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Fourth Year
The Portrait of a Lady

Henry James

Henry James’ idea of realism and perception of reality:-
*** The first idea is covered in criticism is Henry James' idea of realism.    
· The portrait of a lady is specified as a realistic novel, but it is some sort of a new type of realism. The novel falls under psychological realism because it focuses on the inside of the protagonist.

In the realism school of fictions in literature, writers usually aim at giving an impression of real life. There was something in the nineteenth century about this slice of life (realism), this means they imitate life as it is made and conveyed in literature.

According to Henry, his theory of fiction is not about his novels only but it is his views about modern novels.

Do you think Henry James believe in this slice of life (part of realism)?

No, he doesn't. 
Slice of life presents life as it is with all small details, but Henry James doesn't agree to this slice of life, he wants writers to give an impression of reality, an illusion of reality. He believes that one can't convey reality of life in a work of literature but you can give an impression of real life, real people and real incidents in literature. So, the real thing isn't presented in literature but the fiction is presented in the power to guess the unseen from the seen. You give just small details and let readers or the viewers guess (do some sort of mental activity) in order to connect things together and have their own vision of life.  
What Henry James wants novelists and men of literature to do, is to help the reader to;

guess the unseen from the seen, to trace the implication of things,
to judge the whole piece by the pattern, the condition of feeling life, in
general,
So, the writer gives small details about the life but those details should be selected carefully by the novelist, so that they allow the readers to connect things together and get an impression of life and get an idea about life as he sees. 

According to James the novel should be an art giving a representation of life - not showing the life itself but showing representation of life, giving air of reality. So, it is not the slice of life school (which is like history giving details of people and things) but the novel according to James is a superior form. 

The impressionistic school: the small details when are put together by the reader, they allow the readers to have an impression of life and impression of reality. 

Every detail in the novel is to give a dark personal impression and not suggest about details are exclusive …
So, details in the novel (details about characters, actions or events) are not important for their own sake but they have a function (what is that?), it is to help the readers get and formulate an impression of life. 

For James, the experience of reality he sees from a sense of responsibility. The novelist has to be a very sensitive person because he has to see details which will help the readers to formulate their impression of life. So, for James the man of literature or the writer or the novelist has to be a very special and sensitive person who knows how to select those details and put them together in his work, so the reader may get an impression about life and about sense of reality.

James’ ideas about fiction:

Henry James concerns more with how the subject is treated than with the subject itself. He has said that "the events themselves and actions itself should not really deep primary concern of a novelist”. 

Narration, storytelling, events and the plot itself were all the primary concern of novelist before Henry James and before the modernism. So, narration and events were the most important thing in the novel. 
According to Henry James and modern writers like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, novels are not really a matter of putting events together or how the subject is told, but novels have to do more than that, so style, structure, point of view, etc are what created art of fiction. So, novels or short stories need really a very skilled and sensitive writer to know what details of life to select, how to put them together, how to put style, structure and point of view in order to work something or a piece that can be considered a work of art. 

What is James' view of character and incident? 

For James the character is more important because the incident is event and event is plot or story telling but we can't have a novel without incidents, we have to have incidents but the writer has to select those incidents very carefully in order to make the characters and subject matters more important than the events in itself. According to James all actions should proceed from characters. In The Portrait of a Lady, Isabel is the focus of the novel, her character is the focus of all actions, all incidents, all reactions, everything extends from the character of Isabel, and even the other characters of the novel are directly related to the protagonist. So, that is why we said that the structure can be seen as a circular structure with the character of the protagonist in the center and all other characters and events related to the protagonist. 
All these ideas are from Henry James' article, The Art of Fiction that was published in 1884; this is a very important article in terms of setting what the modern novel should be. 

So, through the character comes the determination of incident. Character is very much related to incidents. And through the incident comes the illustration of plot.
So, even when he says that the character is the most important thing, a character has to do something. What the character does is going to be actions in the novel. So, events have to be chosen very carefully by the novelist so each event has its own purpose and reflect something about the character. 
As he said that "he used the novel as superior form of history", so he doesn't have to refer to history he feels that incidents have to be work out by the artists or by the novelist that is why he does not need to go back many years in history.

For James, setting is very important. We have seen that in The Portrait of a Lady because the place of the actions or the place where the major characters move is very important in determining the type of novel. In other words, setting is very important when we talk about the international theme or the international novel we are mainly talking about setting (the place where actions take place like America, Europe). 

Point of view, as we have said is very important element in The Portrait of a Lady. The novelist's point of view is multiple, he has different points of view as for example when the character is introduced, we can see that we have different opinions and views of different characters on this new character introduced or on the new action takes place. For example, in the marriage of Isabel Archer, we see the view of that incident through different characters, what each character feels about that particular event. 

In the discussion of point of view we have a new term (the central intelligence) and it is related to Henry James. 

What does he mean by the central intelligence?

He means that point of view of the character or the narrator of events in the novel. He usually works to make point of view is multiple, so he gives point of view of the narrator plus point of view of a number of characters in the novel.

James said that character is more important, technique is more important, setting is more important, point of view is more important than the plot itself. So, a story for him is a collection or mixture of events plus narrative reactions. So, that is why we say the events by themselves as in traditional novel before Henry James and before modern time is low under there, the idea has shifted completely because before Henry James and before modern times a novel is mainly based on novel's actions, story and plot but starts in the modern time the writers and novelists give the events and actions a second rank.
One of James' ideas about fictions is what he called the “atmosphere of the mind” (what does he mean?), artist is free to see whatever he likes from life, all life is his area from which he can choose incidents, so the writer has the whole life, all feelings, all observations, all visions, the all must be dealt with, and about the idea of seeing reality, selecting certain details from these huge number of details in life to give the reader the chance to perceive his own idea about life.   

So, James' novel is usually concerned with situations and impressions rather than facts, events or actions or details of history.

By selecting those details and giving them to the reader, James or the novelist in general arouse the reader to have his own atmosphere of the mind (he does some sort of thinking, connecting, creating impressions about life). So, for James and other novelists, it is not just a story to be told, it is something to make the reader really think about those details, characters, events in the novel, connect them together, and make use of what he reads in a novel to have an impression. 

The idea of the atmosphere of the mind: It is the image of throwing a stone into water and it revolve. So, he says ‘the act is often revel meaning like a throwing of a stone but the consequences of the act lost. When a writer chooses a detail or an event he should be careful to make the readers think about the result or the consequences of that action or piece of detail in the novel itself because as James says consequences lost longer than the actions. 

After all, according to James, the writing of the novel is really not very easy thing to do, he is a special person to select those details, put them together and try to tell the readers something and create their impression.

James in literature starts overlap, he use what is called the dramatic method (what does it mean?) as we said he is not interested in the telling of the story but in showing details - (how can he show details) by using a dramatic method like setting, preparing reader as he is a dramatist setting the stage and moving the characters. 

Another method is dialogue, it is used very effectively in James' novels in order to make actions seems for some meanings, reveals motives, implication in the dialogue itself - in the words of the characters. In what the characters say we can know about those characters, about their motives, about the implications of the actions and about the different meanings of the writers. 

· Assignment:-

Q.: Write about the strengths and the weaknesses of the American character as revealed by Isabel? (Isabel presents American character) How does James view American character?
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