle tor 

express~ their fee11no~. So the moments of greatest warmth between them 

come through non-verbal cOmmunication, throUGh a look or a gesture. ObYiously 

this cannot be expresae~ through dialogue and so the narrator takes particular 

care to describe their OXIlressions. During their first conversa.tion together 

Nanda makes the following impression on him: 

It was reallT reflected in his quick brown eyes that she altematel;y 
drew him on and warned him oft, but also that wl;la t they- were begirming 
tlOre and more to make out was an emotion ot her own trembl~ there 
beneath her tension. (pp.116-117) 

The narrator hints at Lon(;don'. kindness (in his e)"8s), but, even more import-

antl;y, points out that Langdon is now begirming to see the em()tion which lie8 
. F-'-'( l '.!-'1': (' : 

beneath the girl's superficially self-confident manner/Longdon then pertorms a 
/\ 

crue1al f'unCtion in giving the reader access to hidden areas or Nanda's 

personality through the mediation of the narrator. Or alternatively he some­

times supplies a perspeotive for giving a summary ot her situation. Both Aggie 

end Nanda strike Longdon as lambs going to the 'great shambles of life'. But 

wherea.s Aggie is totally unconscious, 'the other strucgled with instincts and 

forebodincS, with the suspicion of its doom and the far-bome scent, in tho 

nowery tields, ot blood' (p.100). T'nis excerpt comes from a long passace 



... here the narrator unambiguously 'goes behind' Longdon in order to summarize 

the situation of two girls. In his deallno~ ... ith Na.nda.~LoIlo~on increases the 

reader's engagement with her as a character. But here his attempt to inject 

a. note of u:rgency about her fate is unsuccessful because the expression i8 so 

vaeue and melodramatic. 

There are, to conclude, two pivotal scenes in the novel, both centering 

on Nanda, where the narrator describea the setting in considerable detall. 

One is when she is at :Beccles. The garden is a 'nurse to reverie' (p.253) 

and bas a protective and timeless quality a.bout it, as U lranda were somehow 

outside the transience of life. Dut the house's a.ttractions are severe17 

lim! ted. Kanda. sees many of Longdon' s possessions (as if the house were a. 

bea.utiful museum) and they give her plea.sure, part17 from the novelty. The 

fact that her main activity is with thinss, however, underlines ber isolation. 

And this is broUlht out even mol."e clearly in the last book where £he bids 

Vanderbank fare ... ell. The narrator here once again uses description as a kind 

of comment. lie notes her books, her ornaments, the details of her turniture. 

and the row of photographs in order to contrast her material prosperity with 

ber emotional impoverishment. With the one exception of Longdon her friend­

ships have now become reduced to memories encapsula. ted in souvenirs (the 

photographs) • 

Similarly when Vander bank is present ... i th her, their exchange is not 

presented in scenic tems, because as Carl nelson has noted, vhat is no~ said 

41 
is tar more important than vhat is. Hence the narrator concentrates our 

attention on posture and movement, 

lIe continued to talk, he took th.ings up and put them down. l~anda 
sat in her place. vhere her stillness, fixed and colourless, 
contrasted with his rather flushed freedom ••• (p.}74) 

137 this sta,ee in the novel the narrator can draw on our ability to interpret 

appearances. He does not need to spell out that Vanderbank uses small-talk 

and l'Ointless movement to gloss over his emba.rra.ssment that he has not asked 
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Nanda. to marry him. She by contrast, bitterly disappointed in her love, sits 

in silence, pale and immobile almost as it she herself has become a photograph. 

The narrator's descriptions in this scene are thus important to round orr the 

novel on a negative note of absence and loss, contrasting ironically with 

Vanderbank's 'freedom'. By concentrating on the visual the narrator under­

states l;e..nda.' s ul tiI:late plieht. 

Despite the fact then that James was using a. method in The AwY.wnrd Ac;e 

which seems to exolude a narrator, in fact he performs 1mportant functions in 

defining our attitudes to characters, in describina locations, gesture, 

expression, etc. Altho1.l{;h the sca.le of Ms activities 1s reduced, he retains 

many conventional narrative functions, concentrat1ncr above all on the visual. 

The Av,kw::trd A~ 1s an extreme example of James's technical rleour at work, 

but his next novel, The Saqred Foun~, makes an absolute contrast in its 

tortuous subjectivity. 



Chapter 8 

• The Sacred FOm'lt' 

(i) 

It The Awkward Aee was striving tor a scenic objectivity', The Sacred 

'ount seems at times to go to the opposite extreme. Planned originally as 

.. abort stor,y, it grew during composition and is unique amoll8 James'. works 

in being the only tull-length novel he wrote in the tirst-person.1 Its 

peculiarity' ot eubject and the nature ot the narrator have batned critics 

and d1 videa them more or less evenly between taldng the novel at tace. value 

and ta.k1ng it as a portrayal ot obsession. 

CertaJ.nl.y it would seem strange that James cast the novel in the tirst 
2 

person when we bear in mind his vocitereus criticisms ot that mode. But 

the contradiction i. more apparent than real since James attacud extended 

autobiographical tiction like David Coppertield. The Sacred Fount, by 

contrast, gives us minimal 1nf'ormation about the narrator. We know nothing 

ot his paat, occupation, etc.; and, llke the narrators ot 'The J.8pern Papers' 

and 'The Turn ot the Screw', he has no name. Again like the two earlier 

works, The Sacred Fount shows the narrator progressively revealing himselt 

in an unconscious way so that he i8 as much the novel', subjeot as the events' 

which unfold betore the reader. The tact that the Il8.r'rB. tor has no name or 

pa:st to speak ot suggests that James i. not ooncerned in thi. novel with 

character in the conventional sense ot antecedents, economic position, etc. 

The narrator's 'character' as such is rigidly limited to certain intellectual 

propensities and to his prOcedures dur1ng'the novel. In '1'be Turn ot the 

Screw' the workings ot the governess's mind come to dominate the action and 

this is even more true ot The Sacred Fount because events are reduced to a 

min'mum. Alao the time-span ot the novel is severt).ylimited. It only 

covers a weekend gathering at N8lIm3.rCh. a country house. 

One ot the novel's earliest critic8, Wilson FoUett, argues rightly 



that the narrator's sensibility dominates the action, but then jumps to the 

conclusion that he is James himselt. examining his 0\01%1 practice as a writers 

'It is Henr,y James deliberately tur.n1ng a searchlight on Henr.y James.' He 

suggests that the nevel is a parable which dramatizes in Summa.r;y' James's 

phllosopiv ot tiction.. Hence the tact that the na.rra tor is not named should 

be a warning to the reader I 

, 

The wam1ng is emphasized by the further circumstanoe that the 
'I' ot the ato17 is patently Henry James in propria persona, 
undiSguised and unashamed - anothe: tlatl)r impossible breach of 
hi8 basic principles as an artist.' 

In hi8 eftorts to work out a pattern in the events he obsenes, Follett 

argues, the narrator is being James's pertect novelist. Follett concedes 

that there is. an element of tarce in the narrator's exaggeration but pays 

little attention to it. 

His assessment is expliCitly followed six years later by R.P. BlaCkmur 

who sees the novel as the ~llmination of a series ot ghost stories, and who 

praises its unique intensity -

•••• in The Sacred Fount there is a relish of detail, a ~8ion 
ot attentiveness, a specific pride ot free achievement, which 
together give a tone ot independent, unassailable maste%7 to all 
but the last pa&es of the book. 4 . 
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Blackmur is less detinite than Follett in Identit,ylng the narrator with James, 

but he locates the novel's intensity in the prehensile quality of the 

Jmagjnation, in its ettort ot 'unmitigated attention'. 
~. 

Both Blackmur and Follett refer to James's prefaces in their discus8ions 

to corroborate their interpretations ot the narrator's overall tone, but 

their ident1tication of him with James - whither explicit or implicit - raises 

seriOUS critical obstacles. In the first place Follett tries parado.xicall)r 

to combine two noticna - one ot James speaking out directly, end the other 

ot him scrutinizing himself. The latter makes verT little sense without 

positing a persona, a dramatic projection ot himselt which can be the object 

ot James's scrutin1. Follett implioitly otters one when he describes the 

narrator as James's ·pertect novelist', but he never reallyrecognizea the 
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distinction. 

~lackmur's article is considerably more oomplex although be tollows the 

basic lines ot Follett's argument. Its main weakness can be seen from the 

passage quoted.. He gives no acknowledgement to the tact that the novel is a 

tirst-person narrative, and so his discussion constantly leaves us unoerta.1n 

whether be is talking about the quality ot the narrator's mind or ot James's. 

lly blurring the two together he ~sts that James's views oon be deduoed 

tram· part ot the novel (the narrator) instead ot tram the whole wrk (dialogue, 

5 irony, etc.). When 13l.a.ckmur states that The Sacred Fmmt antioipates much 

modem tiction in its tormal innova tiona he appears to have in mind a work 
. 6 

such as Joyce's A Portrait ot the Artist as a YO'\.U'lg Man. In tact James's 

novel, I shall argue, is by no means as objectively achieved as this 

comparison would suggest. 

The tirst chapters ot The Saored Fount consist ot dramatically realized 

scenes which control the narrator's eager curiosi t7 about the other characters. 

On his wa::I to Newma.roh by traJ.n he meets two other guests, Gilbert Long and 

I.a.dy John. Lon8 strikes him as remarkably changed (partly because he 

recoe:nizes the narrator in a tlattering W8.7), and in the course ot their 

conversat1on the narrator learns that Mrs • .Brissenden, their boat, 

1s also imprond. Thia information is reUa.ble since it emerges throu&b 

dialogue, and is balanced by two further conversa tiona which confirm that 

Mr. 13rissenden ('poor Bries') and Yoay Server (another guest) have both aged 

lurpr1singly. These tacta provide the narrator with the raw material tor 

propounding his theor,y ot the sacred tOuntl name17, that in any relation­

ship one partner dominates the other and draws bis rita! energy from him. 

This is the 'law' which the narrator triea to con.tim once and tor all in 

the course ot the novel. 

But the open1n8 chapters do more than provide 1ntormation. They 

augg8st a none too tlattering perspeotive on the narrator himself. For 

inStance be expla!ns the sacred tount theo17 to Ford Obert, a painter, 1n 



the following wayl-

':But the sacred fount is like the greedy man's description 
ot the turkE!7 as an "awkward" cUnner dish. It may be 
sometimes to0.;nuch tor a sinzle share. but it's not enough 
to go round.' 

The analoS)" makes his theory sound grotesque to the point ot absurcU t7, but 

the narrator never 1mag1nes what sort ot reactions he might cause in other 

people. Gilbert Lang shows considerably less patience than Obert, 

especially when thE!7 are discussing 13rissenden. The narrator leads Long 
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on, col'17 retusing to sta.te ~ explicitl;r. Instead ot being illuminated 

however, Long becomes &nnQ7edl-

[the narrator] 'You don't Bee ~?' 
'Nothing.' 
'Not what everyone else must?' 
'no, confound you!' 

I already telt that, to be BO tortuous, he must have had a 
reason •••• (p.25) ., 

The comedy here grows out ot the narrator' 0 retusa.l to accept that Long 

simply doesn't see~. He is already so wrapped up in his theory that 

he imputes his ow hype~btlety to other cb.a.ra.oters, and he ironically 

accuses Long ot his own ralling - or beinJ tortuous. 

Scenes such as these put the reader in a superior position where be 

can see the narrator's weaknesses. Pointedly 1ron1c comments from·~ 

John and 13rissmake It clear that the na.rra.tor has & reputation tor clever­

ness and ~st. that M£q Server. one ot the 'victims' who he is trying to 

scrutinize, is actually a.traid ot him. Although he laughs this ott, these 

two details give the reader important hints not to accept the Darrator's 

version ot events. Since he is our main access to these events the only 

avenue by which we could receive alternative intormation is through dialogue. 

Initially then we are led to suspect the narrator's selt-confidence, 

and this links The Sacred Fount with earlier tales cast in the first-person. 

D.H. Reiman has shown, tor instance, that the narrator in 'The Author of 

Beltra!tlo' (1884) attributes the 'aesthetio gospel' to the writer Mark 



Ambient when really he himself is far more committed to the notion ot art tor 

art's sake. a And the sources of our distrust towards the narrators of 'The 
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Aspem Papers' and 'Tho Turn ot the Sorew' have been discussed earlier. 

Similarly in The Sacred Fount the narrator :pe~ists in th1nk1ng that the other 

cha.ra.oters are out-doing him in cleverness and caloula tion. This takes him 

ultimately to the point where he is no loncer capable of recoen1zinc normal 

utterances for what they are. Everything, even the most trivial details, 
" 

becomes evidence tor his theory. 

1be sU&bnestions that the narrator is encrossed in his own cleverness are 

bome out by his patronizing attitude towards the other characters. Long is 

described as a 'fine piece ot human .f'urn1ture' (p.2); and Lndy John is 

submitted to a medley of ironic metaphors: 

She \las like a hat - with one of fa-s. Bries' s ha. t-pins - askew on 
the bust ot Virgil. Her ornamental information - a.s strong as a 
coat of fu.m1 ture-polish - almost knocked you down •••• Che cracked. 
tor m::I benefit, as maJ:ly jokes and turned as many somersa.ults as 
might bave baen expected; (pp.16-17) 

We have already met this kind of reduotive satire in The Spoils, Jr"",1.1eie, and 

The Awkwe,rd Age. The narrator here ridicules Lady John's social manner a.s 

inept. She is too consciously trying to gain etfect and so reminds him of a 

circus performer. Dut his egotism comes out in assuming that she is 

perfo~ just tor his beneti t. Throughout the novel he takes a disparaging 

and aloof attitude towards the other characters' behaviour. 

This confidence in his own superiority is however offset by the need to 

get conr1rma.tio~ that his enterprise (to prove his theory) 'is not 'ignoble'. 

Ford Obert obligingly states that such a search is a 'high application of 

intelligence' providing that it is limited to 'psychologic evidence' (p.64). 

And when be talks to Graoe l3rissenden about hiB theor:r, she shows almost as 

milch exc1temen~ as h1.m3elf about it. Since she is certainly the most 

intelligent character atter the narrator, her interest reinforces the plaus­

ibility of his hypothesis. So, although there are s\lgo~etions that the 



narrator 1s too clever this should not be taken to discount his search for 

evidence that w111 prove the theory ot the cacred tount. 

Dur1.ng the course of the first cUq at Nwmarch the narrator, lr"JrB. Server, 

Lon8 and Obert gather in front of a painting in the ga.l1ery. As in The W1ne;s 

of the Dove. their conversation i8 ostensibly about the painting but in tact 

serves to reveal their cha.ra.cters, including the narrator's. The pa.1nting is 

described in the present tense and. with a directness which 1s not at all 

typical of the na.rra.torl-

The t1gure represented 1s a young man in black - a quaint. tight 
black dress, fashioned in y-ea.rs long past. with a paJ.e, lean, 
livid face and a stare, from eyes without eyebrows, like that ot 
some whitened old-world clown. In his hand he holds an object 
that strikes the spectator at first simply a8 some obscure, some 
amb1guous work or art, but that on a second view becomes a 
representation of a human face, modelled and coloured, in wax, in 
enamelled metal, in some substance not human. The object thus 
appears a complete mask, such as might have been fantastical1)" 
f1tted and worn. (p.54). 

Mrs. Server insists that the mask represents death whereas the narrator takes 

it to represent life. 'By crystall1zing such contrasts the painting tocuses 

IDSl17 later metaphors of disguise and artit1ce in the novel. In her 

exhaust1ve study- or The SaCred Fount J .F. 13lackall argues that this scene 1s 

the novel's symbo1io centre but then concludes that ':Brissenden and ~ 

[Server ] are simp1,. the emblems' or two kinds ot death'. 9 Once aga.1n it 1s 

not clear 1f she means that they- are emblems to the narrator or from the novel 

as a whole. The proposit1on is rmywa.y irrelevant to the tloene's centralit,' 

since the latter depends part1,. on the painting tocusing the many compar1sons 

ot cha.raoters to artetacts. 

The painting also reflects ironically on the narrator himself sinoe he 

more than &rrf other cha.raoter observes from behind a mask. There may' also 

be a glancing contemporary reterence to Deburan, the French pierret who became 

totall,. obsessed with his role. as the narrator does with his theory. Indeed 

at once point he compares himself to a pantaloon. Lastl,. the pa.1nt1ne i8 

extreme17 eniematic • It invites speculation but seems to deny ~ tinal 



interpretation. And this, to his chagrin. is the narrator's experience with 

the other cha.ra.cters. He is constantly tryinc to classify them according to 

his 'law'. but theY' never quite tit. In this way the portrait comments 

ironically on subsequent events in a way that the reader recogUzes ret~ 

spectively. but the narrator never does. 
1 

VirtuallY' all the critics of The Sacred Fount have described the novel 

as it it was tmitOrtl in texture. :But such is not the case. The tirst 

chapters and the conclud.in5 scenes frame the central body ot the novel with 

pa.ssages of dialogue which enforce a detached perspective on the narrator. 

In the central chapters this is very ditticul t to maintain and the very mode 

ot the narrative changes. 

(ii) 

In Chapter 6 and from Chapter 8 onwa.rda there is an important shitt in 

the novel's method. Instead ot unfolding in a situation the action now takes 

place in the narrator's mind. He becomes the subject as well as the vehicle 

ot the narrative. And this is quite consistent vith the rush ot impressions 

he received when tirst seeing the changes in Long. His perceptions generate 

a momentum ot thair own as well as an increasing tineasa, and they ooma to 

dominate the speed or the narrative. 

Bis desire to examina others is acted upon vi thout any. tho~t tor the 

emotional implica tiona or what ha does. either tor himsalt or tor others. So 

the possibility that he is in love vith May Sarver is not rejected, but 

accepted as a 'decent wrld.ng }qpothesis' (p.94); he never considers that 

her agitation mar be caused bY' hi. close observation or hera and similarly ha 

182 
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does not recognize the intimacy he achieves with r.rs. Eriss. an intimacy that 

could be misconstrued. 

The theory ot the sacred tount authorizes the narrator, as he thinks. to 

treat other characters as counters in an abstract pattem which he can arrange 

at will. His attitude to them is comparable with that ot a novelist to his 

raw material. .And this is an analogy which many critics have recognized. 

The anonymous reviewer ot The Cac;:ed Fount tor The Academy S'1l.{;8'estQd that the 

novel was James's 'ela.borate satire on himself' and that the narrator embodied. 

10 
in e~ted form. most ot James's 0'A'tl mazmerisms. Subsequently both 

r{1r1a.m Allott and Farker Tyler have compared the narrator's relation to 

Newmarch with the artist's relation to society'. and Tony Tanner has suggested 

that 'the narrator certainly epitomizes the artistic instinct tor James •• 11 

Newmarch is described by the narrator as. 'the great asylum of the finer 

wit' (p.91). But it the party eathered tor the weekend represents an elite 

ot sensibility the narrator is by implication in the god-like position ot 

ha.ving the most privileged knowledcge. He is the only one who really under­

stands the principle ot the fount and this oonsciousness bolsters his deta.ch­

ment trom the other chara.oters, espec1allr as he has no moral stake in the 

action. So, in a distorted war. he practises James's otten-repeated diotum 

that an author must be deta.ched from his materials. 

One ot the narrator's self-imposed rules is that be must not ask 

charaCters for direct confirmation of his theol.'7' This is beca.use the 

partiCipants in the sacred fount are unconscious of its process. but it i. 

also a war ot drawing out the deliOlts ot investigation. And. althaueh be 

agrees with Obert that he must not pl~ the detective. he nevertheless uses 

the vocabulary of deteotion. Be constantly figures himselt as beins • on the 

scent' of more evidenoe, and bunting for 'clues'. The act ot observation 

rapidly becomes a pleasurable end in itselt:-
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In resisted observation that was vivid thought, in inevitable 
thought that was vivid observation, through a succession, in short, 
ot phases in which I shall not pretend to distinguish one ot these 
elements tram the other, I tound myself' cher1shing the f'ru.1.t ot 
the seed dropped equally by Ford. Obert and by Mrs. Briss. (PP.92-9') 

The ver;( neatness ot the openin[; chiasmus points to the narrator's tascination 

wi th his own mental. processes. Indeed. the steps in his argument (. phases' ) 

ere so numorous that he rather conveniently abandons hope or describing them 

all to the reader. Despite his confidence, even in tt..1s passage there are 

undertones or tauto10Q" and evasion in the narrator's a.ccount. As P.M. 

Weinstein points out, he is constantly aware or the possible discrepanC1 between 

his hy,potheses end reality, but he protects himself' against such contradictions 

12 
by insisting on the privacr or his perceptions. 

From his detached vantage-point other cha.ra.cters seem unreal to the 

narrator. They are aeen as it through glass, or tixed as a series ot portraits 

in a. mental gallery. l-ray Server is described as • an old dead pastel under 

glasa' (p.50) I and later the characters are described as 'mere human beings'· 

(p.155) as it his theory were super-human. Even the ver:l atmosphere ot 

Newmarch is tluid end dense, a matter ot sh1lting colours and tones t which 

the narrator feels he can compose and re-compose at vill. 

Whenever he sees characters in postures which appear to contirm his theor:l 

the narrator experiences an intellectual .107, a dizzying surge or power. This 

becomes so strona that he even imagines be bas positioned the charaoters 

himself. So \/hen he sees ~la.y' Carver at the end or one or the ca.rden walks, 

he revels in his • 'Wizardry' • 'It 'Was exactly as it she bad been there by the 

operation ot my intelli€,"E!l1oe.' (p.128). At this same point he compares 

NO\lIll3XCh to a faJ.ry-tale world which fills him with wondement and deliO'lt. 

13y implication this gives him added licence to indulge in his s;peculationa. 

A similar sense ot power is experienced b1 the prota,conists ot In the Cae!, and 

'The Turn ot the Screw'. Both enjoy the temporary illusion ot dominating 

events and t~ to impose this sense on the other ohara.cters. 



The fairy-tale references are however ambiguous. Th~ hint at possible 

transformations (oomparable sa:y to the accelerated acing of 'poor Dries') 

which mig.ilt be taking place. But at the same time they raise the pocsibili ty 

for the reader that the narrator might be indulging in make-believe. 'Walter 

Isle argues that he becomes more and more 'romantio' (taking his terms from 

James's preface to The Ai.lerienn) as he losEls touch with rea.lity-.1 3 The 

narrator's pleasure in walking inside a fairy-tale could then rebound 

ironically- on himself because it could be a fairy-tale of his own invention. 

Again as in the two earlier works, the narrator experiences silent 

communication with Mrs. ~erver, end also projects 1.ma.ginary speech on to 

other cha.ra.cters. In all three \lorks this projected speech conforms 

absolutely- to the protagonist's wIShes. The narrator imagines a tragio 

speech by l<1rs. Server where she tacitly admits to him that ahe is doomed to 

be the victim of her partner. And later, durin« the concluding Bcene with 

Mrs. :ariss, he imagines an excha:l.ge between her and Gilbert Long, the dominant 

partners ot the two couples in question. In the cas. ot Mrs. Server he 

introduces the speech by- statiDgl ' ••• here tollows somethiDg of the sense 

that I should have made them form' (p.140). The arroganoe ot the word 'made' 

testities to the aggrandizing direction ot the narrator's activity. He is 

not content merely to observe. He must dominate and in a sense Bt~ 

the chal:e.cters under scrutiny - especially :folay Server. 

Weinstein argues that the narrator wishes to uncover the truth and at 

the same time protect the victims, and suggests that this desire to protect 

is an essential link with James himselt:-

••• they both seek a relation through which they can c1ve and 
protect, rather than merely- take and expose. The limited point 
ot view, increased stress on surfaces, and a greater ability to 
suegest depths of significance through judicious details - these 
are a.'1long the tormal techniques by which protection is achieved. 14 

weinStein'S argument is tha.t the narrator wishes to protect l1ay Server once 

he haS satisfied himself that she is a viotim just as James proteots hie own 



charaoters. This chimes in with the narrator's stated attitude, but doesn't 

explain the contradictions within it. His notion ot t}'rOtectiont is totally 

artificial because his real interest in r.a:y ferver is in penetrat1n.:; to her 

most private feelinGs. To this end he resolutely doCS her footsteps through­

out the whole weekend. And he is only willinz to extend to her his sympath7, 

tor what that is worth, provi~ tha.t she con!'orma to the role which he has 

chosen for her. In an ironio sense his ver:! descriptions of her drain oft 

her vitality as it the narrator himself was partlcipatins in the cacred tount 

process. 

At the same time as he is pi't71nc l".rs. Server, he recognizes that he must 

ene;a.g8 in her 'provldentlal supervlslon' (p.153). And he refers to himse1! 
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&s Erissenden's 'providence, his effective omniscience' (P.169). So what the 

narrator describes as bis 'sympe.tr>.y' tor the victims is really the Q11Jmination 

ot his Denae of power. Even when Lady Jolm atta.cks him tor act1nc as a tal •• 

providence, he ehrucs otf her criticism as mere 19norance on ber part. L.C. 

»urns, perhaps t~h1s lead from this episode, sees the narrator as defeated 

by life in the person of r.rs. Eriss when she dismisses his theories as nonaense.15 

In these terms the novel becomes partly a ca.utionarj" tale aca1nst the adoption 

ot such a providential role. 

The narrator's ul t1mate egotism can be seen in his references to the play' 

or his intelligence. In James's own critical writings the term 'play' connotea 

the avoidance of prescriptlon, but to the narra. tor his acti vi ty is simply a 

u;une. 'Play' tor him succests irresponsibility. Indeed he himself states 

that his obsession bega.~ at Newcarch and will be lett behind at the close ot 

the weekend. ilis pursuit ot cha.racters c.own the earden alleys becomes a game 

of cat-and-mouse and during dinner he indulges in guessing l'lrs. Drissend.en'a 

movements without looking at her. This onC8 &c.-aJ.n is repea.t1nc the a.ctions 

or the teleo:ap~st of In the Ca.r;e and the severneso in 'The Turn of the Screw'. 

Qui te consistent with his delusion or havinc a.rre.need the characters, the 

narrator even i.Jna,g1nes that the1 are porfom1.ng a play for bis private 



amusement: -

••• every actor in the play that bad so un~ectedly insisted on 
constituting itself for me sat torth as with an intimation that 

. they were not to be so easily disposed of. It was as if there 
were some last act to be performed before the eurta.1n could 
fall. (p.167). . 

In effect this impression converts Y.rs. l3rissenden t s party into someth.ing 

specifically directed towards the narrator. The thea.tre t.naloey' then is ta:r 

trom being simply decorative. It disPla:s his e&'Oti~I:l end points also to 

his suspense. He is ~onstantll e:q>ect1ne' a cl1ma.x, an ultimate exposure or 

confrontation, which never comes. l·!rs. Brissenden's t1nal dismissal ot his 

theory is the cruellest irony of all because it is pure bathos. 

Once again the narrator's egotism is not unique to James's fiction ot 

this period. In 'Broken Winu"'S'. a tale or 1900 also dealing with a weekend' 

party, the pro~"'On1st is just as passive and contemplative as the narrator ot 

The Sacred Fount. He too 1ma.g1nes the scene a.s a sta.ce set just tor him. 

And in 'The Coxon Fund' (1894). the narrator professes sympathy tor Frank 

Sal tram's tallure as a writer but converts the spectacle into a private 
16 

entertainment. These examples sucgest that the narrator in The Sacred 

Fount. displays, in an exa.cserated form, an egotism common to other protagonists 

or James's work in the 1690's. 

One possible reason why the tount theory attracts the narrator so much 

is that it relieves the monotony or the weekend. party. He shows a. restless­

ness at the social restrictions to which they are all subjectedl-

We were all so tine and rormal, and the ladies in particular a.t 
once so little and so much clothed, so betlounced yet so denuded, 
that the summer stars called to us in vain. \{e h.a.d iOlored them 
in our crystal cage, among our tinkling lamps, no more !ree really 
to aliOlt than it we had been clashing in a locked railway-train 
across a lovely land. (p.199) 

He 7ea%T!s briefly tor a romantic simplioity but tacitly aCknowledGes that it 

is as inaccessible to him as to the other guests. His attitude towards their 

heightened social decorum 1s ot course ironio but this does not justify a.n 

interpretation ot the novel as a social sa.tire. In two artioles W.13. Stein 
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argues that the narrator is a parody ot late Viotorian sooial hypocrisy.17 

stein shows convincingly that The Sacred Fount demonstrn.tea (but not parodies) 

m3n7 qualities typical or the turn or the centur,r but it is far too introverted 

a work to be described as a satire, since it has very little direot sool~\ 

referenoe. 

Tbe narrator. as I have been arcu1ne, becomes obsessed with his theory' 

and his obsession becomes the novel's subject. llany critics have acreed that 

his single-minded pursuit or 'evidence' is freaJdsh in the extreme, and that 
18 

be tends towards solipsism. By the end of the novel his theory has become 

80 flexible that it is capable or aocommodating even the moat contradictor,r 

material. As his ~rojection of 1maetnary speech s~~sts. the narrator 

becomes almost indifferent to external evidence. James offers no backo~und 

psychological information that would explain his motives in this tendenc.y, 

but the novel does make it clear that the narrator cains confidence by t~ 

upon bimselt the llrerot;a.tives of an artist, particularly of no novelist. therebY' 

reducing his surroundings to disposable material. 

At the bee1nning of this discussion I ~~sted that Follett and Blackmur 

were mistaken to identify the narrator ot The Sacred FO\Ul1 too closely with 

James. And yet similarities do exist. At times the narrator adopts the 

practices of a Jcmesl~ novelist in particular. Firstly. like James in his 

critioism and prefaces, be reters to his narrating aotivities throUGh an 

a.na.lozy with painting. Rei describes hiL'lseU as the 'painter of my stat.' 

(p.93) end puts a E;eneral stress on the visual throughout the novel. ",The 

viS1lAl however is his point of departure, since be is consta.'ltly trying to 

formulate the law which lies behind people's relationships. Since the 

'fount-relationshiP' is in t~ hidden by social decorum the narrator can 

only' ascertain bis law at two removes. This is an eXa&.crerated torm of 

James's 0'WIl practice since in 'The Art of Fiction' be pra.1sed the method of 

suggesting the whole from selective details, end in the prefaoe to ll!!. 

Amba.ssadors he retums to his search for the 'unseen' in terminology which -
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eohoes ~~e narrator's own: 

:Uo J?1:iv11eee of the teller of tales and the he.ndler of puppets is 
more deliGhtful, or has more of the suspense and thrill of a game of 
d1tficul ty breathlessly p~ed, than just this business of loo1d.n8 
for the unseen and the occult, in a. scheme half-gTasped, by the 
li:;nt or) so to speak, by the cl.1nc1ng scent, of the eaee already 
in hand. 19 

James is here describin5 a. method of composition whioh deliberately - by 

limitation to ~bert Strether's consciousness - raises difficulties for 

himself by not presenting material directly. The description could equally 

well apply to the narrator's activities. He tries to see everything, but to 

his intense frustration cha.ra.cters typically present their backs to him or 

talk with companions who are just out of his line of vision. f'l.a.1nl.y James 

hopes to ~ the reader of The Ambassadors in a kind of deduotion, filling 

out the narrative from sug:zestions, and thill is also wat the narrator of 

The Sacred Fotmt does. As E.P. Schrero has pointed out, his voca.bulary is 

full of semi-e.cientific tems like 'hypothesis' and 'phenomenon'. 20 But in 

tact the narrator uses a strange amalgam of terms borrowed from deteotive 

fiotion, the law (here similar to the govemess in 'The Turn of the Screw'), 

science and organicism. 

The latter takes us to a particularly strong link between The S,urred Foun~ 

and James's prefaces. Several critics have noted a general similarity in 

l.anguag8 but only Bernard Richards has 1ndicated that the narrator's l.anguaee 

of gestation (as his theory grows) parallels J£1lDes's description of the growth 

21 
of his fiotional subjeots. The theory of the sacred tOlmt begins with a 

chance fraement of conversation just as JDaZl1" ot James's works had their 'germ' 

in purely accidental origins. In both case. the gem grows to a full 

artistio structure snd the narrator's care over his grow1ne idea is paralleled 

by James's solicitude for his subjects. He is oonoerned tor instance with 

lIJYIDIlletr;r as, on the Sunday evening at Ne\I1D8rCh, he sees Mrs. llxiBS and Long 

deep in conversation. BiB immediate impulse is to balance them with the pa.1.r 

ot viotims, but then be realizes that this symmetry is perhaps fa.ctitious end 

untrue to li£es 



These opposed couples balanced like bronze croups at two ends of a 
chimne1-piece, and the most I could say to myselt ••• wa.s that I 
mustn't take them equallY' for eronted merely beo.,'].uae they balanced. 
'l'hillo"'S in tho real had. a. ~ of not balancingl it was all an 
affair, this fine symmetry, of artificial :proportion. (1'.181) 
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Despite this caution to himoelf, the narrator doce not Give up his desire tor 

pattem, and it is the latter's aesthetic a.ppeal which drives him on towards 

confirmation. Similarly James himself set hien stor~ by balance, end saw the 

'precious element of contrast and antithesis' as invalu').b1e for increasine the 
22 

drama of a work. Indeed he altered the basic idea for ~la Sacred FOttQt to 

include ~ couples for precisely this reason - to intensify its drama. 23 

Lastly the narrator takes a partly structural attitude towards other c~.otera. 

When he sees Gilbert Lonz wandering alone he reflects: 'It had for r:q 

1mau~tion a value' (1'.201)1 ~d the criterion of value is of course that 

the impresaion fits in with the m.rrator's theory-. In a siz:dla.r way James 

relishes the centrality of Fleda Vetch in The Spoils or the uneful.ness of 

Maria. Gostrey. In both cases they help tho struoture of the novels to a ttaln 

symmetry. 

U these similarities between the narrator's method and Jar.:les's ow exist, 

we must next ask whether there are any differenoes and lIhat critical 

consequences the similarities carry for the novel as a whole. One difference 

between the two is that the na.r:rator is indulCinz in speculation which oan 

never be completed, whereas in the prefaces Jrunes eives us retrospective 

narratives of how he formed his subjeots. The rrefaces do not demonstrate a 

calmest) a.bout the creative l?l:'Ocess since James is constantly alert to its 
. 24 

difficulty and its consumption of 1Inac1na.tive enerc;y. . But he does at least 

have all the available information before him. The narrator of The :::acred. 

Fount, on the other hand, never can conclude his search, he can only add 

hypOthesiS to hypothesis. Indeed he has doubts about the valid! ty of his 

whole enterprise, referrinG to it as his 'obsession' or ·private cadness'. 

The very thouGlt of explaining his theory to one of the other characters makes 

him nervous, espeoially as it crows more complexi 



, ••• 1 Suddenly found myself th1nld.n~ with a kind of horror of ar.y 
accident by which I miGht have to expose to the world, to defend 
egainst the world, to shara with ~~e world, that now so com~lex 
tangle ot hypotheses that I have had for convenience to s:peak of 
as my theory. (p.172) 
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These qualific::J.tIons of his a.ctivity are, like thoca of the {,"Overness in 'The 

Turn of the Screw', only tokens. They are a way of forcstall1nc criticism and 

do not denote any creater self-awareness on his part. C.T. ~aouels arcues 

qui te ri&htly that the narrator is nervous about social exclusion, not about 

bis own iI:l.:l.cinativc abilityl 

••• the narrator's fear is based not so much on tis consciousness 
that 1maeination has its limits as on his 8US~icion that eoeiety's 
sheer vicer end sensuous display m.:.ke ~ination irrelevant and 
can end by shutting it out.2:> 

In the pa.aS3.u~ quoted the narrator !mIlliei tly differentiates between 'the 

world' and the reader. Throughout the central cha.Ilters he maintains a 

confidential, intimacy with the reader as it he is sure that the la.tter will 

understand wha.t he is doine. even when he affects to dismiss his theory' as an 

• airy structure' (p.143). The absence of olear qualifying ironies - except 

the tundamental one that he is a character in the novel and not a creative 

artist - enhances the narrator's authority. Be hesitates to tind the riGht 

words and apologetica.lly a.dm1 ts that it is diffioul t to recall all his thoU£;hts 

in retroSIlect, Wich are all ges~s SU£::gestlng spontaneity and sincerity on 

his part. In practice the differenoe between the time of events and the time 

of narration has no importance since the narrator is concemed to make his 

acoount as immediate as possible. 

For these and other reasons it would seem then that James tm.d~st1.mated 
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the power or conviction that the na.rra.tor would ca..r17. And further the 

narrator sums up in his style the worst tendencies in James's fiotion of the 

period under discussion. His variety of metaphors is confusing. His 

h7P0theses are absurdly tentative ('That I consistently' esco.ped beine m1~,t 

indeed have been the mcan1nc most market in our mute recoO'li tiona' : p.92). or 

convoluted (' ••• the words one might have cuessed hc~ to wish to une were She 

able to use any'l pp.148-149). In the central chapters of Maisie, In the 



£!e;!. a.n~ in 'The Tum ot the Screw' a tendency was noted tor the narrative to 

sh1tt awq from the Jl1'Ota.gonist' s idiom towards a unitorml7 complex prose 

style. The protagonists all begin to s01md, in varying degrees, like James 

himselt. The Sa.cred Fount marks the ultimate point in this tendency', and it 

was a tendenC)" which James was a.ware of. Shortly betore be embarked on the 

novel he wrote to Sidney Colvin to confess that his style wa.a at times too 

complex 1-

•••• you are quite right - wholly - about ~ being in places too 
entortUle. I am always in pla.ces too entortille - and the ettort 
ot rtr¥ scant remaining years is to make the pla.ces tewer.27 

And in &. letter to W.D. Howells he admitted that the subject ot The Saered 

Fount was grossly overworked. 'e;1ven the tenui tx of the idea, the large 

quantity ot treatment hadn't been aimed at' .28 

The similarities between the narrator and James examined above suggest 

further that, as the novel progressed, James lost control ot the ironic frame 

he had initially cast around the protaa'onist and finished, &8 P.M. Weinstein 

proposes, by dramatizing the liabiUtie& in his calling as a novelist.29 

Weinstein cautions 8.88inst identif71ng the narrator with James but in the 

central sections it is extreme17 dU'ticul t to decide where one stops end the 

other begins. It is to en extent selt-pazod7. but there is little internal 

evidence 'to demonstrate that the ~ is conscious. 
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The narrator becomes as selt-absorbed as Miles Coverdale, the narrator in 

Hawthome's !he ;Blithedale Romapce with this ditterencel Coverdale becomes 

more and mora anxious about the morality of observillg others I -

It is not, I apprehend. a bealtb7 ldnd of mental occupation, to 
devote ourselves too exclusive17 to the s~ ot men and women. 
It the person under examination be one'a selt, the result i& pretty 
certain to be diseased f2tion ot the heart, almost betore we can 
snatch a second glance.,u . . . 

coverdale's great teaz is morbidity. James's narrator. on the other hand, 

glances at this possibilit,y onl7 to dismiss it. His introspection grows out 

of his narcissistic fascination with the workings of his mind, although be 

makes as big a displq ot Bcruple as does Coverdale. The two novels are 



similar in that both authors become interested in the status and procedure of 

31 their narrators as observers., In his study ot Hawthorne James showed 8. 

predictable sympa~ for Coverdale and described him as 'a picture of the 

contemplative, analytical Il8.ture, nursing 1ts fancies,.'2 He makes no 

ment10n of his mannerisms or scruples, but it is the latter as much as his 

contemplative nature which lJ.nka him with the narrator ot The Sacred Foun~. 

It riOIrI remains to consider the conclucU.ng scenes ot the novel and to 

examine their bearing on those critlcal approaches which deny that the 

narrator ls self'-deluded. 

(111) 

The theory ot the sacred tount ls inherentl)" melodramatio because ot the 

narrator'. exa.ggerated sense ot soc~ surface. Socl_V, trom hi. viewpoint, 

ls 1n collusion to preserve unrulned lDamlerB whereas below the surface 

cha.raCters' Tl tal· energies are being drained b)" a torm ot vampirism (Draoula 

had appeared as recent17 as 1897). The main subject ot this melodrama ls 

Ma.1 Server who figures to the narrator as a lone17 tragic heroine. He 

describes her plight in vlolent sensational language grotesquel7 at odds wlth 

bis usual analytlcal stance. 

I saw as I had never aeen betore what oonsuming paslion can make ot 
the marked mortal on whom, with tixed beak and claws. 1 t ha.s 
settled as on a prey. She reminded me ot a sponge wrung dry with 
tine pores agape. Volded end scraped ot everything, her shell 
vas mere17 crushable. (1'.135) . , 

YAY 1s presented as a walking corpse and her racial expresaiona freeze, in the 
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narrator's description, into death-grins. Similar17. in an even more 

grotesque way'. • poor :BriSB' (the other viotim) seems to age with bewildering 

speed during the novel. 

In In the CSC! the telegraphist· s romant10 melodrama can be explained as 

compensation for her hum-drum existence. In 'The Turn ot the Screw' we can 

expla.1n the governess's version of events partly in terms of her. thirst for 

experience. But in The Sacred Fount we Bee the effect without EJ1X1' real 

motivation. And the effect is absurd because the notion of vampirism is too 

much at odds with the nature ot Newma.rch society." 

The conclu.d1ng scenes ot the novel bring the narrator back to earth with 

a rude jolt. His conversation with Obert shows that the latter has been 

watching the narrator andauggests that .h!. is a victim. not ot vampirism but 

of delusion. There are even hints in an early' conversation with 

Mrs. Brissenden that he is pa.rticipa.t1rJg in the t01mt process without realizing 

it. He tells her '"I teel drained - I teel dry'"' (p.80), which ironically 
~ 

predicts her victory over him ,the' the concluding scene. During that 
"--..-

controntation she tells him roundly that he is • crazy' • She brings to the 

BUrface his unjustified assumption that change in one character must be caused 

by another and ironically throws his scruples ba.ck at him by explain1"8 that 

she has to worry about his etfect on others. Even more important she brings 

his speculations back to a normal level ot experience by stating that Long and 

~ John are slmp17 lovers. In one tell awoop she tramples roue,tlshod over 

hi- symmetrical pattern and gives a cOIIIllon-sense explanation ot the various 

manoeuverings in which the guests have been ~d. They could simp17 have 

been torming different l1a1sons. 

Wben Mrs. Humphry Ward asked James about this ending he made his moat 

extended comment on the novel to hera 

Mrs. Server is not 'made happy' at the end - what in the world has 
put it into 7CNr head? Aa I give but the phantasmagoric. I have, 
tor clearnesa, to make it ev1dent1nl, and the Ford Obert evidence 



all bears (indirectly) upon 13rissenden, supplies the motive tor 
Mrs. B. 's terror end her re-na1l1n8 down ot the cottin. I had to 
testifY to Mrs. S.'s sense ot a common tate with B. end the only 
wa:y I could do so was by making O. see her as temporarily pacitied. 
I bad to £ive a meaning to the vision ot Gilbert L. out on the 
terrace in the darkness, end the appearance ot a sensible detach­
ment on her part was my imposed waY' ot giving it. Mrs. S. is 
back in the cottin at the end, by the same 8troke by which Briss 
is - Mrs. B.'s last interview with the narrator be~ all an ironic 
!!posurB ot her own talse plausibility, ot course.34 

This statement makes no mention at allot the narrator' 8 credibility and 

a8tonishingly it suggests that James intended the sa.cred tount theory to be 

accepted. Mrs. 13rissenden'a words at the end do not demonstrate a 'talse 

plausibility' but articulate the reader's own impatience with the narrator's 

theorising. It is at this point that he compares himselt to Ludwig II ot 

l3avaria, the monomaniac king who crdered private performances of Wagner in 

his palace. The suggestion ot madness coincides too strongly ... i th Mrs. 

Brissenden's accusation to be dismissed. Furthermore James's description ot 

the novel implies that any, selt-parody was unconsoious on his part. 
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Despite this ending and despite the confUsion and freakiShness ot the 

central chapters, several critics have persisted in attributing more weight to 

the novel than it can bear. Leon Edel argues that 1ts theme ot vampirism i8 

serious because it is treated seriously in other novels such as The Wine'S ot 

the Dove, but says little about the method ot treatment.'5 Dorothea Krook 

and J.C. Reaney give the subject a philosophical weight by suggesting that the 

novel deals with the nature ot understand1Jlg.,6 Edward Sackv1lle-West admits 

that the narrator is perhaps 'noB7' but accepts the evil he t1nds.'7 And 

S1dne.r Finkelstein denies that the narrator is subjective or even that he 
,8 

makes arrt judgement at all. J.tore recently A.V. Bellringer has maintained 

that James achieved objectiv1ty in the narrative and that the narrator is 

'9 nei ther unreliable nor ambiguous. 

The inadequacy ot these approaches stems partly from the1%' retusal to 

recognize that the traming scenes at the beginnina' and end ot the novel imply 

that the narrator i8 to aome degree selt-deluded. He has JDa.Il7 ot the typical 



charaCteristics ot James's unreliable narratorsl he is oblivious to his etfect 

on others, engrossed in his own purpose, arrogant and patronizing. The hints 

that this is 80 come out in other characters' comments and in the style and 

procedure ot his na.rra. tion. His unreliability 1s t'urther confirmed by the 

dismissive ending. The critics surveyed above gloss over the contradictions 

within the narrator's method and the clear evidence of his false pride. 

What prevents a definite conclusion that the narrator is the ironio viotim, 

is the tact that in the central sections his idiom blurs into James's own and 

his method overlaps with James's own practioe. lilrthemore, despite the 

suggestions that the narrator is deluded, his actin ties are presented at 

inordinate length. Without some base ot character, however slender (as in 

'The Tum ot the Screw' or In the Ca..r;;e), his quest beoomes grotesquely and 

tediously abstract. It his style is ·virtually his only def1n.1Dg character­

istio, and if' it approaches James's ow, then James is indeed at times 

The novel's ending leads one to suppose that James wanted to bring back 

the narrator under dramatio control. But the very dismissiveness ot the 

ending suggests further that James had lost faith (and perhaps patience) in 

the novel. His cOlllllents about The Sacred Fount in his letters be:J.r this out. 

Re describes it as a 'mere tormenting trin.' and a 'small !antastica11ty' (to 

Mrs. WaJ'.'d), .aa_ 'chat! in the mouth' {to V.D. Rowella}, and as a 'profitless 

labyrinth' (to the Duchess ot Sutherland). 40 In the lettera to Howells and 

Mrs. Ward he expl.a.1ns that he wanted to abandon the book but couldn't tor 

!1%lancial reasons and because he had a temperamental aversion to leaving any 

work unt1nished. It represents a purging ot the worst tendencies in his 

works tram the late 189<)'. prior to embarldng on The W!ne:s ot the Do~. 
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" Conclusion 

, In the periOd ot James's tiction' £rom 1896 to 1901 we see a red';'ctlon in 

the 'narrato~'s activities.' Description, co~t. ba.~ound Wo:ma:tion are 

on17 suppliedlihere 'they are essential and directly relevant to the' novels' 

situation. :But'even in The Awkward Age James" still "retBJ.ns, on a much smaller 

seale, most ot the traditional' prerogatives ora ~tor whereby he can ~ter 

characters' minds, ~ize the action. etc. 

Not 'onl1 'is th~ narrator's role i-ed.uced, but it i. also c~. In!h!." 

Portrait ot a Lady he 'described himselt as tour heroine's biographer', but this 
" 

editorial or quasi-h1storical stance vas rejected tor good atter Jam.s's 

experiments in the theatre.1 " 'Uter"1895 he no longer produces fiction dealing 

with public issues 11ke :Political unrest (The 'Pr1l1cess Casa.masslma.) or the 

national importance of a theatre (The Trado Muse) •. The novels of the late 

1890's are built on sit\l4tiona and ~re8.te contexts within which the narrator 

purports to b~ "an" especiall;y" alert observer.' "He interprets appe8.ra.nces by 

ottering lvPOtheses which the reader himselt 'could draw, Providing he baa " 
. - , . 

autticient'moral and social intelligenc'e' to do so. HoweVer the na.rr&tor, ' 

especia1l,the impersonal narrator, carries a tone ot authori tJ -.bieb reduces 

the 8peculati~ dimension ot his comments, eapeciallJ as "the latter are uaual17 

contirm~d b;' Subsequent events v1thinthe novels. The sources ot this authorit;y 

are various •. He dispaYs an ironic poise alld a socW &~es. lihich imPly 

a breadth 'ot expe'rience be;yond that ot'the average r~erl and. he show. a 

hospi tali tr towards the values ot honestY ~ ideali8Dl" and loyal tr which bas 

virtUa117 "a polemical torce wi thin th8 milieus ot novels wch as The Awtcwa.rd 

!if;!. and What Maisie Knew. " 

The tact that rew categorical interpretations are ortered puts a heavy 

bU%den on' the reader since he cannot just respond emotionally to the protagon­

ist's experience •• 'He ~t also'balanceTar;ying possibilities against eaCh 

other in ol:der to ~d8rsta.oo the D8.rrative. The reteren~ea' to a bnothetic&l 

observer, particula.r11 obtrusive in The Other Bouse and The Awkward Age. torm 
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part ot a prolonged etfort on James's part to put the reader into the narrator'. . - ' '.., " ~ ... '. . ., ., " : 

position. This ine~teot auggest~ that the narrator is not unique in his 

insights and this is further borne out by the tact that in several ot the 1 
(. ~, • • ..' ,:to • T ,,:' • ~ " '" 

novels he divides his interpreting role with the characters within the tiotion. 
T' , " \:. ~ ~ .' Ii< " 

Characters also tend to embodJ" oertain contraating quali tie.. On the one 
.. , .... , 

hand we tind irony, social awareness and good taste focused in such characters 
• .'« • '.' _. ~ ., #. • c." "r- .., , .,.... , 

as Mrs. Cereth. Sir Claude and Mrs. Brookenham. On the other honestl, . 
, , ,'~ -, 

simplicity and loyalty are embodied inFleda Vetch, Maisie or Mr. Lonsdon. It 
~ ~ ~-

constantll seems as it it is only the narrator ,who can contain these dUterent 
"c .~. >",,~"'i"~~_" .~ 

area.. ot value., , 
. . . 

Throughout the late 1890's James displ.q's an increasing tascination with 
" ,,; "" ~. ~ , y .. '* 

anal1Bis which 1s the predi~ta.ble re8~t"ot hts1nte~tativemethod., At 
• " " .. '" ' , ,.1 

timss analysi~ ~ be·.~i~~ ~.o,.such 'lengths th8.t it be~s 'to'damaee the 

realism ot the characters. ,One ot the most blatant examples or this tendenC1 
• • '1_," ~' • r;:' .', ," ~... .~. 

comes in Chapter 20 ot Whe.t Maisie lCnew where James temporarUy loses a aense 
• .. ~ .' •• ~" " "-0" 

ot proportion as to how much Maisie heraelt can understand. In the t1rat-
< • .,., 

person tiction ot this period and in In the Cage (which lies between t1rat- and 
, ' \ .! , ,,; ~., ... , - ~ 

third-person narration), ,the protagonists also demonstrate an interest in 
> .. - • ". ~ ~ ~ • t, \.C.' 

considering alternative interpretations or eventa., ,This resulta rather para-
., • ;.~. ~ ".' • - , " , _ > 'c . ~ 

doxically in their showing an, intermittent critical awarenesa ot themselves" 
, ~:' .'~ ~,. ,.,. 'f. .., j~ 

while at the Bame time they reveal themselves unconsciously in their narrativea. 
• ,,~ ,,' ~. _ ~ • ~ ;c _ " " ' 

'!'he danger here i8 that at times ther come to sound like James himaelt and .1t 
.<' ,~ t. '~ " ~'"': 

t1rm dramatic control is not exercised within the tiction they actually begin 
.,' "'" ;IF - , .. 

to blur into him., Thia is precisell what happena in The Sacred Fount where 
~ • <. -"~, , ." 

the narrator i8 de tined exclusively through his atrles and procedures. As the 
'. • _. ' J. ~;", ,",' q , • _ ',,' .)'" ~ ."" '1 " _ 

latter converge on James's own,methods the narrator 108es his identitr aa a 
• >, , ',. '" . • ". ,,' 0< '. .. ,"" , ~ '~ .. 

character. , ¥ 

In The SpoilS particularly, but throughout the whole period, James makea 
~ ~. ~ - , .. " '- " .' " • " .... -. • j • ", 

increa.sirlg use or ~ tree indirect B~ech' wereby ~ character' 8 thoughts, 
• ,'.,. -" • .,.. • ,. .> '. ,<, .. , ," • 

teelingS, , etc,. ,are. su~rimposed on, the na.rra~o:r's rhetorio.; ~e tact ~t ,. , .. 
,,--,,"- --

narrati~n still takes place in the third-person shows that the narrator retains 
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the ultimate authority in ~countini events.:,' It means also tb&t it can' ' 
i~ .. "+ t . 3 

become very difficult to locate where the narrator stopa and the charaoter begins, 
... ,.;' .,{. • • > .,.: ~ 

since the one shades into the other. This further suggests that critical . ' 

terminology such as, '1ntrusion' or 'violation' is far too crude to describe 
• • .. ', : .', 4 ~ • " , '~ 

the new re1a.tion of narrator to chara.cter. , In tree indirect speech comment 
, ~ • ~ , • <, ,,"., 

becomes & matter of nuance and syntactical inf1eotion. and attention to such 
" ~.. '" ;' : ~:. ~ , ~ ,'" " .> > ~ ... '. > <" 

stylistiC details is impossible if va only discuss the novels 1n terms ot 'act' 
, .~" • ? " ,. "", ~ • ~ : \ ~ .• ':,. ':" '. ,~' .' • 

and 'scene'. , The dramatic analogy can be a positive hindranoe here. 
. ~' ,:; ~ ,~,.. ~ , _ i- • 

Seymour Chatman has argued that James's later style in general moves away 
.- ~ "" ,,-. , ' , '. #" • 

trom the dramatics 

, ••• the style moves away from, not toward, drama. For acts become 
; 'nom1nalized, and their predicate is the copula, the verb form for 

exposition, tcr a listing of particulars and propositions. Instead 
of actors pertorming on a stage, there are increasing numbers or : 
statements ot the existence ot thlngs.2 

~ >, r· < i ,"_, \ ," ! ' 

This is mother, con:sequenoe ot James's interest in e.nalysis. H1s later style 
#.' .~ " ~ 

becomes dense with hypotheses, as &lread7 noted, hypostatized perceptions and 
." ' >. " "~' • :,,;. • ' .' 

Icrutlq ot the results ot events rather than the events themselves_ 
'. ',., r", . , . ; : '. " ,,' ..!.~, ~ , . 

. There is however the danger ot overlap once aga1n in the method ot tree . 
, :~, , " , ;:<.. .,.~' ~, • ...~ r, 

1nd1reot speech., It the narrator stands 80 close to a lea.d1ng cban.cter, ,the 
• .' ' "!'.. . ,~.,~ , , ,,~'.~'" ~ ..... .,. <.~ • ";. ,~, ", ~" ',: ,-

latter risks losing hiB, auton0JD7_, And Leo Barsani bas argued ve1:1 oogentl,. 
. " '-'~~'.' "'. ~ , ,:~"""-~ . ".;. '-: 

that in The Wings ot the Dove characters' points or view are gradual1,. ass1mi1a-
..." ... ....' , ,'".' \' ~. " ~ -.£ ,.', -' .,." ;" 

ted into the narrator's. " ,This 1s consoiousl,. not an evaluative argument but 

Bersani points out that the method's consequence tor the characters is that 
... 1. • L • , ~. , ': " • • ~ , : "'. , , > '" • ~. • 

the7 tend to become projections ot moral al tematives.' ,This suggests ~ turn 
'! . " .' " • >' •• 

'" ~ ~ .. 

that the,. are rhetorica11,- dominated bY' the narrator. " ,As, chara.cters lo.e 
.t ' ~ 

individual idioms the,. all begin to sound 11ke James himself'. So what the 
> • .~. .' t ,.,,,. ~~.., 

method might gain in intimae,. or, detail, it risks losing in autonomy. 
s~ ", r 

There are possible external reasons tor this developnent. One" could be, 
~. ." , , • !" : 

as A.R. Ga.rd suggests, the cumulative ettect or hostile reviews on James which 

made him turn tor ap~ciation to a small circle o~ ~iends_ Ca.rd SUlIIIna.'r1zes 

the period in James'. career immediately to11owing the publication ot The Spoils 
. ~ ',- . ~ , 

&8 to11OWS' 
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Atter years of indifference the balance of reviews, at least super­
ficially, 8WUllg in his favour just at the moment when his style was 
becoming more and more d1f'ti~t, more and more the proper possession 
ot his specialized admirers. 

ne goes on to say that this swing came too late and was too short-lived to have 

arI3 real eftect on James. Accord.in8ly his growing use ot an idiom which 

uacted more and more from his readers could bave been the result of James 

tur.n1ng towards a select circle ot friends and associates as the only kind of 

appreciative alldience he could expect. We may add also the failure ot 'G~ 

Domville' in 1895 which, Leon Edel argues, intlicted a deep and lasting wound 

on James.5 Also his withdrawal tram the London scene to take up residence at 

Lamb Bouse must have been a third factor helping to explain the growing inward­

ness ot his fiction during this period • 

. In so far as the narrator's scope was limited in this period. James bas 

moved some considerable distance away from Victorian omniscience. But before 

we pronounce him a precursor ot modernism it is as well to bear in mind that 

the d1tte~ce between his practice and traditional omniscience is only one ot 

degree and that the latter's prerogatives are never abandoned. The Awkward 

!!! demonstrates this quite clearly. During his survey ot contemporary fiction 

in 1914 James particularly praised Conrad tor his use ot Marlow, a device which 

helped to c~ate the 'atmosphere ot authenticity'. And yet Conrad's use ot a 

dramatized narrator (or 'reciter' &8 James calls him) didn't rule out omni-

.oience.. On the contrary'l 

••• the omniscience, remaSning indeed nameless, though constantly 
active, which sets Marlow's omniscience in motion trom the very 
first page f insisting on a reciprocity with it throughout, thi. 
original omniscience invites consideration of itself only in a 
degree less than that in which Marlow's own invites tt.6 

James had reservations about Marlow's omniscience because it made him appear 

too obviously a delegate of Conrad himself. 

Bis comments in this article are focused mainly on Chance, and Ian Watt 

has summarised his criticisms as tollows. 

James'. main objection to the narrative method of Ohanoe i8 that it 
compromises the reader' 8 sense or the reality ot the events by 
draw1n8 attention to the narrators rather than to the narrative.7 
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Thi8 i8 true to a certain extent. llut James also had doubts about Marlow . . . 

because his knowledge se.emed too broad. In his own f'iction ot this period 

(1896-1901) he is scrupulous about showing the main basi. ot his own narra.tor$~~ 

knowledge. This i8 why he cont1nuall~ ref'ers interpretative comment to the 

appea.ranoe~ ot situations or characters. Also James implicitly agreed with 

Conrad that authentiCity. was. created in ways other than laborious documentation. 

The narrator tor both writers played an important part in achieving this ettect. 

Tbro\l&hout James's tiction ot the late 1890's the narrator continued to 

exert a strong moral presence a1 though his scope had been reduced. The amount 

ot description. supplied in these novels w.s reduced. to a minimum but the 

description Which remained,was strongly evaluative. In The Spoils and The -
.Awkward. Am the narrator describes the main locations in a way which combines 
• 

~rograph1c~ contrast with a moral assessment ot the characters wo 1nbabi t . 

those settings. . Similarly in What Maisie Knew and The Awkward Age the narrator 

satirize8 minor characters through a method or visual caricature. In all these 
~' . . 

cases the narrator goes tar beyond interpreting appearances. Be places the. 

chara.Cters in a moral hierarchy' and draws on all hi8 re80urces ot wit and parody' 

in order to persuade the reader to adopt his perspective. 

Since thi8 persuasion depends upon such trad1 tional rhetorical resouroes 

as metaphor and under-statement, the procedure once again cannot be explained 

by reterence to the dramatio analogy. It there ~s no narrator adm1tted, then , 

p1.aJ.nly there cannot be 8X'.y verbal humour generated by bis voice. And it is 

this humour, whether verbal or situational, which James JJlOst consistently 

neglected in his pretaces •. Through the narrator's ironies James could expre..1 
his 1nd1gna.tion at contemporary soc1&1 tendencies. So, he exposes the mercena.r;y 

nature ot the society surround~ng Maisie and the exaggerated and hypocritical 

attention to sooW mannerWichcharacterizel ~s. ll~okenham' s set. . The" 

meta~horical language ot the fiction does not always have such a serious purpose, 

however. It might be . lightly comical as in The Spoils or groteaque a'S in .Th! 

§e.ered F01ttl1 where. the tigurative ref'erences to works otart look f'orward. to. 

the ornate .and Wagnerian metaphors ot The Golden Bowl. In most cases the 
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In this period the narrator demonstrates a concem tor his prota.goniats 

which usually contrasts markedly \lith their treatment at the hands ot the other 

cba.ra.cters •. So he allows Fleda. Vetch more treedom than does Mrs. Cereth and 

he demonstrates more care tor Maisie and Nanda. than their parents ever show. 

This solicitude emerges not through explicit statements of compassion, but' 

through the cumulative etfect of the narrator's procedures. For instance, in 

the case ot Maisie ~ he allows her to grow by granting her more freedom and 

treating her in a more disinterested \lay than a:tr1' of the other characters. : :By 

so doing he practises the values Which are implied as alternatives to Maisie's 

Bociet.r. A considerable intimacy 1s generated by the narrator's concern tor 

ID8l'l1' ot the prot8gonists and this is lmClerl1ned. bY' the tact that James retained 

such phraSlSas 'curhlroine' within the narrative, even when it is rather 

ironio as in the 'case of In the Cage, Indeed Louis Rubin has pointed out that 

in a work as late as The AmbaSsadors James uses the expression 'our triend' to 

suggest a uniquel7 close relationship between Strether and the narrator. a 

Such intimacy is further reinforced by James's use ot tree indirect speech 

sinCI this is a formal privilege onl7 extended to 80me of the protagonists ot 

this period. It at times the tree indirect speech appears to compromise a 

charaoter's autonomy that is largely a rhetorioal effeot, and one Which should 

be offset by the broader moral etfects discussed above. 

One last theme to emerge in this period is that James's narrators make 

reeurriDg use of me10dxama. either to demonstrate their own or the prota,gon1at'a 

desire for romance (fhe Spoils, In the Cam) or lIense ot violent torc •• operat­

ing beneath the level or social lite (!he Other Bouee, 'The Turn or the Screv', 

'!'he Sacred Fount). Ronald Wallace has argued that James evolved \1ha.t he calla 

a 'parodicomic torm' to negotiate his sense that the torms of romance no longer 

harmOnized. with rea1ity.9 In his discussion 'p~icom10' runs the risk ot 

becoming So catch-Ei.ll term but his di~osis ot James's attitude to reality in 

this period is direotly relevant to the notion of melodrama. When the latter 
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18 tramed dramatically within a chara.cter it can create humour by contrast with . ." .' ,. - .... 

the W8.'1' things really happen. Such is the interplq between the na.rrator's 

voice and the telegraphist's romantic r earn1ngs in In the Cam. 
However at other times James does not strike a satisfactory balance and 

the na.rrator' s ~ splits into two d1spa:ra.te halves - a soc1a.l ironio voice 

and one expressing the emotional intensities of passion or stereot1Ped romance. 

This happens in The Other House and (brietly) in The Spoils. It was not until 

The Golden :Bowl and The Wines ot the Dove that James achieved a tomal17 balanced 

presentation ot melodramatio torces acting below social intercourse. In these 

eases the melodrama is not imported through ghosts or theories ot vampirism, 

but through characters' heisiltened senaa ot horror at the gap between their 

associates' actions and stated sentiments. 

Closely 11Ilked with melodrama, James also dramatizes his protagonists' 

self-delusion in terms ot novelistic privilege. What the telegraphist, the 

governess and the narrator ot The Saored Fount all have in common i. that the)" 

assume the prerogatives ot a creative artist in their attitudes to other 

cha,ra.Cters. Clearly these assumptions bring them into ironic contrast with 

James himselt or his persona, it the novel uses an impersonal narrator. lhlt 

there is a danger ot James depicting certain weaknesses through recourse to 

one paradigm which discounts psychological variation. The Sacred Fount marks 

a predictable ~l]mination to this practice since the narrator's hubristic 

depiction ot the other characters at Newmarch overlaps so much with James's 

own method that his dramatization becomes irretrievably blurred. 

1896-1901 has rightly been called a period or experimentation in James's 

career. The fiction ot these rears shows an unnevenness ot texture caused 

partlY' no doubt by the faot that the novel. were all planned originall)" as 

short stories. In these works James was trrlng out new fictional methods which 

or course varied the role Wich the nar:ra tor was to have in them. In ever:! 

case the narrator played an important and integral part in the moral and 

ps)"cho1ogical effect ot these works. Ris limited role places James's practice 

at a transi tiona! point between Victorian omniscience on the one hand and 
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mturalist1c object1v1 't7 on the other. 
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