THE SENSE OF THE PAST IN HENRY JAMES

Thesis for the Degree of Ph. D.
MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY
JAMES RICHARD HUFFMAN
1970




Jate

This is to certify that the

thesis entitled

THE SENSE OF THE
PAST IN HENRY JAMES

presented by

James R. Huffman

has been accepted towards fulfillment
of the requirements for

Ph.D. degree in English

// lr g // L

Major professor

October 26, 1970

D-7639















ABSTRACT

THE SENSE OF THE PAST
IN HENRY JAMES

BY

James Richard Huffman

The sense of the past is ubiquitous in James's thought
and fiction, and develops both as a theme and as a set of
techniques in his work. His famous "international theme"
is reinforced to a great degree by the sense of the past,
for to James's Americans Europe is the past. And as the
sense of the past becomes the central philosophical basis
of the international theme, the issue of cultural contrast
becomes much broader, including what stance a modern man
should have toward the whole human past and how he should
envision reality. James sees intelligent existence as the
fine perception of the continuity of the past and the
present, and he sees taste and even morality as integrally
related to the proper apprehension of the past influencing
the present and building the future. Fighting against both
sentimental assessments and blithe rejections of the past
which were common in America, James tries to distinguish
what is valuable in customs and conventions from what is
merely antiquated and preserved by nostalgia. He strives
for a constant organic relationship with the past, and

encourages the broadest cosmopolitanism by portraying
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James Richard Huffman

maturity as full consciousness of the past and by satirizing
deficient sensibilities.

James's representation of the sense, first as a sensi-
tivity to the concrete residue of the past and then as an
essential function of consciousness, develops in conjunction
with his techniques of writing fiction. The external demon-
stration of awareness changes to the direct portrayal of
consciousness, as his characters assimilate immediate im-
pressions, compare them with past experiences, and then
generate viable assessments of their current situations.
Concurrently, these characters change from national types to
archetypes, supplementing the thin veneer of "visitable
past" which James portrays directly with a shadow of nearly
nythic depth. Only about a century of the past can be im-
mediately sensed by an observer with any accuracy, and a
much shorter span is most common. So James uses archetypal
situations and characters in the major phase which adumbrate
patterns of human behavior reaching deep into the past.

This use of archetypes develops partly from James's
keen awareness of past literature. Likewise, not sur-
Prisingly, the sense of the literary past appears as a
strong element in several of his characters. Most important,
the maintenance of that illusion of reality which alone de-
fines realism for James comes to depend very strongly on
reminding the reader of past conventions of literature, so
he can contrast James's "realistic" deviations from them.

Realism becomes primarily the explicit violation of romantic
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conventions, that is, as James sets up mnemonic devices de-
signed to manipulate the reader's credulity. The setting
up of parallel scenes and images that can be perceived only
from the reader's viewpoint is another example of James's
careful control of the sense of the past in his audience.
The developments and crises in James's personal sense
of the past and in his musings on it, are reflected in both
thematic and technical uses of the sense of the past in his
fiection. In addition, the relation between the golden
afternoon in so many novels and the sense of the past; be-
tween ficelles as the sense of the past and the sense of
the present, and the main character as the consciousness
agsimilating each; between ultra-modern and anachronistic
characters, or those without pasts and those with them; and
the relation between the conception of a novel and the
working out of its chronological connections, are only a few
of the facets of the sense of the past worth investigating
in James. In all these cases, the past is less the past of
history than the vast existential realm of the infinite
number of moments preceding the present. Both the conscious
and the subconscious effects of the past appear in James's
characters, and the recurring images which remain in their
minds and the reader's take on symbolic significance in the
growing web of association. Philosophically, James affirms
the value of continually reassimilating the past, of adapting

it to the present, and vice versa--a fair definition of the
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artist's current responsibility. Technically, he helps
develop methods similar to stream-of-consciousness, enriched
by characters with exquisite sensitivity to the past, which

revolutionize the twentieth-century novel.
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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The sense of the past is too ubiquitous in James not
to have been commented upon already by many readers of his
fietion. But it is likewise so broad and so multi-faceted
a topic that only parts of it have been adequately dis-
cussed. Several areas are yet untouched, and no compre-

hensive study has been attempted. One scholar has nibbled

directly on the topic before me, but was wise enough to
limit his study carefully. My own work is limited as well,
attempting to survey in some depth a few major points and
to map the areas that remain unexplored, but I hope this
beginning will someday become the full study needed.
Ruminating over The Tragic Muse in his notebooks, James
notices that "I have, of course, as usual, spread myself
t0o much in the first chapter--been too complacently de-
scriptive and illustrative." Chapter III, the first one I
worked on, suffers somewhat from the same fault. Ideas
coalesce quickly around the first available organizing
unit, And James more than repays the student of his work;
he anticipates him, often doing a great deal of the pre-
liminary probing thought. He is one of his own finest
crities, and provides extensive commentary on his work for

the analyst and historian. As he remarks in the preface
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to "The Aspern Papers," "The historian, essentially, wants
more documents than he can really use; the dramatist only
wents more liberties than he can really take." James
thoughtfully solves part of the historian's problem by pro-
viding so many documents for him. But the writer of a
dissertation on James still has major problems--more docu-
ments than he can really use, yes, but a great desire to

use too many of them due to their fine quality; and he has
the dramaetist's temptation as well, to take liberties with
the material to make it fit the required shape. Iuckily

the two problems complement each other, with the desire to
use so much evidence offsetting any tendency to distort it.
Accuracy thus acts as a fine excuse to cover up the
scholar's dependence upon James's own analysis--to cover up
the fact that he has been seduced by the eminent quota-
bility, at length, of James's prose, and by the fine breadth
and depth of his thought.

Acknowledgments are an old convention, but like the
best ones, they gain value from a balance between adherence
to the 0ld forms and sincere departure. If I err in
striking the balance, I hope it is in the direction of
sincerity. I should like to express my thanks to Professor
Kenneth S. Lynn, who first introduced The Portrait of a
lady to this unknown student and encouraged him to go to
graduate school, and to Professor P. John Eakin of Indiana
University, then finishing his dissertation on James's

women, who as my tutor at Harvard helped find and mold the
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critical faculties lurking under the naivete. My greatest
thanks go to Professor Clyde E. Henson, for demanding crit-
ical intelligence just by expecting it as a matter of
course, for refusing to settle for less than fine quality
work, and for encouraging me in numerous personal ways. His
seminar on James focused my thinking, and the resulting
study shows his professional guidance in its combination of
flexible yet traditional form. Professors C. David Mead,
Russel B, Nye, and Joseph J. Waldmeir have aided me with
their carefully considered suggestions for this study and
in several other projects over the past four years, and
their efforts are deeply appreciated. The generosity of
the English department, the Office for Advanced Graduate
Studies, and the Alumni Distinguished Graduate Fellowship
program in providing research funds also contributed mea-
surably to the progress of this work. Since a dissertation
is a product of more than the last year of study, I think
it is proper to honor here the contributions of Professors
Bernard J. Paris and Arthur Sherbo to my development as
well, Similarly, the alert minds of friends, whom I have
often imposed upon in my preoccupation, have helped me
sharpen my ideas. Not the least among these friends is my
vife Carolyn, who not only allowed me to bore her with my
ideas but treated me more considerately during their incu-
bation than any praise can repay. She has not read much
James; she has read even less of my manuscript; nor has

she typed a single word. Instead she has been a good wife,
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which has been I am sure more important. Some acknowledg-
nents even include the family pet, but I must admit that

the goldfish contributed very little except profound silence.
Nevertheless, to my daughter Julie, who accidentally made
paper dolls from part of my manuscript, I owe the refresh-
ment of warm diversion, the sane perspective of humor, and
the incentive of a tangible goal. As trite as it may sound,
without the patient indulgence of my family, friends, and

mentors, this study would not have been completed.
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CHAPTER I

THE AMERICAN SENSE OF THE PAST AND HENRY JAMES:
BACKGROUND, DEFINITION, AND REVIEW

While Henry James was growing up, America was under-
going great changes. The frontier was narrowing and would
soon disappear into plots cultivated by new implements and

ringed with barbed wire; the machine was turning the ideal

pastoral garden into a mechanized producer of incredible
fecundity; industrialization was gradually changing an
isolated rural land into a powerful and cohesive urban
nation. Such changes caused a shift in American attitudes,
or at least introduced some new problems which were uncom-
fortable companions to older ways of life. The crowding
and noise and economic stresses of the Gilded Age, though
holding out all the promises of fast wealth, made some
nostalgic for the agrarian past as they idealized their
memories and conceptions of it. The doctrine of progress
was difficult for all to uphold through repeated depres-
sions, particularly for those left with the promises and
expectations alone.

But the fast pace of industrialization in the second
Quarter of the nineteenth century, in which James was born,

left 1ittle room and time for doubters of progress and
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American superiority to air their views. Belief in progress

2

meant hope in the future and repudiation of the past, so no
historical arguments were heeded. Before the Civil War the
average American "had little sense of the past or concern
for it, was not historic minded, and relegated interest in
genealogy to spinsters who could have no legitimate interest
in the future. Even the recent past became speedily
legendary . . . and as the future belonged to his children,
he lived in them, worked for them, and pampered them."l
James followed such compatriots to Europe in his post-Civil-
War fiction--the "passionless pilgrims," shallow tourists
like the Rucks and the Millers, families dominated by their
children and their pocketbooks, and completely insensitive
to the European heritage. But few such Americans bothered
to go to Europe before mid-century. They felt that they
d4id not need Europe, and most had not yet made the for-
tunes which would take them there. They had chucked the
01d World for a new one, in which everything could start
over "in a divinely granted second chance for the human
race, n? The American was a new Adam, and the frontier was
HMen. The only possible direction for a man with a future
to take was west.

This Jeffersonian agrarian ideal, though tarnished
and amended by the gold and silver rushes and the robber
barons, held on long after cities became grimy necessities.
Frederick Jackson Turner did not propose the famous thesis

that glorified the frontier as the real America until 1893,
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3

but even this late "it was inevitable that such a formula
should appeal to a people who felt instinctively that they
had created more than they had inherited and that they owed
little to the 01d World" (Commager, 296-7). The myth of an
agrarian utopia helped suppress the uncomfortable reality
that there was no escape, that dirt and poverty had had
longer tenure on the farm than in the sweatshop. Since the
frontier was disappearing and would not have to be returned
to, it could be safely idealized by the factory worker.

The President had barely seen a log cabin, let alohe been

born in one, so the log cabin could become a symbol of

democracy in politics and the ideal childhood rather than
hardship, poverty, and the rudest sur’vj.val.3
As progress left the farm behind, Americans developed
a sentimental sense of the past, catered to by so-called
historical novelists and even scholarly historians. They
had had this tendency for some time, and the pace of in-
dustrialization just made it clearer. For even though
"Americans of the Middle Period were conditioned from their
cradles to think in terms of change and to fix their minds
upon the future," their weakness for idealism prepared them
with ready homage for glorified episodes from the past.4
When his history was not particularly romantic, the Ameri-
can idealized it., Bare facts about Pilgrims and Puritans,
backwoodsmen and trappers, miners, cowboys and Indians soon
turned into legends. Textbooks on American history taught

the Yankee heritage as "a story and a romance, a record of
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4
battles, of deeds of daring, and of mighty blows struck
for freedom; it was a monument to the Pilgrim fathers, the
Indian fighters, the patriots of the Revolution, the Found-
ing Fathers, the trailmakers and pioneers of the West"
(Commager, 24, 37). Paradoxically, the people with the
greatest hope for the future and greatest contempt for the
past were the ones most embarrassed by their lack of a his-
tory and most ready to create one:

A people made up of such conglomerate elements
and with so little racial or religious or even
geographical unity were at pains to emphasize
their common historical experience and validate
their historical unity. A people whose collec~
tive memory was so short were inclined to cherish
what they remembered and to romanticize it. A
people living in the present were conscious of the
necessity of connecting that present with the past,
of furnishing for themselves a historical genealogy.
(Commager, 284)

But this task did not fall primarily on historians, in spite
of their responding with romanticized textbooks. It fell on
the poets and writers of fiction:

In America the image of the past was largely the
creation of the poets and the storytellers, and
chiefly of the New England--New York group who
flourished between the War of 1812 and the War
for the Union. That group familiar to an earlier
generation through the amiable game of Authors:
Irving, Cooper, and Bryant; Longfellow, Hawthorne,
and Whittier; Emerson, Lowell, and Holmes. These
were the Founding Fathers of_American literary
nationalism . . . /Americéd's/ nationalism was, to
an extraordinary degree, a literary creation,

and . ., . the national memory was a literary and,
in a sense, a contrived memory. The contrast
here with the 0ld World is sharp.

Anericans had a heritage ready-made for them, one they could

have imported from their former homelands in Europe. 1In his
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stories of "passionate pilgrims," particularly to England,
James depicts Americans attempting to find some viable re-
lati§nship to the old heritage. But it is too late; the
bonds have been broken, and few can find homes or clear
titles to an 0ld World past. England had been a land of
poverty and persecution for some of their ancestors, had
been a villainous enemy symbolized by George I1II; memories
of the homeland were very ambivalent, and the bonds of
loyalty had been disrupted by stirrings of national pride.
Furthermore, the "European" heritage could be a common bond

only early in the nineteenth century, when that heritage

was primarily English. Once the Irish and Scotch, Germans
and French, Poles and other Slavic peoples immigrated to
America, the range of ethnic heritages made the nation a
patchwork quilt. With the rise of nationalism, in both its
political and literary forms, powerful abrasive forces
worked toward a conformity out of which might arise a com-~
mon identity. This development of American identity is
recorded in some of the tales of James's "English period,"
discussed further in the chapter on his "international
theme,"

Such uprootings and ambivalence created strange incon-
sistencies in American attitudes toward the past. The
American who repudiated Europe completely as a guide to
Politics might be a slave to tradition in architecture and
art, an aberration prominent in several of James's passion-

ate pilgrims, In some fields the typical American valued

-
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6

only the products of the past, when he valued them at all:
"Art was something that had happened in the past, and when
he could afford it he bought the paintings of artists long
dead, listened to lectures on French cathedrals, and built
museums to look like mausoleums" (Commager, 10). Anti-
intellectualism coexisted uneasily with the worship of cul-
ture, Americans in general seemed to consider the past
something totally separate from everyday reality, and had
little sense of the living influence of the past on the
present. The past was a decoration for parades and holi-
days; until it faded far enough away to be legendary, it
was useless.

These conflicting attitudes toward the past were often
held by the same people, but separate groups also formed
about the polar clusters of ideas. Historians like
W.H. Prescott and Francis Parkman loved the past, coating
it with nostalgia and fierce romance; flagwavers like
George Bancroft, on the other hand, attempted to demon-
strate that the future New World would be the "consummation
of the universal historical process," supporting the old law
of progress (Lewis, 160-65). Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman
and the Transcendentalists, of course, and to some degree
William Dean Howells, were the main "party of Hope," re-
jecting the past and glorifying spontaneity, children, and
the future. Writers like Irving, Hawthorne, Longfellow,
Lowell, and their New England successors represented the

line of the "party of Memory," upholding the value of
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tradition and custom in sometimes reactionary ways. A size-
able group of local colorists and now lesser known histori-
cal novelists similarly painted the past in golden colors.

Iowell had switched from the hopefuls to the old guard, the

reverse of the usual direction, and naturally there were as

many mixtures and variations of the two groups as there were
intelligent men to discriminate. Cooper had retreated from
custom, tradition, and cities to the romantic wilderness of
the past. Hawthorne had struggled with the past again and

again, sometimes wanting to be free from it, sometimes feel-
ing lost without it.6
Some later writers, such as Mark Twain and Henry Adams,

were also caught uncomfortably in the middle. 1In works like

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court and Personal

Recollections of Joan of Arc, Twain presents the past as a
brutally inferior period, subscribing to the Dickensian view
of the nineteenth century as "the most advanced and enlight-
ened century of all the centuries the sun has looked upon."7
History seems meaningless, repetitious, or even decadent,
however, by the turn of the century (Burhans, 622-25),
Iwain vacillates between hope and despair, with neither
view of history ever solidifying, though the less optimis-
tic views are more prominent in his later years. The result
is a terribly confused and anguished philosophy of life per-
haps indicating wider American insecurity:

Twain has no theory of history because his

view of history is an uneasy mixture gf con~
flicting and inconsistent elements which he
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never reconciles. . . . Twain as a repre-

sentative figure suggests the emergence in

his time of a dangerous weakness in American

culture and in its image of itself and of its

destiny.

(Burhans, 617)

Even Henry Adams, with his great imaginative theoretical
projections, is hardly the calm philosopher. With his
glorification of the Middle Ages yet fascination with rail-
roads and the power represented by the dynamo, Adams is a
similar study in ambivalence. He felt caught, like Matthew
Arnold, between his own dying heritage and a new world being
born without him.

Nearly all these artists and historians were trying to
find some workable relationship between the past and the
present., As Rufus Griswold, one of the loudest hopeful ad-
vocates of a new national literature, explains, "The ques-
tion between us and other nations is not who shall most
completely discard the past, but who shall make the best
use of it."e But few writers had much success in uniting
past and present. As Commager notes, "The literary task of
creating a usable past was largely performed by 1865; after
that date perhaps only Mark Twain, Bret Harte, and Louisa
May Alcott added anything substantial to the treasure house
of historical memo:i‘ies."9 Those who looked toward the west
found no past at all, but only open land and an alien civ-
ilization, so they recorded local color and mythology with
little historical depth. ZIater Willa Cather would find a
thin veneer of history on the prairies, but only after the

age of pioneers had long passed. Turner's thesis gave the
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9
West no past, but only explained its influence, and his ac-
count of American character and history touched less than a
century of its existence. Those who looked toward the East
and Europe, such as James, Howells, Adams and occasionally
Twain, found abysses of history as often as clues to the
JAmerican experience. James certainly discovered more connec-
tions between America and Europe than most, as I shall dis-
cuss in the chapter on the international theme, but he placed
more hope in future social integration than in the surviving
common heritage. Certainly he found little of England left
in New England, and nothing of York in New York. Edith
Wharton discovered traces of old New York and New England,
but only well after the turn of the century, and her touches
had some of the flavor of the local colorists and historical
novelists of the nineties. These local colorists or region-
alists, such as Sara Orne Jewett, generally portrayed scenes
restricted both in time and space, although The Country of
$he Pointed Firs (1896) captures a Maine passing quickly
into anachronism if not history. Or, when American writers
set out to be deliberately "historical," they chose set-
tings as far away in American time as possible--such as the
Revolution, a gold mine for historical romancers like
S. Weir Mitchell. Few connected the recent past effectively
with the present. Several historical novelists found the
time too short in America to give romance the proper atmos-
phere, and shifted the scene across the Atlantic to gain

remoteness in space and time; hence even the responsible
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novelist Edith Wharton set her first work in eighteenth-
century Europe. Writers in the South had a little better
success at capturing the tone of the second half of the
nineteenth century, perhaps because the South seemed to have
more history and tradition imported from Europe and nursed
through the war., Twain always distilled more in his records
of steamboating and in his Southern home town fiction than
in his Western or European exploits, though he combines a
good deal of sentiment and nostalgia with his history. His

Pudd'nhead Wilson achieves a reasonable success in tracing

the town of Dawson's Landing back to the founders of Virginia
without losing its contemporary focus. Again, however, most
treatments of the South of the Civil War and Reconstruction
came not from the downtrodden generation itself, but from
reconstructing writers of the twentieth century; and these
often built as much legend as history. Margaret Mitchell's
Gone with the Wind (1936) is almost too late to count, for
writers like Thomas Nelson Page, Ellen Glasgow and Stark
Young began the nostalgic trend back at the turn of the
century.

Interestingly enough, aside from his affinity for
Hawthorne, James most resembles the best of these early
twentieth-century writers on the past, particularly in his
insistence on portraying a time within reach of the writer's
memory., He most differs from the usual "historical
novelists" among his contemporaries in refusing to dig

further back than about fifty years even in fertile Buropean
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soil, and in fighting sentimental romance with every pos-
sible weapon. Willa Cather would be a perfect parallel to
him except for her later fall into the romantic:

To Willa Cather the past was significant for
its moral qualities, and only gradually did
romanticism triumph over morality. Through-
out her long literary life she was engaged in
an elaborate remembrance of things past--the
past of the pioneers who had built the West,
of the immigrants . . . of those earlier
spiritual pathfinders, the Franciscans and
Jesuits . . . of the Arcadian Virginia of

her childhood, of the golden Nebraska of her
youth, of the New York she had known as a
young journalist, of the shimmering Southwest
that belonged to the past even in the present,
and the Quebec that seemed to have only a
past . . .

Here was an imagination that could pick up the thin dime's
worth of American past and make it pay. One wonders what
James might have made of America had he been born a few
decades later, and if he had known the South as well as
Stark Young. Particularly if one keeps the example of
Faulkner in mind, Stark Young seems incredibly like James
with his "ever-present sense of the past" in this compari-
son of the two writers by Commager:

That sense of the past comes out in the feeling
for tradition and usage, in affection for family
and place and for material things even, when
sanctified by time and familiarity: the old
plantation houses, lovely in themselves and
dearer because built by ancestors; the rosewood
and mahogany furniture, brought over from

PFrance or England, perhaps, or carted across the
mountains to what was a remote frontier; the
family portraits, be they ever so bad, and the
bright silverware and gleaming crystal glasses,
polished by devoted hands; the magnolias and osk
and crepe myrtle, the roses and camellias and
yellow jasmine, whose shade and fragrance re-
called the faith and affection of those remote
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ancestors who had planted them. For the world

Stark Young re-created was, like that which

Henry James re-created, filled with furniture,

but it was not in any sense furniture which

Willa Cather repudiated, nor yet the mere stage

furniture so carefully installed by historical

novelists. It was rather a set of properties

which united the present with the past and

acknowledged its indebtedness, as the carvings

and stained glass windows of medieval churches

unite present with past in acknowledgement of

the eternal truths of religion. It all gave a

sense of continuity and thus of security, re-

minded men that they belonged in the stream of

history and that their lives had meaning onl,

as they touched other lives. (Commager, 148
Here is that "sensuous rather than intellectual" perception
of the past, the "enriched, magnified, more deeply lived
and understood present moment" that Osborn Andreas de-
scribes in James; here are the old houses, plantations
rather than estates like Somerset, which so penetrated
James in Europe; here are the bad portraits that haunt
White-Mason in "Crappy Cornelia," the trees and the shade

and the afternoons.lo With a few additions and qualifica-
tions, the passage could just as well describe James, and
goes far toward putting into perspective his distaste for
historical novelists.

Por James was often impatient with even the local
colorists when they overstepped their chronological range,
and he was sickened by the historical romancers. Edith
Wharton and Sara Orne Jewett were fine when they kept their
own place and time, but terribly false or incomplete when
they left it, He writes Miss Jewett with repugnance of
"the flood of tales of the Past that seems of late to have

been rolling over our devoted country," and exhorts her to
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%come back to the palpable present intimate that throbs
responsive":

The 'historic' novel is, for me, condemned even
in cases of labour as delicate as yours, to a
fatal cheapness, for the simple reason that the
difficulty of the job is inordinate and that a
mere escamotage, in the interest of ease, and

of the abysmal public naivete becomes inevitable.
You may multiply the little facts that can be got
from pictures and documents, relics and prints as
much as you like--the real thing is almost im-
possible to do and in its essence the whole effect
is as nought: I mean the invention, the repre-
sentation of the old consciousness, the soul, the
sense, the horizon, the vision of individuals in
whose minds half the things that make ours, that
make the modern world, were non-existent.li
(Rdel, Letters, pp. 234-5--Oct. 5, 1901)

Perhaps James was recalling some of his own lame efforts,
such as Madame Bellegarde of The American, who is dated

meinly by her ignorance of the telegraph. Edmund Gosse

receives this account of the flood of historical novels
at the turn of the century:

But I do so hunger and thirst, in this deluge

of cheap romanticism and chromolithographic

archaics (babyish, puppyish, as evocation, all,

it seems to me,) for a note, a gleam of reflec-

tion of the life we live, of artistic or plas-~

tic intelligence of it, something one can say

yes or no to, as discrimination, perception,
observation, rendering . . .12

James also writes Gosse about Andrew Lang's account of Joan
of Arc, regretting that "even there, with all the accomplish-
ment, all the possession of detail, the sense of reality,

the vision of the truths and processes of life, the light

of experience and the finer sense of history, seem to me so
vanting" (Letters, I, 277). The "finer sense" of history,

the rendering of the fine consciousness of an era, is
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14
impossible to recapture for ages long past.

Certainly the most relevant past to James is not
ancient history nor even the golden eras portrayed by con-
temporary historical novelists-—-there are no antique manu-
scripts serving as excuses for romance, no resurrected
mummies unwinding the lore of the ancients, no Wellsian
travels deep into time in his fiction. His Connecticut
Yankees may mystify Europe, but they make a shambles of
contemporary manners and chivalry rather than King Arthur's.
James's innocents abroad crash more parties than precious
pottery, put out more hostesses than eternal flames.

Baedeker in hand, some do at least visit the ancient monu-
ments, but any residue from the past falls off with the
dust from their shoes; or, if more perceptive, they take
away some essence of the past, some personal impression,
that has more to do with their preoccupations than Caesar's.
History is a thematic and aesthetic backdrop for contempor-
ary drama and psychology in James.

He does write novels with a definite historical milieu
and focus--no startling discovery to readers of such works
as The Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima. Neverthe-
less, James did not set out to write "historical novels" in
the usual sense of that genre. The Bostonians attempts to
capture the most prominent feature in American life at that
time, the 1880's, and even The Princess Casamessima, with
its roots in Prench history, has a contemporary focug--

much like the Dickensian social novel (See Notebooks, 47, 69).
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In fact, none of James's major works has a setting far in
the past. The novelist is, however, the most precious kind
of historian to James, and he inteded to be just such an
historian. Instead of writing re-creations of the past,
James wrote what could be called "contemporary chronicles"
(lacking a better term), works attempting to capture the
"spirit of the age" in which he was living. He hoped that
his canon would form a continuum of the era, just as Whitman
desired in Song of Myself to record what it felt like to be
an American in the nineteenth cem:ury.l3

Many writers in the movement known as "realism" set
such chronicles as their goal--to "do" a place in their con-
temporary world, an exhaustive painting of milieu and charac-
ter. The tremendous amount of accurate concrete detail used
in such works, particularly by French and Russian realists,
mekes them much different from the floating romances, com-
paratively once upon a time and in unknown countries, which
preceded them. James was strongly influenced by this school
of realism, but from the beginning there was a difference
between the nearly photographic Continental forms of realism
and the "finer sense" of life that James was trying to re-
cord. The problem of The Europeans illustrates part of this
difference very well.:L4 James pictures horse trolleys in
Boston ten years before their actual introduction, an
anachronism that was not lost on the reviewers. The fact
that James had chosen to portray a period somewhat before

his time made the error seem pure ignorance. But the year
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before publication James had written to Howells that "for
the sake of the picturesque I shall play havoc with the
New England background of 1830," which suggests that he
purposely violated literal history (Edel, Letters, 100).
That horse cars were not spinning through the hub of New
England until some years later is irrelevant; artistically
they catech the spirit of the time which he wanted to por-
tray. The gathering and scattering of the populace into
and from such conveyances perfectly pictures the accelera-
ting pace and unstable cohesion of American society even
before mid-century. Similarly, the fact that the Went-
worths had not met many artists before, in spite of their
presence in American society at the time, represents the
general American innocence of art--whether artists were
around or not. James thought little of mildly violating
literal chronology for the sske of capturing the tenor of
history, the intellectual and social conditions of an age.
After all, chronology is partly a matter of chance. Like
Dickens, Scott and the writers of the Elizabethan chronicle
plays, James felt free to use facts for purely artistic
Purposes, and to reveal the subjective life rather than
just the objective balance sheet of an era.15 As long as
a situation or character is not "intrinsically false," the
inaccuracy is unimportant--"for the mere accidental and

relative falsity," says James, "I don't care.":L6

Similarly,
James refuses to identify actual historical figures in his

fiction, which would bind him to literal fact rather than
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give him rein to discover and represent the essential truth
about typical characters. The artist, the fine historian,
must not be limited to showing "clumsy Life . . . at her
stupid work.“17

Novels should not be like history books. Too many
facts make a novel heavy and uneconomical. Criticizing
Middlemarch early in his career, James remarks that its docu-
mentary quality "acts as a limit, we think, to the develop-
ment of the old-fashioned English novel. Its diffuseness,
on which we have touched, makes it too copious a dose of
pure fiction. If we write novels so, how shall we write

History? w18

Eliot's desire "to reproduce the total sum of
life in an English village forty years ago" is too heavy a
task for the novel (261). James finds a similar fault even
in his incomparable Balzac:

He sees and presents too many facts,--facts of

history, of property, of genealogy, of topography,

of sociology, and has too many ideas and images

about them; their value is thus threatened with

submersion by the flood of general reference in

which they float, by their quantity of indicated

reletion to other facts, which break against

them like waves of a high tide.l
So James does not become a photographic realist; when he
paints a picture, he stresses composition as much as con-
tent., Eventually he discovers, in contrast to Balzac and
Tolstoy and Dostoevski, that exhaustive concrete detail is
not necessary to the capture of the essence of a time and
place, In fact, it can be a hindrance, a kind of short-
hand for representing moods and attitudes. So James begins

concentrating on the selection of exactly the right detail,
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the most representative and symbolic touches, rather than
recording every minute point. Consequently the late works
rely as much on metaphors and symbols like a golden bowl,
the wings of a dove, or an ivory tower, as on the rudimentary
details of everyday living. James knows how to use details
in place of finer evocation, as his shorter works with more
dense concrete detail show. But he prefers to draw out the
threads of consciousness in a more authentic manner, going
back to longer forms of fiction because such fine representa-
tion takes much more space. Consequently the common charge
that James is too abstract is readily explicable; the pre-
sentation of numerous concrete details is one of those
shorthand methods of skirting the problem of representing
character and fine consciousness that James eventually
comes to detest. James has a different method of recording
"history" than piling up masses of fact.zo
Determining how historical James's novels are, or in
what sense they are historical, helps define the quality of
the sense of the past in his work. As I have argued, James
does not, like the historical novelist, focus on the past
in his fietion. Though a forerunner of the impressionist
and stream-of-consciousness writer, James nevertheless does
not focus strictly on the present either. Rather, the con-
sciousness at the centre of a James novel is founded solidly
on the present, but with an acute perception of the past as
it continually influences that present--much like stream-of-

consciousness writing as developed by Faulkner. As a result,
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the history James is interested in is more a matter of con-
sciousness than a matter of record; history is not a set of
documents to him, but is itself a sense of the past: "His-
tory is nmever, in any rich sense, the immediate crudity of
what 'happens,' but the much finer complexity of what we

21 At

read into it and think of in connection with it."
Concord, for example, "All the commemorative objects . . .
speak, no doubt, in one of the subtlest tones of which
official history is capable, and yet somehow leave the ex~
quisite melancholy of everything unuttered. It lies too
deep" (261). Somehow the observer, with his "intelligent
after-sense," must "get round behind, in the past, as it
were, and more or less understand" intuitively what Concord
was (258). He can gain that sense mainly by reading litera-
ture: the "concentrated Boston of history" is "the Boston
of Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Longfellow, Lowell, Ticknor,
Motley, Prescott, Parkman and the rest"--the Boston of the
artists and imaginative historians of the time (245). James
finds a lecture by Emerson or an abolitionist speech by
Wendell Phillips "breathing more of the consciousness of
literature and of history" than any architecture, relics,
or imitative restorations of the New England past (249).
The best history is not statistics but recorded conscious-
ness, and the best sense of history comes from assimilating
such documents into the imagination.

As James learns in revisiting America, a sense of his-

tory often depends entirely on the observer's imagination.
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When he went to Richmond, stronghold of the Confederacy, he
"had counted on a sort of registered consciousness of the
past, and the truth was that there appeared, for the moment,
on the fact of the scene, no discernible consciousness,
registered or unregistered, of anything" (AS, p.370).

Nothing was left; the Civil War had obliterated the Southern
past in Richmond--a fact making James feel the weight of the
past by its very absence. "It came back again . . . to the
quantity to be 'read into' the American view, in general,
before it gives out an interest" (372); "It is the poverty
that is, exactly, historic; once take it for that and it
puts on vividness" (394). History is the imaginative grasp
of a time by the mind of a later observer, just as the
finest record of a time is in the mind of an alert contem-
porary., James realizes that truth in America better than
in Europe, for America provides almost no objective cor-
relative for his sense of the past at all. Consequently,
given the tiny amount of concrete residue left, "It was
absurd," he says, stopping in the train station for fifteen
ninutes, "what I made of Savannah" (429).

What Jemes wanted to do in coming to America was to go
"scratching, scratching for romance, and all tenderly, in
the deposit of history; but, plainly, no deposit would show"
(393). The thinness of the past in America causes the
"trivialization of history--a process one scarce knows how
to name--its inaccessibility to legend . . . if the question
is of legend we dig for it in the deposit of history, but
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the deposit must be thick to have given it a cover and let
it accumulate" (383)., James does find one legend in the
South, "this theory of an undying rancour" against the
North, and he is fascinated by its development: "The flame-
coloured idea has flowered out of the fact, and the interest,
the 'psychologic' interest, is to see it so disengage itself,
as legend, as valuable, enriching, inspiring, romantic
legend, and settle down to play its permanent part" (386).
If this heroic past, this legend, is nursed, it may ulti-
nately create concentrated history--literature (cf. 387).
James perceives this relation of literature to history best
in America, for American novelists, having little to work
with, must "improvise, with the aid of the historian, a
romantic local past," then construct an action around it
(458). This form of history, legend distilled by the living
imagination, is James's interest.

Consequently direct historical allusions are relatively
rare in James's works, though he uses cities with romantic
and legendary pasts for his settings fairly often. He culls
history only for "romance," using historical subjects or
situations for that value rather than documentation. In

The Ambassadors much of Madame de Vionnet's romantic quality

is the result of her being part of an ancien regime, in
effect, with her home laden with treasures of the French
past, Strether senses Napoleon and the First Empire in
her anterooms; sounds that remind him of the French Revolu-

tion come through her open windows; and at one point she is
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explicitly compared to Madame Roland. Since such allusions
are rare, when they appear they generally relate closely to
the theme of the novel or the psychological situation of a
main character. In this case Strether's subconscious mind
may, ironically, be recalling Madame Roland's well known
lament as she was taken to the scaffold--"0O Liberty! what
sins are committed in thy name!"--as an analogue to Chad's
and Madame de Vionnet's use of freedom (Cargill, 318).
Similarly, when the Countess Gemini refers to Madame Merle
as both Machiavelli and Vittoria Colonna, the allusions are
not gratuitous. On the surface Selina is as pious as the
poet, but in effect she has been as manipulative as the
philosopher.

Since James is attracted to the dramatic and romantic
side of history, he often recalls such moments even when
they are not finely appropriate. In The American Scene,
"absurd as it may seem," James says, he thinks of young men
and women being sent to the scafford when he sees some
American buildings marked for demolition (158). But he does
not throw such historical allusions into his fiction without
giving them a clear relation to its themes or characters.,
Milly Theale, with her incurable illness, reminds him of a
noblewomen waiting for the guillotine because she too is a
martyr (XX, 342).22
at strategic points in "Daisy Miller" and The Portrait of a

Likewise when the Colosseum appears

lady, it is not there simply as romantic scenery; it is a

symbolic reminder that both heroines are martyrs. As
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Jonah Raskin points out in an article on James and the
Prench Revolution, great events and historical places are
used primarily for imagery and background in his fiction.
James developed a reciprocal relationship between his fic-
tion and the past; his "art was molded by the sense of the
past, and it in turn reshaped the facts of hia‘l:ory.“23
History is always subordinate in James to the demands of
art, not the reverse, as in the traditional historical
novel, As James remarks in the preface to "The Aspern
Papers": "The historian, essentially, wants more documents
than he can really use; the dramatist only wants more
liberties than he can really take" (Prefaces, 161).

Consequently James's sense of the past is not formu-
lated upon any strict theory of history. "The Wheel of
Time" (1892) makes one man's private history cyclical, but
only for the purpose of creating an ironic reversal of sit-
vation., "The Last of the Valerii" (1874) makes history
essentially progressive, with the Roman state as a primitive
time in the history of man, antedated by even more primitive
periods; history is also progressive in The Wings of the
Dove, with Milly Theale as the culminating "heiress of all
the ages." But both these stories, like "The Wheel of
Time," use such views of history only for their effects on
the themes, characters and situations of the particular
stories, not as evidence supporting or principles derived
from a theory of history. The course of human events is not

necessarily progressive to James, as it sometimes seemed to
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Twain when he surveyed the wonders of Pullman cars with
: lavyatories. The American Scene laments an America badly
changed by the Gilded Age and still changing for the worse,
just as James's letters denounce the decay of the European
heritage due to early forms of Americanization. But neither
is history necessarily decadent, as it sometimes appeared to
Mark Twain and Henry Adams. 0ld Juliana Bordereau of "The
Aspern Papers" may have had her golden age in the early
nineteenth century, but Ralph Pendrel of The Sense of the
Past finds the same period unliveable, a crudely exploita-
tive period of British history. There is no utopian century
for James as there was for Adams.

Even if there had been a utopian era in the far past,
James feels that no one would now be able to judge its value
because the remote past is essentially inconceivable. He
calls the distant past "dark" or "black" again and again,
not because it is necessarily primitive, but because it is
comparatively obscure for purposes of realistic artistic
representation. Adams' twelfth century is an imaginative
creation that James cannot believe in; a time so distant
is unimaginable, an "unvisitable" period, for the quality
of daily living and consciousness so long ago is unrecover-
able, Some of James's early characters fail to condense
completely from ethereal to solid form because they arise
from such an era. James says Miriam Rooth of The Tragic
Muse "was a beautiful actual fictive impossible woman of a

pPast age, an undiscoverable century" (cf. VII, 126-27)--and
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she remains such a ghost, floating between reality and
archetype, while her mother becomes one of those transi-

tional anachronisms that "reconciled being alive today with

having been alive so long ago" (VII, 114). Madame Merle

of The Portrait of a Lady figuratively comes from another

era, she says, antedating the French Revolution; Carteret

of The Tragic Muse is a clock stopped about 1830; Juliana
Bordereau of "The Aspern Papers," Waymarsh and Madame de
Vionnet of The Ambassadors, date from the early nineteenth
century--yet each of these characters is fully realized.
The reason these anachronisms come to life even while
acting as markers in time is that they are carefully con-
nected to a present situation, and do not come from a past

80 remote that its immediately perceptible essence, its

atmosphere, its flavor, cannot be sensed. They are the

literally visitable past, bridging past and present.

James describes this optimum relation between the past

and the present most fully in the preface to "The Aspern

Papers":

« « . the case had the air of the past just in
the degree in which that air, I confess, most
appeals to me--when the region over which it
hangs is far enough away without being too far.

I delight in a palpable imaginable visitable
past-~in the nearer distances and the clearer
mysteries, the marks and signs of a world we may
reach over to as by making a long arm we grasp an
object at the other end of our own table. The
table is the one, the common expanse, and where
we lean, so stretching, we find it firm and con-
tinuous. That, to my imagination, is the past
fragrant of all, or of almost all, the poetry of
the thing outlived and lost and gone, and yet in
which the precious element of closeness, telling
80 of connexions but tasting so of differences,
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remains appreciable., . . . We are divided of
course between liking to feel the past strange
and liking to feel it familiar; the difficulty
is, for intensity, to catch it at the moment |
when the scales of the balance hang with the |
right evenness. (Prefaces, 164)

Under R.W.B. Lewis' categories, James is thus clearly one

of the "party of Irony" like his father, one of those who
see more complexities than either the optimists or the
reactionaries, and who therefore seek "an organic relation-
ship between past experience and the living moment" (The

American Adam, 7-8). 1If there is any law of history James

believes in, it is Orestes Brownson's "law of continuity,"
which states that "the present was elaborated in, and

The future must be . . . the elab-
This

evolved from the past.
oration and evolution of the present" (Lewis, 187).
sense of continuity is the whole basis for "The Aspern

Papers," in which the "final scene of the rich dim Shelley

drama" is "played out in the very theatre of our own

'modernity'":

This was the beauty that appealed to me; there
had been, so to speak, a forward continuity, from

the actual man, the divine poet, on; and the
curious, the ingenious, the admirable thing would
be to throw it backward again, to compress--—
squeezing it hard!--the connexion that had drawn
itself out, and convert so the stretched relation

into a value of nearness on our own part.
(Prefaces, 163)

James always works for and appreciates this continuity.
After weeks of experiencing the usual American disjunction
of past and present on his return in 1904, James finds a

refreshingly "ancient house without lapses or breaks, where
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the past and the present were in friendliest fusion, so
that the waiting future evidently slumbered with confidence"

(48, 330). In the South he finds that "Nothing could have

been a happier link than the old Confederate soldier--a
link from past to present and future, I mean" (AS, 392).

The sense of the past is always this integrally connected,
organic fusion with the present in James, a faculty which

does a remarkable job in The American Scene of also per-

ceiving the future.
James discovered the value of placing restrictions of

the depth of the past portrayed in fiction not only from
the extreme historical novelists of his time, but from

studying his better contemporaries and immediate pre-

decessors. George Eliot felt that "to reconstruct a past

world, doubtless with a view to the highest purposes of
truth" was the most glorious "work to be in any way present
at, to assist in, though only as alamp-holder'."24 The

lamp of the present in Eliot shines backward to illuminate
the past, rather than the reverse as in James. And older
contemporaries like Dickens sometimes foraged further back
than the lamp would reach. In fact, "not only Dickens but
practically all the Victorians were retrospective in their
outlook and had a tendency to push novelistic time back be-
hind the 1830's to the pre-railway era" (Raleigh, 127).
They did not tie that past to the on-going present. Like
many of their American counterparts, the Victorians reacted
to the intrusion of the machine in the pastoral garden with
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marked nostalgia. Some, such as Hardy and Eliot, were more
complex and ambivalent than the paradoxically nostalgic
optimists like Dickens, but most still wanted to recapture
worlds of the past. James too had deep misgivings about
machines and capitalism, but he at least became reconciled
to the inevitable changes, and was on fairly good terms
with the automobile. He doggedly clung to the present.
What he learned from these older contemporaries, both from
their failures and their successes, was just how far back
the novel could range with representational impunity, and
how to connect that past with the living present.

Sir Walter Scott and Nathaniel Hawthorne, his prede-
cessors rather than his contemporaries, perhaps provided
the best object lessons. Scott's medieval novels were
clearly false and romantic as representations of daily life,
and even the Scottish novels like Redgauntlet revealed to
James the infancy of the art of novel writing in Scott's
time. But there was a difference between the Waverley
novels and the medieval reconstructions, as Sir Leslie
Stephen points out, one that James could hardly escape per-
ceiving. The "creator of the Waverly world" was implicitly
commenting on "the nature of the past and the present and
the relationship between them" in a manner that the medieval
romancer could not:

In theory a novelist could treat any subject

from the most contemporaneous to the most
antique. But Stephen argued that either ex-

treme was unsatisfactory. The present could
only be viewed in a harsh, confusing glare,
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while the remote past was lost in darkness;

and he admitted that most of Scott's medieval

novels were false. The ideal time was the

remembered past, where things could still be

seen but not in a harsh light--'the twilight

of history,' as Stephen called it.
James may even have read Stephen's article on Scott; but
in any case his conception of the proper depth of history
in the novel, even in using the metaphor of light to de-
scribe it, is exactly the same. Hawthorne proved the same
lesson to James, with his explicit attempts "to connect a
bygone time with the very present that is flitting away
from us."26 He could fathom the American past to a certain
depth, but he could not recreate the fully convincing im-
mediacy of the Puritan period from dry documents alone. Nor
could he find the key to relate the States to mother
England, though he sensed their connections in anticipation
of James's international theme. He was ambivalent toward
each nation, and strongly ambivalent toward the past. Al-
though he felt the affinity of past and present and his
works were not escapes, Hawthorne was generally unable to
reconcile Europe and America, past and present, solitude
and commitment.?’ As in The Marble Faun, he dug too deep
to represent the life of the past; instead he formulated
myth, fable and romance. This same tendency attracted
James, who learned however to salvage romance and mythic
value without losing immediate credibility. He does so by
starting always with the present and working back gradually

into the past, building careful continuity at each step and
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keeping the focus on the present. Hawthorne begins with
the past, as in The Scarlet Letter, and tries to make a long
leap forward at the end; or he makes symbolic bridges deep
into the past, as in The Marble Faun, which will not hold
the necessary weight. But in such works as The House of the
Seven Gables, even with its defective ending, Hawthorne is
able to hold time fairly firmly in place, keeping the past
from floating away in all but a few chapters (such as the
flashback to "Alice Pyncheon") through a constant connec-
tion with the created present of the work.28

Several critics have recognized James's rigid control
of the past, his constantly tying it to the present.29 In
general the technique has been praised. But George Poulet,
comparing the representation of time in many authors, sets
James apart for this fusion of past and present in an un-
complimentary way:

Far from being, as with Proust, a past that was

rarely and fortuitously recaptured by the opera-

tion of the involuntary memory, the past for James

is always present, always spreading out like a

drop of o0il upon consciousness; so much so that,

in the final analysis, the great problem for James

is not remembering but, on the contrary, disen-

cumbering his thought by forgetting. For it is in

swarms that images of the past, exactly like repre-

sentations of the present, spread over conscious-

ness . . .
Poulet feels that as a consequence, memory does not "enlarge
and deepen the field of consciousness" in James, for it is
constantly being restrained by the limits of the present
(351). James's "visitable past" is therefore "not a true

past": "By reason of its shallowness it is almost flush
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with the present; it is without distance and without depth”
(352). Poulet claims that James ignores the "true past"

in general, so that in his works "there is no depth to the
past. Itself bordered by death, it forms the vacant under-
margin of the present, and thus a delimitation" (353). The
best James can come up with, in his later works exploring
what "might have been," is "a virtual past" based on the
memories of his characters (354). This criticism is ex-
actly parallel to T.S. Eliot's characterization of James.
Comparing him to Hawthorne, Eliot claims that in one way
Hawthorhe is superior, in his "very acute historical sense."
Hawthorne is concrete, "solid": "Both men had that sense
of the past which is peculiarly American, but in Hawthorne
this sense exercised itself in a grip on the past itself;

n31 That is, James does

in James it is a sense of the sense.
not apprehend the past itself so much as the faculty which
senses the past. Both these criticisms are valid. Eliot's,
however, is a mere criticism of technique or mode of pre-
sentation, since James chooses to portray the sense of the
past through a central consciousness. What James might

reply to Poulet, if he cared for theory, is that Poulet's
"true past" is a philosophical and chronological entity that
cannot possibly be apprehended by the mind. For the sense
of the past is a function of consciousness for all practi-~
cal purposes; and the only directly valid past, the only
past which can be apprehended first-hand, is that which

the mind perceives from its own memory of experience and
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from the residues of the past still surviving in the present.
The objective, external past exists, but is fundamentally
imperceptible. How deeply James drank from his brother's
well of pragmatism is clear when his practice is turned
into theory.

A more useful assessment is John Henry Raleigh's essay
on the three kinds of time in the English novel.32 Accord-
ing to Raleigh, the novel is involved perhaps more than any
other form "with the dialectic between man and time and/or
history," balancing between the subjective individual sense
of time and the more objective collective measure of his-
tory (43). Using Nicholas Berdyaev's formulations, Raleigh
distinguishes in the English novel cosmic time (the cycle
of days, seasons, life and death), historical time (linear
chronology) and existential time ("an extreme form of in-
dividualism" which makes the sense of time totally subjec-
tive). The Victorian time-sense is almost strictly linear,
with 1little cyclic recurrence or, "despite the preoccupation
of the nineteenth-century with the past," little truly
"acute sense of time" or "deep sense of history" (45).
Dickens, Trollope and Thackeray suspend the time convention
of the novel at will; "their time convention was vague and
loose as compared, for example, to the rigorously observed
'continuous present' of the late James" (46). Victorians
lack "that more profound sense of the past," the "obsession
of modern man that the past is continually impinging on the

Pressnt and assuming the proportions of a nightmare" (47).
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James, however, exercised an early form of that modern
gense of the past:

James was one of the first novelists to take

time seriously and to make it an implicit part

of his work. Preeminently ih James things

happen in time. In the typical James novel,

meaning a late novel, all the psychic action

is seen as the relentless unfolding of time,

minute by minute, hour by hour, year by year,

within the mind or sensibility of an individual.

History or the sense of the past likewise

begins to appear in the novels of James. James

of course, did not have the historical imagina-

tion of his friend Henry Adams with its concep-

tion of man's past as a construct of great forces

bearing down on the present. Nevertheless, it is

history that plays, generally, a major role in

the motivation of all James's novels and it is

history that becomes an obsessional preoccupation

in his late novels.  (48)
Raleigh's use of the term "history" here seems loose when
applied to James's sense of the past, but his observations
are essentially correct. He would be more accurate, I think,
if he would take the formulation for James directly from his
source: "Berdyaev makes no distinction between the time-
sense and the historical-sense, taking them both to be
specific manifestations of the general attitude toward
temporal experience" (45). For in James, to sense time is
to sense the past-present, to assimilate the present moment
as it immediately becomes the past, and to perceive the
continuing influence of the immediate past--as far back as
memory and imagination can conceive it--on the living mo~
ment. This quality of the sense of the past in James makes
hin a key transitional figure from the linear Victorian
time-sense, which is much more properly called a "histori-

cal" gsense that James's, to the Joycean fusion of cosmic
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history and existential time into the huge nightmare of
Finnegan's Wake:

James's time-sense . . . is, in effect, a

secular version of existential or subjective
time. Ralph Pendrel of The Sense of the Past

existential time--he escapes from history.

Less obvious is the implicit sense of exis-

tential time in all of James's late work,

where there is no objective reality, and thus

no real time, outside of the mind of the in-

dividual. (51)
In his late fiction, therefore, "simple historical time,
built along the idea of progress, is breaking down and
cosmic and existential time are becoming the province of
the novelist, who is, simultaneously, developing an his-
torical sense and an immortal desire for an immersion in

the past" (51). The late novels are thus "a critical

stage" in the development of fiction, turning inward while
simultaneously providing a window to the outside by chang-
ing "the idea of time-history into a complex metaphor which
affords a glimpse of eternity" and by providing a "vision
of life, under which man, now time-obsessed, is, at cer-
tain moments, free of time and, at other moments, bears the
whole of human history, like a cross, upon his back"
(53-54). To test the truth of this formulation, one need
only recall Strether escaping the restrictions of time in
Paris or, on the other side, Isabel Archer feeling the

whole weight of Rome and human suffering. The novel is
turning from sociology to psychology in James, from the

objective to the subjective. The sense of the past is

becoming in fact a "sense," a function of consciousness.
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The effect of this kind of time-sense on James's style

and technique is tremendous. The optimistic Victorian
novel, based on the assumption of progress, ended vaguely
and happily at "a conjunction of the present-future"; the
modern novel, however, ends at "a conjunction of the past-
present," and is consequently more ambiguous. The future
is not so certainly happy (Raleigh, 51, 53). Again, a brief
recollection of the endings of The Portrait of a Lady, The
Wings of the Dove, and The Ambassadors places James clearly
in the later group. Time is no longer objective and abso-
lute, but is subjective and relative:

Moreover, this internal time, while it flows

continuously, does not always move at a con-

stant rate. What happens in James is that

time is extricated from history, as, with the

clock stopped, James explores, often for pages,

the infinity of implications arising from an

instantaneous impression, and, in a sense,

James's late novels constitute a long essay on

the potential infinity of individual psychologi-

cal moments.  (51)
A whole chapter may consist, as in The Golden Bowl, of the
thoughts and feelings of a character as he turns a doorknob;
or, as in The Portrait of a Lady, the chapter may occupy
hours of pacing meditation. As a result "James's methods
and interests led straight to the central convention of the
twentieth-century novel, that is, 'the stream of conscious-
ness' or 'interior monologue'":

And this device, while its most obvious function

was to body forth the inner life in a fashion

impossible within the nineteenth-century novelistic

conventions, was also a way of objectifying time-

history in a manner unavailable to the Victorians:

first it permitted the illusion of a continuous
present (the existential), and, second, it permitted
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by reverie and memory, exploration of the

past and the juxtaposition and confounding of

past with present (the cosmic).
Except for certain rhetorical conventions of presentation,
this technique of portraying a stream of consciousness
continuously operating in the present but ranging from
reveries of the past to speculation on the future is James's
own techmique. In fact, his presentation, when not intruded
upon by authorial comments, is perhaps more realistic than
many modern passages in stream of consciousness style.
For external reality breaks through the thoughts of a
Jamesian character a reasonable number of times, as James
records immediate perceptions as well as the digestion and

assimilation of experience.

The breaking in of reality upon such retrospection is
a major way James creates fine dramatic and pictorial scenes
in the late novels. Hisayoshi Watenabe, in a fine article
on "Pagt Perfect Retrospection in the Style of Henry James,"
discovers that "Drama takes place in James's novels when the
equilibrium of the internal world is broken by an action
from outside--when the sensitive mind undergoes a new ex-—
1)(-11:ience."33 A retrospective mind like Lambert Strether's,
exploring the impressions of the past, is suddenly snapped
back to the present by the intrusion of an external event,
changing the technique of representation from "picture" to
"scene" in a second. This pictorial technique, the por-
trayal of vision rather than action, is the almost in-

separable companion of retrospection in a Jamesian
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novel--though a character may on occasion recall dialogue

and dramatic action--and acts as preparation for drama by
reviewing the ground carefully for the reader.34 In fact,
the technique of portraying retrospection solves a number

of problems for James. It disguises the usual "seated mass
of information after the fact" needed near the beginning

of a novel to fill in the past of the characters for the
reader (Prefaces, 320-21); instead of a long narrative
explanation or even a typical flashback, such as the one
touching Isabel Archer's childhood in Albany near the open-
ing of The Portrait of a Lady, James can use careful retro-
spection in the mind of a character like Lambert Strether

to £ill in the past without disturbing the illusion of a
continuous present. (The use of a ficelle like Maria Gostrey
to pump information is a useful alternate technique.) James
can control the reader's knowledge carefully with retro-
spection, revealing through the character's thoughts only as
muich as he needs to prepare a planned effect (Watanabe,
166-67). He may, as in the opening of The Ambassadors,
attempt a "synchronic introduction of all the main aspects
of the narrative," or as he does later in the same work,
James may feed information piecemeal to the reader to build
up to a climactic perception, approaching his subject
through the well-known "erooked corridor.">> Even though
the action of the novel may stop during a character's
retrospection, the reader has the illusion that time is
passing and action is taking place; and the illusion of

reality is maintained without interruption by the fact that
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everything is related to the mind of the character, who may
exaggerate and misinterpret almost at will without calling
the verisimilitude of representation into question. Using
a central consciousness with a retrospective habit, James
gains both the illusion of a continuous present and the
freedom to range anywhere in time at any speed.

The portrayal of consciousness and duration are much
more realistic through retrospection, which can create a
sense of existential or relative time if properly used.
Watanabe uses the smashing of the crystal in The Golden
Bowl as the finest example. The Prince has been present in
the room with Fanny and Maggie for an undetermined period
of time; neither the ladies nor the reader are certain how
long. Consequently his opening remark breaks into Maggie's
and Fanny's "absorption with a sharpness almost equal to
the smash of the crystal," and the reader is catapulted
from a past-perfect recording of the scene to the present
tense (Watanabe, 173). The switch in tenses produces more
than a connection; it fuses past and present into a dram-
atic stasis. Watanabe explains the distortions of the usual
time sense caused by the switch from retrospection to im-
mediate perception:

It is as if everything else happened at the

same time with the destruction of the bowl,

and as if everything were standing still for

a moment around the shattered bowl. The re-

sult is one of those pictorial scenes of

which James was proud—-or perhaps rather of a

photograph stopping and holding a moment of
sudden action. (173)
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The scene . . . gives the effect of double image
mentioned earlier. With the past perfect and

the past functioning together, one image over-
laps another . . . There is a psychological

truth in the technique--it reproduces the way we
perceive things at a "great" moment when our at-
tention is concentrated, with images coming to

us overlapped. As it is actually perceived, time
does not appear homogeneous; it is felt at some
times thick, and at other times thin. (175)

The proper manipulation of tenses, then, can represent the
changing perceptions of time in a character. Almost by
definition, the past perfect tense connects past and present,
or deep past with shallower past, providing a moving time
frame for the author. The author of Roderick Hudson, com-
plaining in the preface about its ineffective presentation

of the lapse of time, did not use this framework to vary

the rate of presentation, so "his time scheme elapses at
the same monotonous pace" (Watanabe, 175). James later
solves the problem of the reader's sense of time elapsing
in the novel, that is, with the same technique that en-
hances his portrayal of consciousness.

One of the most striking results of this sense of time
in James, this continuous apprehension of the past merging
with the present, is the constant concentration required of
the reader--a foreshadowing of what Faulkner and Joyce would
require. For James's late prose style uses a complex web of
time-referents--numbers of adverbs, the sense for which
James calls "the literary sense" (Letters, II, 214-15);
subordinate and coordinate conjunctions and prepositions

setting up chronological relationships, and successions of
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"that's" connecting clauses with chronologically separate
or disjunctive events; intransitive verbs with carefully
controlled tenses, and transitive verbs with their action
stopped by passive voice; and numbers of infinitives, par-
ticiples and gerunds--all establishing a "multiplicity of
relationships"” the reader must often hold in suspension
until the sentence ends, much as in German (See Watt, 259-
60). The prose is not difficult to read in its components
s0 much as complex in the syntactical and chronological
relationships of its simple parts. Supplementing Ian Watt's
analysis of the introduction to The Ambassadors, from which

I have been borrowing, R.W. Short defines the complexity of

a Jamesian sentence as a similar problem in referents. The
connective words build on one another, "the relating expres-
sions extend in every direction, like the arms connecting

the chemical elements in diagrams of mc:lecules."36

The
sense of the past is clearly represented in these relation-
ships:

The referents tend to include all of the complex

consciousness of a character or situation achieved

up to the present moment. Yet the expressions are

truly connectives rather than summaries . . . New

units tend to contain elements of orientation with

a great deal, if not all, that has gone before. (80)
The supreme example for Short is a bit of dialogue from
The Sacred Fouht: "You after all then now don't?" Aside
from the essential subject and verb, the words are all
referents--"after all" summarizing what has gone before,
"now" bring it up to date, and "then" (like the word

"therefore" in this case) indicating the logical relationship
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between the chronological elements. But there are many more
examples. The ending of The Wings of the Dove connects

past, present and future in one sentence: "We shall never
be again as we were." Even Strether's "there we are" end-
ing The Ambassadors is not a simple statement of present

fact alone, but acts as a concentrated summary of all that
has occurred up to this point in time, a compressed expres-
sion of his sense of the Paris past. James has made the
relations which never truly end, as he admits, nevertheless
appear to stop for a moment, framing a point of stasis which
captures like a portrait the whole history that has gone be-
fore.

Virtually any of these major areas--style, structure,
characterization, theme, technique--can be treated at length
in terms of their relation to the sense of the past in
James. So far only isolated articles on single areas, such
as I have been quoting, have appeared, or treatments too
general or incomplete to be comprehensive. James's style
is 8%ill virtually untouched except for articles by Short,
Vatt, Watanabe, David Lodge, and oblique treatments by the
major scholars of his work.37 Treatments of James's use
of the French Revolution and the Catholic Church, of the
relation between James and Hawthorne, and of James's ex-
patriation have filled in small corners of the picture of
his sense of the past, but no broad canvas has been
finished.’® W.F. Wright has a good short subchapter on

"The Present-Past" in The Madness of Art, and notes passim
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the importance of the sense of the past in James, but uses
far too few works for comprehensive coverage. Likewise
Osborn Andreas has a whole chapter on "The Sense of the
Past" in Henry James and the Expanding Horizon, and while
his treatments of nine stories are piercing, they are too
much like plot summaries to act as more than an outline of
James's use of the sense of the past as a theme. James's
techniques in creating a sense of the past are left virtually
untouched. Several fine critics of the past, such as Lyon
Richardson and Herbert Read, have made interesting general
comments on the sense of the past in James, but few have
tackled the topic in depth.>>

Edward Stone, apparently the only graduate student
rash enough to nibble on the huge topic before me, wisely
limited himself to a fairly theoretical treatment of James
and Einstein's theory of relativity, avoiding "eritical
judgments about character motivation per se" which "would
therein assign my own study primarily to the realm of

literary appreciation. n40

He nevertheless gives fine treat-
ments, even from g strictly literary viewpoint, of The

Princess Casamassima, The Tragic Muse, the late novels, and

several intermediate works. But his somewhat non-literary
viewpoint also causes him to overlook the breadth of James's
sense of the past, as he claims that the sense of the past
has a negligible role in such works as The American, The
Portrait of a Lady, and What Maisie Knew--novels which are

important, if not central, to the present study. But I
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cannot begin to claim a comprehensive study either; my re-

search has only convinced me of the magnitude of the task,
and the chapters which follow represent merely a partial
completion of the undertaking. This introduction, at least,
should provide some measure of the breadth of the field.
Chapter II, on the sense of the past as it helped create
realism from romance throughout James's career, and

Chapter III, on the relation of the sense of the past to the
lifelong international theme, are two major increments to-
ward a full study, I hope, and combine thorough treatment
of the topics selected with as great a representative range
of James's work and thought as possible.

In concluding this measurement of the topic, I can only
point out more that needs to be done: a complete examina-
tion of the use of time of day and the seasons in James's
fiction, factors which he felt were very important to an
understanding of Balzac and Hawthorne (The House of Fiction,
71); a study of James's characters, the setting up of their
past relations to one another, as the notes to The Ivory

Tower particularly reveal the process, and the development

of his characters in time; the use of ficelles and ana-
chronistic characters as figures representing the sense of
the present and the sense of the past, respectively, to a
main character--Maria Gostrey and Waymarsh play these roles
to Strether, Henrietta Stackpole and Madame Merle play them
to Isabel Archer; the use of anachronistic narrators, as in

"Maud Evelyn" and "The Tone of Time"; the centrality of the
yn
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sense of the past as a producer of contrast, which James

considered essential to all fiction (Prefaces, 198; Note-

books, 291); a more thorough study than Andreas' of the
sense of the past as an element in James's themes;41 and
finally, an examination of James's phenomenal memory, fond-
ness for childhood experiences, and preference for working

42 Strangely for a

through reflection and retrospection.
follower of realism, James wrote the portion of Roderick

Hudson set in America while he was in Germany, and the

portion set in Italy while in America, having "in general,
found it difficult to write of places under too immediate

an impression" of them.43 The most rewarding research
always turns up more questions than it answers. Here, then,
are a few clarifications and a lot more mysteries, hope-
fully adding both to the understanding and to the admira-
tion of a truly fine artist.
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CHAPTER II

THE SENSE OF THE LITERARY PAST

Since James's conception of the past is so imagina-
tive, his sense and use of past literature are far more
important in his fiction than his use of facts and histor-
ical allusions. For even his historical sense of a place
is shaped as much by novels as by history books.l London
is made up of sites "of which I have read in all old

English novels. So does one move all the while here on

identified ground" (Letters, I, 54). Rural England, too,

is in "all things suggestive of the opening chapters of
half-remembered novels, devoured in infancy" (I, 28).

Britain has a literary as well as a geographical map for
James. Brighton means Thackeray, and when James is near
Piccadilly he likes "to think that Thackeray's Curzon Street,
in which Becky Sharp, or rather Mrs. Rawdon Crawley, had
lived, was not much further off."2 Likewise, "fifty other
London neighbourhoods speak to me almost only with the
voice, the thousand voices, of Dickens" (Prefaces, 212).
Visiting Scotland for the second time, James approaches a
castle at twilight in a carriage and finds himself suddenly

"in a Waverly Novel" (Notebooks, p. 36). Some places remind
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him of previous American pilgrims; English scenes often sug-
gest Irving and Hawthorne, and Italian ones recall Hawthorne
and Howells.3 America itself has at least one layer of
literary history for him. The Hudson Valley is Irving;
Concord is Emerson, Thoreau and Hawthome.4 Indians at the
Capitol, "for a mind fed betimes on the Leatherstocking
Tales," foreshorten a whole era of American history (AS,
%64)., Even Florida has shades of the "old Spanish Dons"
and "passionate Creole beauties," Seminoles and Everglades,
recalled from a boyhood romance called The War Trail (AS,
437). Discussing the effect of James Russell Lowell on the
observer of New England, James remarks that his works give
the area "the direct literary consecration without which
even the most charming seats of civilization go through
life awkwardly and ruefully, after the manner of unchristened
children" (AS, 69). And when James sees a Pennsylvania
country house in a winter snow storm, he articulates the
question that typifies his sensibility: "What was it con-
fusedly, almost romantically, like, what 'old order' com~
memorated in fiction and anecdote?" (AS, 302). What
Margaret Fuller said of Longfellow is just as applicable
to James: "he sees life through the windows of litera-~
ture,

Van Wyck Brooks, noting the same phenomenon, claims
that James had in fact read too much literature, causing
him to perceive life--especially English life--in a very

idealized way.6 In his later years, when he could not get
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out, James admits some replacement of life with literature,
but in a very special way: ". . . reading tends to take for
me the place of experience--or rather to become itself
(pour qui sait lire) experience concentrated" (Letters, II,
11), The fact that James assimilates literature so thoroughly
that it becomes experience naturally colors his perceptions
of reality. But James also travelled a great deal, walked
and observed incessantly, and knew London social life as
well firsthand as through literature. Furthermore, his
reading was broad and, as F.0. Matthiessen remarks, almost

U so it is more likely that James's

oppressively contemporary;
reading supplemented his experience, enriched and concen-
trated it for him, firmly grounded him in his contemporary

world, than that it distorted his immediate perceptions and

romenced him back to another era.

I do argue, nevertheless, that James's particular form
of "realism" was tremendously affected by so deep an acquaint-
ance with literature. Brooks's charge that James "was to
become a novelist, in short, by studying other novelists"
(24), if not interpreted as depriving him of all direct ex-
perience, is essentially correct. The way James handles
concrete experience is inevitably but exquisitely guided by
what he has learned from other novelists, has refined and
incremented, and by his knowledge of the conventions of past
literature. The finest novelists become finer by such
study. James is outstanding in the depth and range of his

reading, and the broad use to which he put it.
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Nor surprisingly, some of James's characters exhibit a
similar literary education influencing their sense of the
past. Hubert Lawrence, the young parson in Watch and Ward,
remarks that "Your real lover of Rome oscillates with a kind
of delicious pain between the city in itself and the city in
literature. They keep for ever referring to each other and

8 The narrator of "A Passionate

bandying you to and fro."
Pilgrim" (1871), an American in London for the first time,
finds everything familiar due to his schooling in English
literature: "I had seen the coffeeroom of the Red Lion
years ago, at home--at Saragossa, Illinois--in books, in
visions, in dreams, in Dickens, in Smollett, in Boswell"
(XIII, 335)., Arriving at a feudal village, he remarks that
"Just the scene around me was the England of one's early
reveries, . . . It was this mild moist air that had blown
from the pages of the poets" (XIII, 352). He and Searle
see "the 'village green' of the tales of our youth" (364),
"Tennyson's Talking Oak" (367), and a panorama of familiar
scenery, as if taking a grand tour not of England but of
English literature:

We walked over, some seven miles . . . and all

through such a mist of local colour that we felt

ourselves a pair of Smollett's pedestrian heroes

faring tavernward for a night of adventures. . . .

Going further yet we entered the russet town--

where surely Miss Austen's heroines, in chariots

l(agg gurricles, must often have come a-shopping . . .,

5

Isabel Archer has a comparable acquaintance with at least
the nineteenth-century English classics (III, 178). Simi-

larly in "A London Life" (1888), Laura Wing is reminded of
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Johnson, Goldsmith, and Dickens in the great city (X,
354-55); of "the works of Mrs. Gore" by Lady Davenant's
tortured use of French (282); and of nursery tales by the
schoolroom and Shakespeare's comedies by the garden (290).
In many of these cases James is attempting to show the
affinity of the American mind for English life as the re-
sult of the common literary heritage--and also the miscon-
ceptions such a preparation may involve. Clement Searle's
pathological sense of the past in "A Passionate Pilgrim,"
which will be discussed in connection with the international
theme, is a good example; likewise Isabel Archer's romantic
misconceptions are in part a result of her kaleidoscopic
acquaintance with Browning, Eliot, and others (III, 46).
Laura Wing has been brainwashed somewhat too. She does not
object to dowerhouses as unjust to widows like Lady Davenant,
unlike the more perceptive Fleda Vetch in The Spoils of
Poynton, due to the fact that "there had been dowerhouses in
the novels, mainly of fashionable life, on which her later
childhood was fed" (X, 270). The literary sense of the past
instilled in these characters has explicitly distorted their
judgment--a recognition by James that casts further doubt on
Brooks's charge that his perception was greatly blunted by
literature, for James was obviously well aware of the danger.
James is hardly criticizing the reading of literature,
of course, or its role in forming a sense of the past; his
criticism concerns misunderstanding and misuse of literary

versions of the past. Many of his characters with literary
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sense 4o not have such distorted views. A sense of litera-
ture is generally, in fact, a positive indication of proper
development. In addition James gains a touch of verisi-
militude by allowing his educated people to discuss or al-
lude to literature on occasion. For a character to discuss
a play or compare his situation to the plot of previous
novels or plays can help create an illusion of reality if
properly handled. A character with a consciousness of lit-
erature may seem more outside literature by having it. If
he has a sense of past and present literature, if he has a
sense of place and history and culture, then his conscious-
ness begins to approach the variety and complexity of an
actual person's, and he may even begin to represent his age.
Allusions to literature may be very artificial instead, of
course, a fault James's early works sometimes suffer from.
According to one astonished reader, for example, his early
heroines "seemed to have read all Balzac in the cradle"
(Letters, I, 8).

As James continues to write, however, his use of allu-
sions to and conventions of past literature becomes more
and more refined, and even his early practice is not incom-
petent. When he uses a first person narrator, a technique
he was later to call the "abyss of romance" when used in
long works, he can incorporate allusions fairly well be-
cause the form allows so much freedom (Prefaces, 320).
Nevertheless, the result often makes the narrator seem

artificial, as in the opening remarks of "The Pension
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Beaurepas" (1879), in which the young man testifies to his
reading of French writers:
I was an admirer of 'La Chartreuse de Parme',
and easily believed one couldn't do better
than follow in the footsteps of its author.
I remembered, too, the magnificent boarding-—
house in Balzac's 'Pere Goriot'=--the pension
bourgeoise des deux sexes et autres,' kept
Madame Vaquer, née de Conflans.'9 (XIV, 393)
This speech helps charecterize the narrator through its mild
humor, of course, and parallels James's story with earlier
ones, but is not so subtle a reference as his later works
use. The device is too obvious. Allusichs work a little
better when they occur later in the action of stories told
more objectively. Consider, for example, "The Siege of
London" (1882), when further along in the story two men
similarly discuss their situation in terms of French
literature:
"You're in the position of Olivier de
Jalin in 'Le Demi-Monde'," Waterville remarked.
"In 'Le Demi-Monde'," Littlemore was not
quick at catching literary allusions.
"Don't you remember the play we saw i
Paris? Or like Don Fabrice in 'L'Aventuriere."
A bad woman tries to marry an honourable man,
who does n't know how bad she is, and they who
do know step in and push her back." (XIV, 259)
By using allusions in this menner, James is able not only
to characterize Waterville as better acquainted with litera-
ture than Littlemore, but also to maintain verisimilitude
even while alerting readers that he is dealing with a par-
ticular typical literary situation. Once the reader knows
the usual story, as in this passage, he is better able to

judge James's unconventional treatment~-why the gentlemen
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who know Nancy Headway's dubious past do not in fact step
in and keep her from marrying Sir Arthur Demesne.lo

In fighting the tendency of allusions and conventions
to destroy verisimilitude, James learns to make them posi-
tive assets by a method that has not been generally recog-
nized. Nearly every reader of James has heard the comment
by T.5. Eliot that his mind was so fine that no idea could
violate it. The statement is primarily a compliment, I
think, meaning that James represents or portrays in his
fiction rather than abstracts or allegorizes. But
R.W.B. Lewis's reversal of the statement is more accurate:
that James had "an imagination so vigorous that no idea
could fail to be violated by it." (155). James's mutation
of the American Adam motif in connection with the interna-
tional theme, and the permutation described in "The Siege
of London," are only two of dozens of examples. The tech-
nique is so widespread, I suspect that what produces
"realism" in James--the illusion of reality sustained by
the reader's continuing suspension of disbelief--is prim-
arily the violation of the conventions of past literature,
particularly the conventions of the romance. His use of a
single consistent viewpoint and the portrayal of conscious-
ness are strong components of his verisimilitude as well,
of course, but these too are violations of previous prac-
tices by writers of typical romances. The technique that
Ieam primarily describing is the deliberate, explicit set-

ting up of a convention, followed by just as deliberate a
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violation of it. The technique, according to James, springs
from the artist's "need to cultivate almost at any price
variety of appearance and experiment, to dissimulate like-
nesses" (Prefaces, 276). A simple way to hide parallels is
to point out contrasts, to set up the typical situation and
then give it a new twist. James's use of this technique
reflects a very important but often neglected truth--that
a new literary movement such as realism owes a great deal
to the movements immediately preceding it, if only by
negating their central principles or conventions through
youthful rebellion.

Since the conventions of romance partake so strongly
of the past (the very nature of conventions), James's set-
ting up of those conventions only to break them creates
realism by establishing a contrast between the romantic
past and the created present of the novel. A situation
seems real and current, that is, partly because it differs
in some important way from the stereotypical situations of
past l:‘.’cerature.l:L The reader's sense of the past is used
to convince him that what he is reading is a portrayal of
the present. In addition the setting up of the conventions
connects the past with the present by delineating the
parallels as well as the contrasts, by associating the two
in the reader's mind. Life is different ™now," but not so
greatly different from life "then." James's sense of the
Present and his portrayal of it generally take shape as a

comparison and contrast to his sense of the past.
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This device of contrasting past and present links James
even more closely with Hawthorne, adding to the validity of
Marius Bewley's conclusions on their affinity. For as Lewis
so accurately notices, "Hawthorne conveyed the idea of
novelty by setting it in an ancient pattern: allowing it
thereby to be recognized," just as James emphasizes his

originality by setting up and breaking conventions.l2 And

Hawthorne defines romance in a manner that perfectly paral-
lels his practice with James's linking of the past and
present:

The point of view in which this tale comes under

the Romantic definition lies in the attempt to

connect a bygone time with the very present that

is flitting away from us. It is a legend pro-

longing itself, from an epoch now gray in the

distance, down into our own broad daylight, and

bringing along with it some of its legendary mist,

which the reader, according to his pleasure, may

either disregard, or allow it to float almost im-

perceptibly about the characters and events for

the sake of a picturesque effect.
James would not consider the attempt to link the past and
the present as necessarily romantic, nor does he reach so
far into the past for a picturesque effect, but the central
method James uses for turning romance into realism and con-~
necting the past and the present is clearly carried forward
from Hawthorne.

Turning romance into reality is quite a trick and

develops slowly, but the battle between the two begins with
his earliest works. Stories like "The Romance of Certain

014 Clothes," "A Problem," and "De Grey: A Romance" (1868),
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to name only a few, are explicitly romantic, and almost
purely so. On the other hand, the plot of "My Friend
Bingham" (1867), in which a woman marries the man who
accidentally kills her son, is a concerted effort to fight
the romantic and the sentimental; love develops from lone-
liness and pity, and no child from the second marriage re-
places the first with trite poetic mercy. The word
"romance" occurs again and again in these works.13 But
generally the word is used in an attempt to dispel any
romantic aura, as in "Poor Richard" (1867), in which a
character remarks for the benefit of the reader that "This

is not romance, it's reality" (Tales, I, 224). Even this

early James sets up conventions, as in "Osborh's Revenge"
(1868), in which the o0ld revenge motif is explicitly denoted
"quite romantic. It would do in a novel" (Tales, II, 43).
But he does not allow the convention to govern the story.

He adds psychological depth and ironic twists to make the
story new, The would-be avenger discovers his revenge is
misdirected and contemplates suicide, and his revenge is

inadvertently carried out by another person (Tales, II, 57).

Similarly the heroine in "Gabrielle de Bergerac" (1869)
considers the time-worn possibility of giving up her beloved
and going to a convent--but she does not go (lales, II,

158). With so much practice on revenge stories and problems
that families pose to marriage, James seems to be warming up
for The American.

He needs to practice. His method is far from perfected,
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and generally just produces a romance with a few curious

twists. Roderick Hudson (1875) seems far more romantic

then realistic, with its explicitly romantic symbolism,
conventional eavesdropping, coincidences and pastoral set-
tings, and apparent suicide ending the work.l4 The climax
is underplayed compared to most romances and left ambigu-
ous, but when a character remarks just before the final
scene that "It's like something in a bad novel" (I, 511),
the reader is more inclined to agree than to contrast

worse ones. The American (1876-7) also comes off as an

wnusual hybrid of romance and realism. The coincidence of
Valentin's duel and the broken engagement is too obviously
& convenience in the plot, allowing Newman to learn the
whereabouts of the family skeleton. Madame de Cintre's
choice of the convent and her passionate farewell scene

with Newman are highly romantic, even though James fights

the 0ld conventions by making her reasons for the choice
slightly less than typical (II, 418-19). Newman's night
meeting with Mrs. Bread, the trusty old English servant,

is Gothic romance relieved only by caricature that may not
be intended (424, 43%6), and his choice of celibacy seems
very sentimental and conventional given his rather cavalier
initial attitude toward seeking a wife (476). The American
is like many earlier tales; its stroke of realism, at least
in the plot, comes mainly at the end--reflecting the fact
that James is more realistic in his conceptions than in

his execution, and revealing that James conceives his
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realistic fiction primarily as a contrast to romance. Con-
trast is his method. Newman thinks of the perfect romantic
ending for him and Claire, so of course James does not allow

it to happen (424).16

And mercifully, Claire has not simply
jilted Newman, "since injuries of this order are the stalest
stuff of romance" (Prefaces, 24). Neither does James allow
Newman a Gothic revenge for his wound and for the nearly
typical but ambiguous "murder" committed by the Bellegardes:
"both his wrong and his right would have been in these cases
of too vulgar a type" (Prefaces, 24). Newman's refusal to
stoop to revenge is the central action toward which the
entire novel is constructed. James creates an anti-romantic
climax according to plan and succeeds in keeping the emo-
tional value pure romance would have, but he also discovers
that in most of the rest of his work he "had been plotting
arch-romance without knowing it" (Prefaces, 22, 25).

Since The American is the novel over which James
puzzles most about the nature of romance and realism, its
preface provides a good key to his theory and practice of
both arts, and may establish a working definition of
"romance" long overdue in this discussion. James describes
the artist's love of each "value," the romantic and the
real, and claims that

The interest is greatest--the interest of his

genius, I mean, and of his general wealth--when

he commits himself in both directions; not quite

at the same time or to the same effect, of course,

but by some need of performing his whole possible

revolution, by the law of some rich passion in
him for extremes. (Prefaces, 31)
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The best artists, he goes on, do not deflect greatly in
either direction, but run a rich, mixed, middle course be-
tween the two.

James appreciates most cities like Baltimore,
fine combinations of the

"rich real and the rich romantic”
(AS, 322), and fiction like that of Balzac or even Howells,

in which the "romance of the real and . . . the charm of
the common" balance the creation (Letters, II, 224).

Surely
James himself produces the same kind of fiction, finding

"the extraordinary in the ordinary, the herocic in the anti-
heroic."l7 Yet what is "romantic" or what is "real" in an
art that is based on effects, that is governed by the illu-

sion that can be created? James goes through dozens of

definitions of romance, rejecting those based only on the
presence of conventions such as tigers and "beautiful
wicked women," and disclaiming also the idea that romance

is simply the portrayal of the pursuit of danger (Prefaces,
32). Neither of these formulations is broad enough. Nor
does the type of characters represented determine the genre.

A work may have a romantic heroine--James suggests Madame

Bovary, but Isabel Archer would do as well--yet not
resemble a romance at all if the record of her adventures

is frue to life (which is just as hard to determine as a

definition of romance). He can find only one definition

of romance with universal validity, described in the
following well-known passage:
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The only general attribute of projected romance
that I can see, the only one that fits all its
cases, is the fact of the kind of experience
with which it deals—-experience liberated, so to
speak; experience disengaged, disembroiled, dis-

encumbered, exempt from the conditions that we
usually know to attach to it

. . . and operating
in a medium which relieves it, in a particular
interest, of the inconvenience of a related, a
measurable state, a state subject to all our
vulgar communities.

The greatest intensity may
s0 be arrived at evidently--when the sacrifice

of community, of the 'related' sides of situa-
tions, has not been too rash. It must to this
end not flagrantly betray itself; we must even
be kept if possible, for our illusion, from sus-
pecting any sacrifice at all. The balloon of
experience is in fact of course tied to the
earth, and under that necessity we swing, thanks
to a rope of remarkable length, in the more or
less commodious car of the imagination; but it
is by the rope we know where we are, and from
the moment that cable is cut we are at large and
unrelated:

we only swing apart from the globe--
though remaining as exhilarated, naturally, as

we like, especially when all goes well. The art
of the romancer is, 'for the fun of it,' insidi-
ously to cut the cable, to cut it without our

detecting him. (Prefaces, 33-4)

The American, James notes, is made up of such "disconnected
and uncontrolled experience--uncontrolled by our general
sense of 'the way things happen'--which romance alone more
or less successfully palms off on us" (Prefaces, 34). The
conventions set up and broken in such works serve to deflect
the reader's suspicion that the events are not happening

as they would happen in the course of actual events, by

pointing out how unconventional the action is compared to

typical romaences. The action may be highly improbable,

but if the artist can decoy the reader's sense of what is

likely, then his romance will have the same convincing

quality as realism and preserve the emotional excitement of
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romance as well. On occasion the reader of James may be
unable to decide, early or late, whether a work is realistic
or is in fact a romance. For James is always at work be-
tween the two, and learns how to cut the cord quietly when-
ever it suits his purposes. The American is more success-
ful than most of James's early works in disguising romance
as reality: but it is not among those mature works in which
the conventions of romance abound but are consistently man-
ipulated, in which the reader is suspended between romance
and reality throughout the action yet always finishes with
the sense that he has witnessed solid experience.

The dozens of literary conventions which are violated,
often explicitly, in James, establish the importance of this
technique from the earliest to the latest periods. In addi-
tion to the early tales already mentioned, "Madame de Mauves"
(1874) provides a good example. Euphemia is taken to a
Gothic castle that "had battered towers and an empty moat,

a rusty drawbridge and a court paved with crooked grass-
grown slabs over which the antique coach-wheels of the
lady with the hooked nose seemed to awaken the echoes of
the seventeenth century" (XIII, 228). The deteriorating
state of the castle makes its romantic qualities very con-
temporary, especially when the reader learns that the
Mauves family is in need of money. Euphemia does not re-
main in the seventeenth century long. The lady with the
hooked nose turns out not to be a witch, breaking another

convention, but the American girl's only friend in the
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place; the real schemers are the younger generation, who
plan to exploit her by marrying her money into the family.

Barly in the English period The Princess Casamassima uses

one of these o0ld literary conventions as a very destructive
myth, the idea that Hyacinth Robinson is the bastard son

of a British nobleman (V, 9-10). This fabrication, borrowed
from é. novel, inflates his self-image and is ultimately
partly responsible for his suicide. Similarly, Miriam

Rooth is a very romantic figure in The Tragic Muse, but the

usual instant stage success does not materialize for her.
Trapped in an apparently unsavory kind of "A London Life"
(1888), unlike the idealized descriptions she has read in
fashionable novels, Laura Wing nevertheless does not "escape
and live in lodgings and paint fans" (X, 332). Every edi-
tor has his theory, his "little romance," about what "The
Aspern Papers" (1888) reveal of the relationship of the
poet to Juliana Bordereau--a fact which remains a romantic
mystery. But the rest of the story is sordidly real. Al-
though previously in the best company, Juliana has had to
settle for visitors whose very names echo how far she has
dropped, and now she lives "obscurely in Venice . . . on
very small means, unvisited, unapproachable, in a seques-
tered and dilapidated old palace" (XII, 3).'® of romanti-
cally uncertain origin, she came abroad when sea travel was
almost heroic, and is supposed to be "too sacred for trivial
modernisms--too venerable to touch" (46-49, 68). Yet the

ungserupulous critic tries to swindle her out of her letters
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by romancing her niece in comically unconventional versions
of the garden scene in Romeo and Juliet and the immemorial
romantic gondola excursion (52, 79); Tina tries to bribe
the critic into marriage with the letters (133); and
Juliana herself is revealed as a "sarcastic profane cymical
old woman" who, believing there is "no more poetry in the
world,"stoops to the vindictive, grasping, virtual extortion
of money (71-3, 99).%%

Even the later periods are laced with examples of such
manipulations of romantic conventions. What Maisie Knew
(1897) is hardly a romance, but the Dickensian caricature
Mrs., Wix, whose conversation is "an endless narrative, a
great garden of romance," could have walked right out of
one (XI, 27-28). Her character is explicitly patterned on
Mrs. Micawber, for she will "never, never, never desert
Miss Farange" (126). The sober reality is that she is
virtually the only one who will not, for one personal reason
or another, desert the child. Likewise in The Wings of the
Dove, Milly's sickness is by no means a fictional first and
has a definite romantic effect on the plot, yet no death
in the nineteenth century could be more common and real than
death by disease. James stretches the conventions by creating
his own particular heroism in her character, and by very
carefully handling her discovery that she is going to die.
to be sure to avoid any analogy with the medieval dream

vision in his portrayal of Ralph Pendrel's excursion into
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the past (XZVI, 293). Yet he wants to retain his romantic
effect at the same time: "The 'romantic' of course has es-
sentially to be allowed for, but what on earth is the whole
thing but the pure essence of the romantic and to be bravely
faced and exploited as such?" (Notebooks, 366). Once again
I am reminded of Hawthorne in the fact that this "pure
essence of the romantic" is primarily an attempt to connect
the past with the present. The handling of Ralph's experience
as a drama of consciousness, and the deliberateness of his
stepping into the past, make the novel far from the old
dream vision yet not at all so unromantic as a case study.

Iastly, in his unfinished novel The Ivory Tower, James wants

in creating Graham Fielder "to steer clear of the tiresome
'artistic' associations hanging about the usual Anglo-Saxon
'brought up abroad'; though only indeed so far as they are
tiresome" (XXV, 337-8). He avoids followihg his own con-
ventions of the international theme, that is, except as they
can be molded to fit the particular situation. He uses,

and perhaps sometimes abuses, conventions whenever and how-
ever they shit his purpose. Rosanna Gaw will come to visit
Graham first, not the reverse, in order to indicate Graham's
ability to draw her out of the ivory tower that social con-
ventions and her fear of being exploited have built (277).
To avoid staleness, there will be no trite complications in
Betterman's will (296). And for once Jane Austen's ironic

little "truth universally acknowledged” in Pride and Preju-

dice, "that a single man in possession of a good fortune
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must be in want of a wife," will not be acknowledged in
quite the usual menner. Horton Vint assumes, like the
mothers in Austen's work, that a rich young man like Graham
must be after a spouse. Not so, says Graham, and he ap-
parently means it (204). Whether or not James would have
provided Graham a wife had he finished the novel is debat-
able; but one thing is sure--he would have teased as much
mileage out of the convention as possible through Rosanna
and Cissy before turning it loose.20

These short examples, of course, only establish the
ubiquity and variety of the habit; they do not reveal the
subtlety and development of the technique. Using "The
Madonna of the Future," "The Turn of the Screw," The
Portrait of a Lady and The Ambassadors for somewhat closer
analysis, I would like to show the progress and depth in
James's use of conventions, to show how superbly his sense
of past modes shapes his materials into a synthesis of
romence and realism.

"The Madonna of the Future" (1873) is one of those
early tales in which James had the most trouble separating
and remolding "the American romantic" and "the American
real" (Prefaces, 193-4). Somewhat like "The Turn of the
Serew," the story has a narrator--"H___," known as "a
clever man who had seen much of men and had a great stock
of reminiscences"--who is récalling a tale of his youth
and Italy (XIII, 437-38). This device places the tale in

the past, like many romances, in the hope of putting the
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reader's suspicion off guard, of achieving objective dis-

tance. A reader is more willing to believe something hap-
pened in a time less familiar to him or faded by memory,
gsince he has less sense of the way things happened then.
The use of a narrator allows any romance or exaggeration

to be charged to his memory rather than the author's. Like-
wise not revealing H____ 's full name, though a standard de-
vice, is intended to give more verisimilitude to the narra-
tor as a figure; the mystery about his identity suggests
that the name would be immediately recognized if revealed

(I think of Howells, for example, just for the romance of
biographical anecdote). Even when James is being utterly
conventional, in other words, he uses conventions designed
to preserve both the interest of romance and the conviction
of realism.

More striking is his alternation of romantic convention
with more sober realism in the tale. The narrator is wan-
dering about Florence on a dark but moonlit night seeking to
see the city's beauty in the romantic soft light of the past
rather than the harsh light of the present. He meets a man
wearing "some fashion of black velvet tunic (as it seemed)
and with a mass of auburn hgir, which shimmered in the moon-~
light, escaping from a little beretto of the
cinquecento. . . J":

He was romantic, fantastic, slightly unreal.

Hovering in that consecrated neighbourhood

he might have passed for the genius of

aesthetic hospitality--if the genius of
aesthetic hospitality wasn't commonly some
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shabby little custode who flourishes a calico
pocket-handkerchief and openly resents the
divided franc. (XIII, 439?

James immediately breaks the romantic charm of the mysteri-
ous figure by a reference to his contemporary materialistic
counterpart. The pattern repeats itself as the two con-
verse. The stranger speaks eloguently of the romantic
night and the past:

I've known Florence long, sir, but I've never
known her so lovely as to-night. It's as if the
ghosts of her past were abroad in the empty
streets. The present is sleeping; the past
hovers about us like a dream made visible.

Fancy the o0ld Florentines strolling up in couples
to pass judgment on the last performance of
Michael, of Benvenuto! The plainest burgher of
them, in his cap and gown, had a taste in the
matter. That was the prime of art, sir. The

sun stood high in heaven, and his broad and

equal blaze made the darkest places bright and the
dullest eyes clear. We live in the evening of
time. (439-40)

Theobald, the romantic painter, continues to combine his
i¢ealization of the past with the soft night, feeling "as
if the moonlit air were charged with the secrets of the

masters, and as if, standing here in religious attention,

we might--well, witness a revelation!" (440). Suddenly

the more realistic narrator has a revelation of his own,
however, which breaks the spell the painter has been
weaving for the reader: '"The mystery was suddenly solved;
ny friend was the most characteristic of compatriots," an
American, whose romanticism is the national disease of
"the famished race" (441). The letdown drops even further

as the artist mentions the custom of money patronage of the
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arts: "For a moment I was alarmed. Was his irrepressible
passion mere Yankee enterprise?--was he simply a desperate
brother of the brush who had posted himself here to extort
an 'order' from a sauntering tourist?" (441). But no;
Theobald is a genuine romantic, raving on and on about the
lack of atmosphere in America and the exile of American
artists from the magic circle of beauty, until the narrator
bursts the rhetoric with irony: "You seem fairly at home
in exile . . . and Florence seems to me a very easy Siberia,"
he rémarks, going on to give the artist very realistic ad-
vice about working instead of complaining (442). The nar-
rator's irony breaks in again as Theobald continues to
rant, bringing the reader's conception of the self-styled
uncommercial artist down to earth with such barbs as "I
had begun to feel unequal to the society of a genius of this
heroic strain," and with his sceptical desire to see the
artist "by common daylight" (444). Theobald disappears at
the first stroke of midnight as in a fairy tale, but a
morning view of him returns the perspective from the roman-
tic to the real:

His midnight mood was over and he looked as

haggard as an actor by daylight. He was much

older than I had supposed and had less bravery

of costume and attitude. . . . His velvet coat

was threadbare and his short slouched hat, of

an antique pattern, revealed a rustiness that

marked it an 'original' and not one of the

picturesque reproductions that members of his

craft sometimes affect. (445)
The reader is left with the impression that Theobald is

genuine, but that his romanticism is archaic rather than
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charming. At this point the artist reveals his desire to

paint a madonna, and in spite of the fact that it is to be
"the Madonna of the future," it would clearly be just as
archaic as the artist's tastes. His unrealistic incor-
ruptibility, "unsullied by the accidents of life," causes
the narrator to continue his iconoclasm, questioning "the
reality of an artistic virtue, an aesthetic purity, on
which some profane experience had n't rubbed off a little
more" (456).

The biggest burst of the bubble concerns Theobald's
model for the madonna. He thinks she is perfect, but the
narrator gradually lets the reader know that she is not
exactly an immaculate figure for the artist's conception:
"The most beautiful woman in Italy was a person of a gener-
ous Italian type and of a great simplicity of demeanour.

+ « . she seemed to have nothing whatever to say" (465).
Except for the fact that the reader is conditioned by now
%0 expect irony and euphemism from the narrator, this de-
seription is s8till fairly neutral. The madonna is a picture,
even embroidering, apparently, "some ecclesiastical vest-~
ment" for a priest., The first major hint that something is
amiss, is that even though the lady is still beautiful, she
is no longer young. Quickly, then, the picture cracks and
crazes, After a carefully worded description, the nar-
rator breaks down into bluntness, noting that the woman
"betrayed rather a vulgar stagnation of mind" and that

"furthermore, in plain prose, she was growing stout" (467),
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This madonna also has a child, and the crowning irony is
that the lady, whose hands "lacked the traces of what is
called honest toil," turns out also to be "a maiden mother,
but she had been turned out into the world in her shame"
(470). The woman Theobald has idolized is now a prosti-
tute (476, 478-80). The narrator cannot keep the truth to
himself. When Theobald realizes that his ideal is o014,
then for him "the charm in truth was broken" (473). He has
awakened from his romantic illusion.

It is at this point that James fails to draw his
romance fully back to reality. Theobald seems too extreme
a case; the narrator finds him, disillusioned after twenty
years, sitting before "a canvas that was a mere dead blank
cracked and discoloured by time" (485). So great a distor-
tion of the pe_rception of concrete reality is difficult to
conceive., There is something too much like Hawthorne or
Oscar Wilde in the resulting parable, something too
didactic in Theobald's sitting "face to face with the past"
and its "terrible truth" (485-86). Like "The Beast in the
Jungle," the tale is too clearly attached to a moral on the
comparative value of past and present to fit the reader's
conception of "the way things happen," and may belong with
"Daisy Miller" as "pure romance" (Prefaces, 269-70). James
tries to pull the story out with a trick learned from his
French mentors. A cynical artist, a commercial sculptor of
satirical animal figures whom the narrator found consorting

with the would-be madonna, reappears for the last word.







T4
He is just caricature enough, I think, to help move the
tale back toward a suspension between romance and realism
instead of leaving it in the grasp of pure romance. His
epitaph for the story puts Theobald's experience enough
in perspective to move the case closer to the credible.
Referring to his work, the sculptor chants, "Cats and
monkeys, monkeys and cats--all human life is there!" (492).

James would learn, like Flaubert in Madame Bovary, to
picture romantic characters with much less of a tinge of
romance in the portrayal. Yet the basic technique of set-
ting up and violating the conventions of romance to produce
realism would remain. The governess in "The Turn of the
Screw," Isabel Archer and Lambert Strether are all romantics,
but the difference in the way they are portrayed shows how
well James learns to control the conventions of literature
and the representation of consciousness to produce romantic
effects with all the conviction of realism.

"The Turn of the Screw" (1898) is a much later work
then the "Madonna," but is an example of a much more romantic
genre, the "ghost story," which James classifies as
"Ever . . . for me the most possible form of fairy tale"

(Prefaces, 254), By "most possible" James means that the

genre is easiest for him to write in without sacrificing
either strangeness or credibility. Sounding like his dis-
cussion of the elements of romantic and realistic fiction
in the preface to The American, James tries to define what

arouses "wonder" in the ghost-tale, and how it may be maintaineq
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(Prefaces, 30, 254). Again the solution is a mixture of
the romantic and the realistic: "To begin to wonder, over
a case," James says, "I must begin to believe--to begin to
give out (that is to attend) I must begin to take in, and
to enjoy that profit I must begin to see and hear and feel"
(Prefaces, 254-55). The best way to create the childlike
wonder of the fairy tale is to create the childlike credul-

ity. Romance like Poe's The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym,

though it begins with direct representation, becomes dis-
connected from reality, and by lacking that "indispensable
history," fails through destroying the reader's ability to
believe (256-57). On the other hand pure realism, the

case-history approach to obsessions, is not representation
but dry analysis:

The new type indeed, the mere modern 'psychical!

case, washed clean of all queerness as by ex-

posure to a flowing laboratory tap, and equipped

with credentials vouching for this--the new type

clearly promised little, for the more it was re-

spectably certified the less it seemed of a na-

ture to rouse the dear old sacred terror.

(Prefaces, 169).

Too much documentation destroys the value gained from the
unknown and the uncertain, murdering the romance by dis-
section, Belief and disbelief must be held in careful
suspension. What James wants to produce is "sinister
romance" with the impact of reality: "The exhibition in-
volved is in other words a fairy-tale pure and simple--
save indeed as to its springing not from an artless and
measureless, but from a conscious and cultivated credulity"

(171), Here is the romancer drawing in the reader as far
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as possible, then cutting the cord connected to reality,
hoping not to disturb him. To succeed in this mixing of
reality and romance, the artist must portray "the indis-
pensable history of someone's normal relation to something"
as well as the abnormal relation creating the drama (Prefaces,
256). Consequently the artist needs to show a "human con-
sciousness that entertains and records, that amplifies and
interprets" the unusual experience; more particularly, since
the "safest" means of proceeding with "moving accidents and
mighty mutations and strange encounters" is through showing
%their second" rather than "their first exhibition," the
focus must be on that consciousness experiencing in retro-
spection (256). The events may be pure romance, but the
sense of perception must be real. The ghost tale, then,
shows the past haunting the mind of a central character,
combining the romance of the strange with the realism of
consciousness.zl

In addition, of course, the usual conventions of
romance are manipulated for romentic or realistic effects.
"The Turn of the Screw" parallels "The Madonna of the
Future" in its initial use of a narrator figure to objectify
the tale, but once Douglas fulfills that function and also
surrounds his story with mystery, he disappears. He has an
ambiguous relation to the story, but the reader soon forgets
that in the first-person narrative of the governess which
follows the introduction. For most of the tale Douglas is

not the reader's "normal" connection to the strange
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happenings. Instead Mrs. Grose and the children, inasmuch
as the reader perceives their interpretation of the events,
form the normal relation to the history of Bly. Peter Quint
and Miss Jessel, of course, are the "abnormal agents," and
the reader sees both them and the representatives of normal-
ity through the governess.

The trick in "The Turn of the Screw" is to quiet the
reader's suspicions of the unreal and portray the governess's
consciousness so that the normal and the abnormal are nearly
impossible to extricate. The greatest effect of terror and

the greatest representation of consciousness--in short the

best of both romance and realism--can be maintained by
achieving this mixture. So just as in the "Madonna," James
plays with the conventions of the genre to keep the reader

believing. Douglas's reluctance to tell a story never told

before adds to its credibility even as it heightens the sus-
pense and the expectation of the unusual. The bachelor in
Harley Street is a romantic element, "such a figure as had
never risen, save in a dream or an old novel," but this
image is made real through its connection with the governess's
immature impression. That image arises "before a fluttered
anxious girl out of a Hampshire vicarage" (XII, 153).
Similarly, instead of arriving in a portentous storm (which
James will use later for another purpose), the governess
pulls up at Bly on a beautiful summer day (150, 158). The
house is not darkly Gothic, but light and airy, and flowers

bloom profusely. But neither is Bly a dream "castle of
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romance"; instead it is a "big ugly antique but convenient
house" (163).

The tale soon revolves around the governess;s con—
sciousness in more than the sense that she is the voice
telling the tale; the question of how much that she per-
ceives is real and how much is fantasy begins almost im-
mediately to loom. James now finds a use for that portentous
storm--to reveal the lady's sensitive emotions. She begins
to hear noises with almost preternatural acuteness, sus-
piciously like some of Poe's well-known insane narrators.
At first the governess felt like a cinderella (159), but her
apprehension soon turns the situation into a Jane Eyre or a
"mystery of Udolpho" with a possibly "insane, an unmention-
able relative kept in unsuspected confinement” (179).

James resurrects this old idea just to get it out of the
way., Clearly the thought is meant more to characterize the
governess than to suggest that in fact Bly is an asylum.

The reader seesaws back and forth between the romantic
and the realistic, the ideal and the ugly. Sometimes the
order in which information is presented determines which
Wway an event is interpreted. When the governess sees a man
on one of the old towers symbolically "dating . . . from a
romantic revival," she feels that "her imagination had, in
a flash, turned real" (175). The reader, though his sus-
picion may be rising, is still quite ready to accept her
tale. The incident seems authentic enough--until the next

cahpter ends with the discovery that the man she has allegedly
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seen is dead. Other reversals cause the reader to reassess
the situation. The children change from romantically per-
fect to fiendishly evil in the governess's mind, and from
impossible angels to vulnerable human beings in the reader's.
Quint's death goes from a mysterious and perhaps horrible
affair to a sordid and vulgar alcoholic's accident (195,
198). Yet the reader is suspended, unsure of his interpre-
tation, through James's upsetting uses of conventions. When
conventions become unconventional, interpretations grow un-
certain. The old variations oh midnight confrontations with

ghosts alternate with a solitary mid-morning walk through a

graveyard and broad-daylight showdowns with each. Strangely,
the reader accepts most of the account as natural, for he
is fully absorbed in the governess's quest, but he begins to

understand at least intuitively the'pattern of her obses-

sion. She wants to be a saviour. A candle blown-out by
Miles in an airtight room makes the governess start as though
a hurricane had gone through (222). Since she wants so badly
to redeem the children, ghosts and danger there shall be.

Mrs. Grose apparently sees no ghosts, and the children never
admit seeing any either. Flora is frightened out of her

wits; Miles is literally scared to death--but by the

governess, not ghosts. In the most interesting reversal

of the novel, the governess begins haunting the children.

Mrs. Grose steps in to protect Flora (280-81), but Miles--

who clearly shows that he sees no ghosts by misidentifying

the one the governess perceives and by being unable to
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locate it--Miles is forced into the protective arms of his
tormenter.
This interpretation of the tale is far from universal,
but in a sense the particular interpretation does not

matter.22

As James stresses in the prefaces, he is striving
for an effect, and the particular details of reality are
subordinate to that effect. I have been arguing that the
governess is a distorting narrator, a portrayal of a very
romantic imagination. Her distorted sense of the passage
of time and inability to distinguish the older tower from
the newer one reinforce this interpretation, for an in-
accurate sense of the past and the passage of time in James
is a common index of unreliability. Consider this passage,
for example (and cf. 221, 280-83):

I call it time, but how long was it? I can't

speak to the purpose to-day of the duration

of these things. That kind of measure must have

left me: they couldn't have lasted as they
actually appeared to me to last. (185)

The governess enters some kind of trance when she sees a
ghost. After the confrontation with Miss Jessel by the
pond with Flora and Mrs. Grose, she apparently faints and
loses her sense of much of the afternoon. James uses the
tradition of time stopping, of "prodigious palpable hushes"
and "a stillness, a pause of all life" when the ghosts
appear, to heighten again both the romance of the super-
natural and the realistic portrayal of the governess's ab-
normal consciousness (245-46; cf. 174, 282-83). At least

I think so. The tale is so beautifully complex that
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certainty may be impossible; it is the strangest hybrid
of romance and realism James ever produced. Martha Banta,
summarizing James's use of Gothicism, might as well be de-
seribing "The Turn of the Screw":

Henry James knew the tradition of the Gothic novel

well. It was simple for him to take its basic

conventions of character, setting, and plot and to

transform them into something which kept many of

the external trappings of old Gothicism while

adding the terrors of a new Gothicism which--

like the new psychology of the period--revealed

the self as victim of its own self-villainy.23
"The Turn of the Screw" is midway between the o0ld ghost
tale and the new case history. Separating the two is ex-~
tremely difficult in the work--which is probably why it is
so intriguing, and why it is so clear a progression in the
fusion of the past and present, the synthesis of the
romantic and the real.

Perhaps the most impressive manipulation of conven-

tion, however, occurs in those works which are apparently

more realistic. Critics have argued over the verisimili-

tude of The Portrait of a Lady and The Ambassadors, particu-

larly the appropriateness of the endings, but what is
generally questioned is the romantic sensibility of Isabel
Archer and Lambert Strether in making their final de-
cisions, not the romanticism of James. The works seem to
be realistic records of characters with romantic sensi-
bilities, not romantic distortions of realistic experience.
BEach abounds with the conventions of romance, modified to
create the illusion of reality. But James does not deprive

his works of their romantic possibilities just to insure
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their verisimilitude; he always tries to preserve the most
of each.
R.W. Stallman, among others, spotted Isabel Archer's
romantic tendencies long ago, a defect that makes her mis-

take Madame Merle for a French femme du monde and glorify

a shell like Gilbert Osmond.24 The discovery is not start-
ling; after all, "the idea of the whole thing," James re-
marks in his notebooks, "is that the poor girl, who has
dreamed of freedom and nobleness . . . finds herself in
reality ground in the very mill of the conventional"
(Notebooks, 15). But few have noticed how thoroughly laced
with romantic conventions the novel is, nor how James
mangges to get away with them. The early romance with Lord
Warburton is a good example. As soon as Isabel hears of
him, she exclaims, "Oh, I hoped there would be a lord; it's
just like a novel!" (III, 18). And it is--so remarkably
like a novel of the most romantic sort that only the
cleverest technique makes the affair come off as real. Her
expectations are formed almost exelusively by English
fiction., Anticipating potential problems in conquering
Lord Warburton, Isabel falls back for protection on a fic-
tional commonplace about Englishmen: "I don't believe
they're very nice to girls; they 're not nice to them in
the novels" (76). Soon after she meets him, she puts him
in enother fictional category: ". . . at the end of an
eévening spent in his society she scarce fell short of

seeing him--though quite without luridity--as a hero of
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romance" (91). Warburton does not have a chance to break
through a sensibility so prejudiced by literature. Fearing
that he is turning amorous, Isabel prepares herself with
the recollection that "she had often heard that the English
are a highly eccentric people, and she had even read in
some ingenious author that they are at bottom the most
romantic of races" (112). How carefully James is preparing
for the proposal scene! Just so the reader will not be put
off by its conventionality, James gives an explicit warning
like Brecht of what is to come, so the reader's interest
can be directed at something besides the romantic plot:
"Yes, assuredly . . . the English are the most romantic
people in the world, and Lord Warburton was about to give

an example of it" (145). He certainly is. He plays in

fact the standard hero of romance for which Isabel has
billed him, beginning with a heartfelt but incredibly trite
confession: "I lost no time, I fell in love with you then.
It was at first sight, as the novels say; 1 know now that's
not a fancy-phrase, and I shall think better of novels for
evermore" (147; cf. 152). One reason the reader ignores
Warburton's conventional approach, even in the typical
garden, is that the focus is strongly on Isabel's mind.
As they begin their romantic walk, the reader enters her
thoughts:
It suddenly came upon her that her situation was
one which a few weeks ago she would have deemed
deeply romantic: the park of an o0ld English

country-house, with the foreground embellished
by a 'great' (as she supposed) nobleman in the
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act of making love to a young lady who, on
careful inspection, should be found to present
remarkable analogies with herself. But if she

was now the heroine of the situation she suc-
ceeded scarcely the less in looking at it from

the outside. (146)

The scene hardly seems real to Isabel because it is so

conventional, so much like the novels she has read. Instead

of feeling that what she imagined has turned real, she

senses the real abstracting into her imagination--thus her

sense of dissociation from the scene. Paradoxically, she

rejects Warburton because he is too romantic; marrying him
would be a romantic escape, and she wants a romantic es-
capade (186-89). All the romance, all the unreality of the
scene consequently is associated for the reader with
Isabel's conceptions, so the literal conventionality of it

slips right by.
In addition, of course, James has broken enough con-~

ventions in creating Warburton to make his lapse in the

garden a romantic eccentricity. The lord does not believe

in his social position, favoring disestablishment and marked
social change (98-100), and he criticizes the Touchetts

for being "mediaeval" in holding "ideas that people in

England nowadays were ashamed to confess to" (95). So even

as she considers him a romantic, Isabel takes into account
his political leanings as "a nobleman of the newest pattern,
& reformer, a radical, a contemner of ancient ways" (95),

and the fact that the family had been liberal "from the

earliest times" (95, 108). Since Isabel is so "devoted
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to romantic effects," Warburton invites her to see his

"very curious old place" and to meet his sisters and brother
in the clergy (94). ZILockleigh is "of course . . . a2 noble
picture” to Isabel, in spite of alternations:

Within, it had been a good deal modernised--

some of its best points had lost their purity;

but as they saw it from the garden, a stout

grey pile, of the softest, deepest, most weather-

fretted hue, rising from a broad, still moat, it

affected the young visitor as a castle in a

legend. (108¥
The reader less romantically inclined will notice more that
is not typical at Lockleigh. Unlike in most novels,
Warburton's sisters get along beautifully with Isabel, and
his brother holding the "family living" in the church turns
out to be a very unorthodox wrestler (104)! Isabel is the
only one ready "to fight to the death: I mean for the
heritage of the past"--not the Warburtons (107). They are
modern,

Isabel is surrounded by romance, but it is romance
that has the disturbing habit of turning into disagreeable
reality., Caspar Goodwood, an explicit representative of
"'the strong man in pain'" kind of romance (221), will not
stay on the shelf of memory provided for him; he keeps
turning up at the awkwardest times, and ends in being the
only person with an unfulfilled claim on her (IV, 434).
Reversing another expectation, Osmond likes him better than
any of Isabel's suitors. Everything Isabel thinks is
romantic somehow loses its aura--for the reader if not for

the girl. Mrs. Touchett's romantic house in Florence, host
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to three murders in its history (III, 35), is a fabulous
home to the girl: "to live in such a place was, for Isabel,
to hold to her ear all day a shell of the sea of the past.
This vague eternal rumour kept her imagination awake."
But James connects this old romance to pressent reality by
pointing out that "the carven rafters and pompous frescoes
of the sixteenth century looked down on the familiar commodi-
ties of the age of advertisement," and that Mrs. Touchett
"found compensation for the darkness of her frontage in the
modicity of the rent" (354-55).

Furthermore, Henrietta Stackpole keeps dropping in to
bring the romantic back to reality. When Isabel describes
"a gwift carriage, of a dark night, rattling with four
horses over roads that one can't see" as her "idea of happi-
ness," Henrietta remarks that she is "like the heroine of an
immoral novel® (235). And Miss Stackpole is always poking
holes in romantic visions of history, royalty and nobility:

'They try to make us believe in America that
they 're all handsome and magnificent and that
they wear wonderful robes and crowns.'

'Ah, the robes and crowns are gone out of
fashion,' said Lord Warburton, 'like your toma-~
hawks and revolvers.'

'I'm sorry for that; I think an aristocracy

ought to be splendid,' Henrietta declared. 'If

it's not that, what is it?!' (181)

She likes Nr. Bantling for his irreverence to the past, as
in his calling Julius Caesar a "'cheeky old boy'," and is
reminded by the chariot ruts in old Rome of American trolley

tracks (414). Henrietta is an inveterate advocate of the

new, the present and the future against the romantic past.
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She pronounces St. Peter's dome inferior to the Capitol

in Washington (425), and Lord Nelson does not impress her
because "that's the past--I don't care about the past; I
want to see some of the leading minds of the present. I
won't say of the future, because I don't believe much in
your future' (199). In spite of her extreme opinions and
bad taste, Henrietta is good for Isabel's romantic haze,
perceiving remarkably of her that "You think we can escape
disagreeable duties by taking romantic views--that's your
great illusion, my dear" (310-11). But of course such
pronouncements create greater reactions in the attentive
reader than in Isabel; for the reader recognizes her
romanticism--Isabel does not. Consequently the reader is
convinced that the novel is a reglistic portrayal, charging
all the romance to the American girl.
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