A THEMATIC AND CHARACTER APPROACH TO
HENRY JAMES

To Professor A.D. Van Nostrand,
in grateful acknowledgement of
valuable and disinterested help.

a) The cult of tradition.

It is my contention that Henry James's supposed rich-
ness and variety is a myth. He is not rich, but merely cumu-
lative. And he is not varied, except at a very superficial
level. Basically, his characters belong, all through his large
body of fiction, to the same, limited gallery. The situations
they have to go through are always rather similar as well.
Such repetitiveness and such accumulation are, indeed, very
cleverly presented to the reader, very skilfully disguised. And
he has been astonishingly successful. To expose his limitations
in subject matter and in characterization is the purpose of
this article.

James's characters are mainly of two types: the first
one is, generally speaking, an individual; the sccond type
can be an individual or a group of people, functioning as a
collective entity, The individual assumes, when belonging
to the first tvpe, the role of the victim; and the second type
of individual, more frequently a collectivity, becomes his
executioner. The sitnation will appropriately be one in which
the wvictim, through some misunderstanding or other on his
part, becomes guilty of a trangression against the rules which
govern the collectivity. He is never guilty in a moral sense:
his transgression 15 never ethical but rather aesthetic; it is
not based on morals but mainly on manners. Thus, he is an
innocent as far as ethical values are concerned. An enormous
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proportion of James's fiction can be reduced to these terms,
If 1 can convincingly show this T shall, I believe, have proved
my initial statement.

There are four aspects of the life and culture of Curope
which James looked upon in reverence and which he believed
were lacking in his own country. They were shadcs of the same
idea: four facets of tradition. In the first place, the family
tradition present in the old aristocratic European families
which he unreservedly admired. Noble characters of the
old world who would not tolerate interference in their com-
munities or in their family units by persons unable to exhibit
similar traditions. In second place, and closely linked to the
first aspect, James recognized a maturity on the part of
European socicty, as opposed to the newness, the yourh, the
immaturity of American life. A symbol of this opposition
appears clearly illustrated in his fiction through his stories
of children, wictims of the adult world which guickly discards
them as soon as they begin to get in its way. Thirdly, this
tradition was of an artistic or cultural nature: for James only
Europe (mainly France, England or Italy) could be the centre
of the authentic artistic traditions of the civilized world. And
finally therc was historic tradition, which James, however,
saw as a historic picturcsqueness, as popular legend, from
which his ghost stories sprang, although the deeper, human
motivations which led him to actually write them will be
seen in due time, James used this medium, as he used others
which have just been observed, as a symbolic vehicle to
express his ideas about life as well as his concept of man and
man’s destiny,

From these four aspects of tradition spring the main
variations to be found in James's characters and situations.
But those variations are external and accidental: their casual
nature is what determines the very limited themaric diversily
that we find in Henry James as soon as we delve into his
work. In fact, as has already been said, there is only one
theme which is dealt with in a series of different ways: his
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characters are always the same and their circumstances similar;
the former in different guisc, and the latter superficially
variegated. These variations, these guises, are of four prin-
cipal types. James begins of course with the novels and
stories that have an international setting. In them there is
always an individual, the foreigner, faced with a group of
native residents; and the situation is generally one of contrast,
in which the innocence of the foreigner stands out. Then a
second treatment follows: a child whose circumstances place
him in a position of tension with the adult world. Thirdly,
the artist who has to cope with the uncomprehending society
which surrounds him, and which, except on rare occasions,
gither exploits him or ignores him without in any casc undet-
standing his work. And finally, the normal, intelligent and
healthy  person who through no fault of his own finds
himself entangled with the supernatural world, the world of
ghosts,

b) A definition of innocence.

All these characters have a common denominator: their
profound natural goodness, and their great intelligence. Both
these attributes are parallelled by their unfamiliarity with
the world with which they come into contact for the first
time, by their ignorance in gquestions of social behaviour
(« manners »), or of the mechanism which governs the adult
of the ghostly worlds. This aspect of their characters is
what has been called énmocence, which since it corresponds
to a double conditioning has a double effect: on the one
hand, there is a positive factor which is a result of their
natural goodness and is their inability to do harm. The
only possible refuge for these characters, who are faced with
a situation in which they are at a distinct disadvantage with
regard to their antagonists is self-destruction. And because
of this, one understands the fatal accident of Roderick Hudson
(where there shonld logically have been a suicide); the death
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of Daisy Miller the victim of the malaria that she contracts
as a punishment for her blind disobedience; or the masochis-
tic acceptance by Isabel Archer of a commitment that she
was deccived into accepting; or the death of the young
protagonist of « The Pupil » or that of Miles in «The
Turn of the Screw ».

The other facet of this innocence is the limitation of
the characters’ intellectnal qualities: their inability to under-
stand the peculiarities of the mode of life with which they
come into contact, which is naturally one of the causes that
lead them to failure. This is, therefore, a characteristic with
its aspects of virtue and of defectiveness, like a coin with its
two inseparable sides. This innocence, with its positive values
and its negative limitations, is in short a spiritual quality
which rejects from the characters’ minds the possibility of
learning through their cxpericnces.  An innocent person can
learn with time, but not without losing something of his
innocence. Thus, if he learns by cxperience, he does so only
at the expense of his blamelessness; he becomes capable of
consciously causing harm o hus fellow human beings, and
begins to sec in his actions the pussibinty of an ethical choice.
Such is the case of the protagonist of one of the nowels in
James® last period, The Ambassadors (1903), Lambert Stre-
ther, who « has exhibitional conditions to meet... that forbid
the terrible {luidity of self-revelation » ' and although James
used these vords to justify and explain his handling of the cha-
racter, they are doubtless applicable in this other sense, be-
cause whatever Strether is, in the end, he is as a whole cha-
racter. This incapacity for self-knowledge on Strether’s part
was overcome after his expetiences in Europa, because he
learned from rhem that the criteria which govern behaviour
in Woollet, his small town in the state of Massachussetts,
were not necessarily the only ones, nor even the most adequate
ones and on rejecting them in favour of those which he had

. Hewev James, The Art of the Nevel, ¢d. by Riciarn P. BLACKMUER,
Scribner’s, New York and London, 1948 p, 321,
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discovered and absorbed in Europe, he realized that he had to
cause pain to his old American friends who were unable to
lose their innocence, their original ignorance,

c) A conspicuous absence.

This presentation of themes and characters implies per se a
striking absence: that of the problem of evil in James’s works.
Not that he was ignorant of or rejected the existence of evil,
but rather that he did not recognize it, did not see it as a
problem, as the result of freedom of choice on the part of
his characters 2. They never hesitate between good and evil;
there are no indications of moral guilt in them, rather they
behave according to other modes of conducts, as the case
may be, which are neither moral nor ethical. James indeed
fully participated in this Manichean tendency to identify evil
outside his good characters, outside his protagonistis; to such
a point that a clear dividing line can be established in his
stories and novels between the « good » and the « bad »: in
both cases, in one as much as in the other, thev appear as
they are without any clement of the opposite. Christopher
Newman is an example of absolute and innate goodness, while
the Belleparde family, or at least the members of it at whose
hands he receives the great wound of his life, are irremediably
wicked. Even in the case of Hyacinth Robinson, the leading
character in one of his intermediate novels of an exclusively
English nature, it is pointless to search for a psychological
conflict between good and evil.

This novel, The Princess Casamassima (1885), aspires
to be a dramatized account of the anarchist movements in
England at the end of the last century. Robinson is the ba-
stard son of a mysterious member of the British aristocracy

2. The absence in James's characters of what could he called a
conscionsness of good and evil (or perhaps, just ethical conscience) might
be the result of the direct and pervasive influence which his father's religious
and moral ideas had on him. Vid, QuenTin AwnpeErsoN, « Henry James
and the New Jerusalem, Kemyor Review, Autumn 1946, pp. 516-566.
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and 2 woman of doubtful life and infamous social extraction,
of French birth?, who stabs her lover when he refuses to
recognize his duties towards his son. The child is charitably
taken in by a modest London family and grows up in the shums
of the English capital, while his mother serves her prison
sentence. He joins the bookbinding trade and by a series of
circumstances finds himself in lcague with a group of anar
chists. When at the end of the nove! he is given his first mis-
sion of importance, the assassination of a prominent aristo-
crat, Robinson hesitates, not for reasons of a moral nature,
but for something much more superficial and of course arti-
ficially justified. He suffers at the thought that by his action
he would be flaty rejecting and attacking a social class to
which at heart he feels himself partially tied and which he
respects with a romantic and childlike admiration. His ideas
about the nobility, which are attacked from within by the
princess herself and from without by his companions at work
and by those of the conspiracy can be seen in his own
words: « it couldn’t be true that they were all a bad lot »*
and he thinks furthermore that it is already sufficient for him
« to give my life to the beastly cause, without giving [it] my
svmpathy » .

This sympathy which in the beginning struggles with his
sense of duty (a duty, which, seen from another point of view,
is arbitrarily imposed and only partially accepied, without anv
clear ideological justification) takes root in him through the
reflections which always lead him to the same kind of con-
clusion: « Everywhere, everywhere he saw the ulcer of envry,
the greed of a party hanging together only that it might de-

_ 3. This character, as those of the Bellegatde family in The Aweerican,
just mentioned, corresponds to the simplistic and childish idea that James
had of the French, as he expressed it when acknowledging that « the con-
ception of Paris as the consecrated scene of rash infatuations and hold bad
treacheries belongs, in the AngloSaxon imagination, to the infancy of art .
Vid.: Hewney James, The Art of the Movel, p. 24, -

4. Heney James, The Princess Casamassimtg, Harper Torchbaoks,
New York 1959, p. 206,

5. The Princess Casamassima, p. 282,
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spoil another to its advantage » ©. Finally, the only possible
solution for him is suicide,

Robinson, albeit in a different sense from Newman or
voung Miles, is also an innocent person. He is a man sitting
on the fence between two worlds, neither of which fully re-
cognizes him as an integral part and to neither of which he
feels completely tied. He recognizes in himself affinities to-
wards the world of the workers, in the middle of which he
has spent all his life and of which he is a member, be it only
in an external and material way; but he also feels affiliated to
the London aristocracy, since he thinks that its members « re-
cognizing a mysterious affinity (with that fineness of jlair for
which they were remarkable) were coming to him to save him
the trouble of coming to them » 7.

At the same time, he has connections with both classes:
his worker and rcvoluiionary friends appreciate him without
fully understanding him, and he produces the same feeling of
confusion among the acquaintances he has in the nobility.
For some, Robinson is a « duke in disguise » ¥ or « he’s a
bloated liztle arisvocrat » 7; for others he is a commoner of
whom, however, it can be said: « you've nothing of the peo-
ple about you » Y, James intended that Robinson, as the son
of an aristocrat, should be determined by this simple fact to
the puint that, finding himself suddenly moved from his own
environment, without any kind of advice and with minimal
prepatation, to the most exclusive salons of high society, he
should be capable of hehaving with the same case as that
which he exhibits in the low quarters and the humble homes
of his working-class friends.

And so it is remarked with amazement; as the princess says

. 1 * .
to him: « I've watched you constantly since you came — in
every detail of our behaviour — and I'm more and more in-

6. The Princess Casamassimea, p. 342,

7. The Princess Casamassind, p, 213,

8. The Princess Cazamassima, p. 379

9. The Princess Casamassina, p. 393.

10. The Princess Casamassima, p, 395.

i .
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iriguée. You haven't a vulgar intonation, you haven’t a com-
mon gesture, you never make a mistake, you do and say eve-
rything exactly in the right way. You come out of the poor
cramped hole you've described to me, and yet you might
have staved in country-houses all your life. You're much bet-
ter than if vou had! » . And all of this is a result of his
paternal heritage, an inescapable consequence of part of the
blood which flows in his veins. The fact that his life has been
spent in poverty and need, the fact that the whole of his so-
cial experience has been reduced to that of the medium in
which he has grown up and has been educated, means no-
thing to James, once Robinson’s noble heritage, hidden for
the first twenly years of his life, has the opportunity to react
under a suitable stimulus. And once he is put in a situation
of having to choose and to decide clearly in favour of one or
another of these antagonistic groups, of these conllicting worlds,
his only honourable choice, at least as the author presents
it, is selt-destruction. So, one can also see in Robinson the
double factor to which 1 alluded before: he is without doubt
an honourable man, a man in whom goodness and a sense
of justice unite to constitute the most profound characteristic
of his temperament. And at the same time, with a determi-
ism very like that of Balzac, the blood of aristocracy which
forms part of his biological inheritance, separates him unavoi-
dably from his companions at work and from those of poli-
tical intrigue; it places him on a level superior to all of them,
even though they never ccase to appreciate him. That the
motivations which the novelist uses (o justify the facts are
not very convincing, has already been hinted at, and is, in any
case, an entirely different problem. The fact is that Robin-
son, a good person and an intelligent one as well, is unable
to understand their temperaments, their illusions and their
ideals; neither is he able to understand their wretchedness,
their vileness, their misery. This radical inability to under-
stand, together with his profound goodness is, in the end,

11. The Princess Casamassima, p. 283,
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what makes up that innocence which continually repeats it-
self in Tames's characters with certain circumstancial varia-
tons and with extrinsic modifications,

d) Foreigners.

Until 1878, the year in which James achieved his great
success with « Daisy Miller », his theme had been that of the
American in Furope in these internationally flavoured sto-
ries.

Thus Roderick Hudson and The American, among his no-
vels, and « A Passionate Pilgrim », « Madame de Mauves »,
« Four Mecctings » and « Daisy Miller » were all published
between 1871 and 1878. In each case there is an indepen-
dent cheracter who has been « transplanted » and finds him-
self in contact with a new way of life, a new cultural envi-
ronment which he is incapable of understanding. Later in his
life when James conceived more articulate characters, he pte-
sented them in such a way that in similar situations they were
able to come to terms with this environment, although in the
process their innocence suffers or is lost. The first of these
cascs would be that of Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a La-
dy (although the truth in her case is that this happens only
partially because, even if her final decision is clearly a con-
scious one, its nature nevertheless is on a footing with those
which involve the « innocents» of the first stage, those cha-
racters who are absolutely unable to understand the new en-
vironment in which they find themsclves) and later, during
his « major phase », Lambert Strether in The Ambassadors
or Milly Theale in The Wings of the Dove. The situation, si-
milar also in all these cases, is, of course, more than a static
one: it produces a shock, a spark between two groups of
characters {one party being American, the other European)
when a member of the first group whom the Europeans
respect as an external observer, tries to convert himself
into an integral part of this new world. In some cases
he does not succeed, and finishes by returning to his own
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country (The American, « Four Meetings ») and although in
others they do succeed, as in the case of Isabel Archer or
Lambert Strether, or as already has happened to Madame de
Mauves, in each case the characters have a high price to pav
for their boldness.

There is, then, the Innocent American in contact with
the sometimes wicked Guilty European. From 1879 onwards,
with his story « An International Episode », James began a
variation within this structure: in this case the guiltless are
two young Englishmen and the new medium they discover
consists of the city of New York and the beaches of New-
port; and this time it is the Americans who hinder their at-
tempt to be anything more than simple tourists. Naturally,
the motivations which impel the one and the other are diffe-
rent to those of an earlier date but in any case the theme,
the characters, and the situation remain the same, almost un-
changed.

In this first presentation there are three stages about
which the development of the characters revolves. Firstly,
they are unconscious slaves to certain customs, te a par
ticular morality and even to certain prejudices, the exi-
stence of which they never even superficially suspect. This is
the stage of The American, « Four Mectings » and « Mada-
me de Mauves ». In these stories the main characters have
absolutely no understanding of why they are rejected or made
to suffer, because they are not sufficiently intelligent or fle-
xible to realize that other motivations exist or that they even
can exist. In the second stage the innocents are of a wider
variety and of a richer intelligence: Daisy Miller and Bessie
Alden (from « An International Episode »). Thev realize, in
fact, that there are different ways of life and different possi-
ble attitudes to be adopted towards them, and their conflict
with this previously unknown society is produced by their
rebellion, their refusal to accept principles and forms of con-
duct prevalent in the midst of an environment whose privi-
leges are denied them. As Bessie Alden asks: « why should I
suffer the restrictions of a society of which I enjoy none
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of the privileges? » ‘2. Daisy Miller does not express herself
quite so explicitly, but her actions are equally challenging
and rebellious. Her price, as has been mentioned before, is
nonc other than her own life. On the third level, Lambert
Strether far from rebelling, fully accepts European modes
of conduct as superior to his own. His mind is opened to
wew possibilities and his suffering has a positive outlook.
He is a man with enriching experiences, although these and
the conclusions which he derives from them, separate him from
his old American friends.

e) Children.

James deals with his theme in a second way, perhaps
the most obvious of those he uses: it is the one which we find
in his story of 1891 « The Pupil » and in his novel What
Maisic Knew, 1897, In these two works the innocent person
is a child, the surroundings in which he is at a loss are con-
stituted by the world of the adults and these will occasion the
strife that the voung protagonists have to suffer. As is natu-
val, James adapts the conditioning factors of the shock pro-
duced in these cases to the circumstances from which it is
derived. If in the stories of an intcrnational type the spark
takes place when a foreigner attempts to forget his position
as such and causes the native rcsidents to react against this
presumption, in these cases the immediate reason is of ano-
ther kind: in « The Pupil », the problem is one of economy,
in Whar Maisie Knew it is sexual, In either case there is a
constant: James chose a motive which the child could not
properly understand. Money, or rather (and James wanted to
make this quite clear) the lack of it, is what makes the adults,
among whom the child moves, flee from a villa in Cannes or
Nice to a hotel in Genoa, and from there to a boarding house

12, Henry JamEs, « An International Fpisode », in The Complete
Tales of TTenry Tames, ed. by Leox Epet, Rupert Hart-Davis, London 1962-64.
vol. 4, po 290:
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in an ordinary Italian town. At last when the final blow
seems inevitable, the parents think of getting rid of the child
by giving him unconditionally to a tutor. With all the co-
mings and goings, as well as this final decision due to the fi-
nancial impasse, it is impossible for the child to bear up to
the situation. It is true that he deduces a series of facts; he
instinctively feels ashamed of his parents’ attitude towards him
and his tutor (whom, logically enough, they do not pay and
who only remains with them because of his devotion and af-
fection towards the child, for whom he cannot help feeling
sorty); he suffers because of this estrangement from his pa-
rents, but of course he is incapable of undestanding the reasons
why they reject him. And this is the exact situation which
James is looking for. The fatal and unavoidable end can he
no other than that of his death, his almost violent destruc-
tion attributable to his own parents. This is also a part of
the previously mentioned thematic structure.

The change from an economic to a sexual factor, as is the
case in What Maisie Knew, produces a no less similar situa-
tion. During one of the dinner parties, of which James was
particulatly fond during the first part of his stay in London,
he heard of the pathetic situation of a child, the son of a di-
vorced couple who hated one another intensely and whose par-
ticulatly unfortunate circumstances were due to the amazing
verdict pronounced by the judge with regard to his parents’
divorce. The conditions to which the three persons wete to
submit were the following: as the judge was unable to find
in cither parent the moral solvency needed to guarantee an
adequate education for the child, he ruled that he should spend
six months with his father and six with his mother. At first all
seemed to run smoothly, except that the child served uncon-
sciously as a messenger of hate. The parents used him as a
means of expressing their mutual contempt and both of them
tried, during the period in which he remained with each one,
to instil in him the feeline of hate and distrust towards the
other member of the triangle. The child’s situation became e-
ven mote disagreeably oppressing on the remarriage of his
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father; the system of vengeance then underwent a variation.
The father refused to take carc of the child and did not send
for him when it was his duty to do so. The mother naturally
presented this attitude and also began to put it into practice,
with an end to hurt and annoy her ex-husband. In this way,
the child found himself, in the novelist’s words, « practically
disowned, rebounding from raquet to raguet like a tennis ball
or a shuttle-cock » ',

This is the anecdote just as Henry James heard it.
However, his imagination, always in search of the novel or the
unfamiliar, did not delay in discovering new possibilities for
the predicament of the boy, who soon became a girl in the
mind of the writer, since it seemed to him that « [it] couldn’t
be with verisimilitude a rude little boy; since, beyond the fact
that little boys are never so ‘present’, the sensibility of the
female young is indubitably, for early youth, the greater, and
my plan would call, on the part of my protagonist, for ‘no end’
of sensibility » . With the idea of giving the situation another
tutn (« the magic twist ») which it needed, in his opinion, to be
converted into a dramatizable theme, he only needed to pre-
sent the other partner in his novel What Maisie Knew, as
being martied and in this way give the above mentioned
situation « a proper symmetry » *. A new dramatic touch is
achieved when the patents of the child become bored with
their respective second partners and flee again from the bosom
of the family, each, as is natural, with a new mate. So the
child falls into the hands of his step-parents who in their turn
see themselves joined by this wretched fruit of the previous
union of their respective partners, so «it became rather
quaintly clear that, not less than the chance of misery and of
a degraded state, the chance of happiness and of an improved
state might be here involved for the child, roundabout whom

13, Henex James, The Are of the Nowvel, p. 140.
14. The Ari of the Novel, pp. 143144
15. The Art of the Novel, p. 140
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the complexity of life would thus turn to fineness, to rich-

ness » &,

In this way the possibility of a happy ending remains, or
at least, is insinuated, at the same time that the thematic
content of which I have spoken is fulfilled: an innocent child,
Maisie; a world which to her is incomprehensible, the adult
world of her parents who seem to be solely governed by their
passion or by their sexual whims; a blow for the child every
time these adults allow themselves to be ruled by the flames
of their desires: and an inevitable consequence, which is the
child’s suffering and her death, metaphorically in this case,
since the part of her which dics is her innocence, her childhoed.
Here then, there is room for hope, when in that hurtful mo-
ment life is given to the woman who is to be Maisie, although
in the process of arriving at this new beginning, the path has
been painful and bitter,

f) Artists.

A third presentation is the one which we find in the stories
which revolve around an intellectual and artistic setting,
Although James used it in only anc of his nowvels, the first
one published, it served him as inspiration for innumerable
short stories, abundant throughout his creative life. At first
it appeared as a detail of marginal charactcr in his international
stories, almost as if by chance. Such is the case of his first
novel, Roderick Hudson, in which the situation of Roderick,
an American in Europe, has more importance and relevance
than his artist’s condition or character. And similarly in the
story of two years before. « The Madonna of the Future »
(1873), the artist in question projects by his words his national
attributes rather than his quality as an artist inmersed in a
vulgar and prosaic society which rejects or uses him with no
attempt at appraisal: « we are the disinherited of art!... We
are condemned to be superficiall We are excluded from the

16. The Art of the Novel, p, 141,
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magic circle. The soil of American perception is a poor little
barren, artificial deposit. Yes! we are wedded to imperfection.
An American, to excel, has just ten times as much to learn as
a Buropean., Woe lack the deeper sense. We have neither
taste, nor tact, notr fotce... We poor aspirants must live in
perpetual exile » 7,

Later the novclist gives full importance to the contrast
between, or confrontation of, the artist as an innocent person
and a vulgar society, insufficiently sensitive to understand him
and which at times accepts and uses him, as in the case of
the protagonist of « The Death of the Lion », 1894. In this
story a pseudo-intellectual, whom James calls with a certain
irony « a literary lad », relentlessly pursues the artist in order
to exhibit him in her salons as a curiosity and to impress her
friends with her relationship with the artistic world and its
celebrities. The outcome, as in the case of so many other
innocent characters, is the death of the artist: a death which
stems from the weariness, the sadness and the frustration
caused by his inability to escape the persecution to which he
is subjected. On other occasions the artist is unmercifully
rejected and has to seck refuge in his own work or in the
consolidation of the understanding of onc of his disciples
who is capable of appraising him intelligently, as happens in
« The Author of Beltraffio », of 1884, or in « The Lesson of
the Master », which is of particular importance because it
constitutes a kind of parable of James’s life as creator, as he
saw himself. This story, which was written in 1888, seems
at first sight to deal with the pernicious effects, as James
saw them, which are caused by love and marriage in the life
of the artist and reveals, on a less superficial level, the latent
fear present in the life and work of the novelist with regard
to scxuality and women. On the other hand it is a diatribe
against the fortunate and trinmphant artist, the one who is
accepted and wealthy, which James dreamed of being all his

17. Hewry JamEes, « The Madonna of the Future », in The Complete
Tales of Henry James, vol. 3, p. 15
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life, and with which, at this time, perhaps as a consolation
for his faillure as a popular artist, he deals in a satirical and
contemptuous way. It could, in fact, be seen as an attitude of
sour grapes were it not for a certain sense of humour which
suggests a mild mockery of the Religion of Art, which James
professed all his life.

f) The ghosts.

From 1890 onwards, James began a fourth and last treat-
ment in his experiments with the theme of innocence. Through-
out the decade of the eighties he had suffered, a victim of
misforrune and failure. In 1882 his mother died, and a few
months later so did his father. The following vear one of his
younger brothers died, his health gravely affected by his
participation in the Civil War, from which he had never
recovered. Towards the end of 1885 the publishing of The
Princess Casamassima was begun, the failure of which wounded
James even more profoundly as his hopes for the success of
this novel were exceptionally high. If we add to this the
failure of The Bostonians only a few months previously and
that of The Tragic Muse of 1889, we have sufficient motives
in conjunction to understand that the spirit of the nowvclist
reached a saturation point, a disillusionment with respect to
the novel as literary form and as an expression of life, which
drove him in the nineties to write entirely for the theatre.
And here again it was failure, complete and utter, which he
suffered as the fruit of his labour. Therefore it is not surpris-
ing that it is at this time that James began to express his sorrow,
his disenchantment and his bitterness by means of this fourth
theme to which I referred above: his ghost stories. The
contrast between the natural world and the supcrnarural pro-
vided an adequate outlet for all his anxieties and frustrations.
In this case there is a crash as disproportionate as the others,
with the difference that, here, a confrontation is introduced
between perfectly normal beings, intelligent, flexible and
cultured adults, and the supernatural world (where before
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they were foreigners of limited education, or children, faced
respectively with the sophisticated society of another country,
or with the adult world) against which they are completely
powerless.

Of his eighteen ghost stories only two belong to James's
first period of creative work: « The Romance of Certain Old
Clothes » and « De Grev: A Romance », both of 1868, Another
two appeared half way through the seventies: « The Last
of the Valerii » and « The Ghostly Rental », of 1874 and
1876 respectively, These four stories are really conventional
attemnpts, written in the traditional style and with no other
implications or intentions than those of a financial nature.
A long empty period then followed until 1891 when he wrote
« Sir Edmund Orme », one of the most significant and inte-
resting of this genre. In 1894 hc wrote another four and
from 1895 to 1900 he follows with seven more in rapid suc-
cession. The remaining two « The Beast in the Jungle » and
« The Jolly Corner » were written in 1902 and 1908, respecti-
vely, Tn « The Turn of the Screw », 1893, pethaps the best
known of all these stories, we have a double level of confron-
tation: on one hand the healthy and intelligent adult with the
supernatural world and on the other, that of the children with
the unintelligible world of adults. These confrontations are
developed on three levels rather than four: on the lower plane
the children’s world, on the higher, that of the ghosts, and in
the middle, as a unifying factor between the two, the world of
the normal adults. The children react against the aggression of
their governess, who, without their being able to understand
why, attempts to preserve the tranguillity which is threatened
by thesc presemces, as James calls these dangerous spiritual
beings: and in the process of trying to avoid any harm being
done to these voung children for whom she feels responsible,
she acts in such a way that she herself inflicts a large part of
the pain that the children have to undergo. The governess
herself is also a victim: her anxious attempts to protect the
children from the harm that the ghosts represent only partially
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succeed, and the death of one of them together with her own
terror are the elements which form her own suffering 18
However one looks at it, it is evident that what James
was attempting by using this supernatural world as a contras-
ting vehicle was to stress the impotence and the inability of
the victim to defend himself. It is true that in the earlicr
situations there could be no blame attributed to his innocent
character: their suffering was not a punishment for their
weakness and even less so for their wickedness, but rather an
unforeseeable consequence of their blisstul ignorance. It is
also true that this ignorance is naturally involuntary and,
some  cases, insurmountable.  There is, however, and this
is significant, an element of guilt which can in somec ways be
ascnbed to these blameless peopl&:, there would have been
a certain possibility of sell-defence had they been able to
understand and cnmprcrmnd the antagonistic situations in which
they found themselves; in such an instance, their destruction
or sutfering would not have taken place, and their incapacity
to learn would not have led them to their sad situations, il
they had stayed in their own natural surroundings instead of
rebelling against an environment which was unfamiliar to
them. This can be applied, with a certain flexibility, to the
cases of the foreigner, the child and artist, On the other hand,
in the case of this fourth and last instance, James presents
a situation in which there is no possibility of laying the
blame on the innocent. The person is a mere toy, a completely
blameless and defenceless victim. And it is to this situation
thar the writer wants to arrive in his sad vears at the end of
the century: to present the casc of a defenceless person, com-
pletely innocent and of great intellectual capacity, who is
faced with a situation which he has not provoked and out of

18. A discussion of the reasons why I accept this rather straightforward
interpretation of the story instead of any other possible onc (for instance
Edna Kenton's theory, more fully dea-_lo])ed by Edmund Wilson in his
essay « The Ambiguity of Henry Jamuq ») would take the present article too

far away From its stated purpose and must therefore remain unattempted for
the moment.
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which he is destined to come broken and wounded, if not ut-
terly destroyed.

This, then, is the theme of innocence in the work of Henry
James. A theme which he arrived at as if by chance, drawn
to it perhaps bv his circamstances and experiences. In its
beginnings it was the story of the uneducated American, the
healthy and good-natured provincial American, who James
despised and ridiculed, faced with people or situations rooted
in old traditions which had been corrupted by the same civili-
zation that had given them superiority to such an extent that
they had become slavcs to selfishness, ambition and finally evil.
Later, and through a series of gradual developments, he will
introduce thase extrinsic variations which provide the limited
differences to be found among his novels and short stories:
differences which, as has been repeatedly said, are superficial
and circumstancial.  James's fiction is therefore cumulative,
it keeps expanding, while the only real development would
be achieved through an « indepth » penetration which would
give individuality to his situations and independent personality
to his characters.

Javier Coy
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