


An Analysis of Henry James' "The Real Thing"
Henry James' "The Real Thing"
Commentary by Karen Bernardo

It is frequently difficult to pin down what a work by Henry James is about, not because his stories have no plot, but because they are so multi-layered that the plot is only one part of the reading experience. This is clearly demonstrated by his short story, "The Real Thing." On the surface, James' story deals with the attempt of the story's narrator, an artist, to find suitable models for a dime novel he's illustrating. But on another level, the story is about appearance versus reality, pride versus shame, and the fate of the victims of a society that trades in appearances alone.
Our artist regularly employs two models who are excellent actors: a lower-class English girl, Miss Churm, who can convincingly portray anyone from a street urchin to a queen, and a flashy Italian named Oronte who is just as versatile. However, the narrator experiments with using a couple who are actually members of the English aristocracy, simply down on their luck and desperate for work. In other words, they should be perfect models for his drawings of "quality" English people because they are "The Real Thing."
Unfortunately, however, the Monarchs do not in fact make good models at all. Certainly they capture the essence of the English aristocracy, but they have no idea how to make themselves look like anything except themselves. Even in those parts of the story in which members of the aristocracy are actually featured, the illustrations of the Monarchs look stiff and posed. Arguably, there's a logical reason for this; in the couple's wealthy days, photographers were constantly taking their picture, and when asked to smile for the camera one invariably stiffens. They're used to it.
But there is a deeper, more profound reason the Monarchs cannot represent "just anybody." The artist, himself, does not feel they are 'just anybody." Because he is not of the aristocracy himself, he is more than a little in awe of them; in fact, whenever he tries to work them into a picture, they invariably appear oversized -- fully seven feet tall -- because metaphorically that is the way commoners in England regard aristocrats. On the other hand, when Miss Churm dresses up in an elegant costume, she automatically becomes a lady, even though it is a role. The artist sees her both in her role, and, beyond the role, as his equal; both these conditions are necessary in order for him to paint a person the viewer cares about. The artist has to be able to empathize, not only with the imaginary character he's trying to depict, but with the real flesh-and-blood person inside the costumes and stage paint.
This is impossible in the case of the Monarchs. It is not that the artist has such a tight deadline hanging over his head that he can spare neither the time nor the inclination to really get to know the Monarchs. It is more that their social class has removed them from anything he can understand. The fact that they have been so reduced in financial circumstances that they are literally begging from him makes no difference. He can hardly bring himself to ask them to make tea for the other people in the studio -- something he does not hesitate to ask of his other models. The Monarchs speak and walk and carry themselves like the born aristocrats they are, and they are useless as models because the artist cannot make them look like anything else. He is illustrating cheap dimestore romances and mysteries and adventure stories, and he needs people who can look poor, not necessarily people who really are; he needs people who can look passionately in love, not people who are so devoted to one another that even in the most humiliating of situations they cannot bear to be apart. An artist can only draw appearances; he cannot draw motivation or essence. The Monarchs are "the real thing", but the stories he's illustrating are not.
His publishers notice the oddness of the illustrations featuring the Monarchs, and our artist nearly loses his commission; regretfully, he decides to give his lordly models a small sum of money and let them go. We don't know what happens to them; we don't know if they starve in the street. We know only that the artist's friend Hawley feels that their influence did his friend a "permanent harm" by getting him into "false ways." An ironic ending for a story about the essence of truth.
Artifice versus Reality
In The Real Thing, written by Henry James, artifice, regarding art, is a glorified representation of reality and, therefore, possesses a greater quality of realism to it than reality itself. James, here, alludes to the factor of malleability in many separate occasions throughout the piece. Perhaps this quality is more important than a certain graceful stagnancy which permeates this short story. It can be thought, also, that perhaps James uses his own writing to portray this view of artifice versus reality. Through evaluation of key passages, and moderate textual analysis, it can be assumed that James is trying to perpetuate this idea that artifice, within and without the confines of art, can be, and often is, more glorious than the reality of the thing itself.
Throughout the story, James plays around with this idea of “The Real Thing” and it’s relativity to usefulness in art. From the very first passage, the reader enters the art studio of our unnamed protagonist at a time when two guests come in; Major and Mrs. Monarch. Our protagonist could not imagine that this caliber of persons would come to him for a low-paying job such as modeling. This is the point at which James introduces “The Real Thing”. In the following scene, Major Monarch suggests that he and his wife are the ideal models for an artist, indeed, the ‘real thing’. “Wouldn't it be rather a pull sometimes to have — a — to have —?” He hung fire; he wanted me to help him by phrasing what he meant. But I couldn't — I didn't know. So he brought it out, awkwardly: "The real thing; a gentleman, you know, or a lady” (James, 237). 
However, James offers the readers an opposition to the idea of ‘the real thing’. Mrs. Churm, a character who is, by no means, a well-educated, wealthy lady, however, enters the scene, and our protagonist enlightens the reader to the fact that she, who is “…so little in herself…” has the ability to be “…so much in others.” (James, 237) By this, he means in her ability to pose for the sketches. He could make her up to be anything he needed, and she would fit the part. The Monarchs, however, lack this quality. No matter how our protagonist tried to make them up, they would remain austere, gentlemanly, or ladylike, and could not be made into anything else. Why is this? James alludes that this is due to their graceful stagnancy in that they are, indeed so realistic that it becomes less than expedient to use them as models. This inextricable lack of artificiality is what causes them to be nothing but who they are. However, mightn’t one think that art is the auditory/graphical/existential representation of that which is real?
According to James, this is not entirely the case. In the following passage, found on page 241, we see our protagonist describing his dilemma explicitly. “There were moments when I was oppressed by the serenity of [Mrs. Monarch’s] confidence that she was the real thing. All her dealings with me and all her husband's were an implication that this was lucky for me. Meanwhile I found myself trying to invent types that approached her own, instead of making her own transform itself — in the clever way that was not impossible, for instance, to poor Miss Churm. Arrange as I would and take the precautions I would, she always, in my pictures, came out too tall — landing me in the dilemma of having represented a fascinating woman as seven feet high, which, out of respect perhaps to my own very much scantier inches, was far from my idea of such a personage” (James). In this passage, James seems to be leading to the idea that for something to appear real on canvas it must, in fact, be merely an artificial representation, id est, Miss Churm. Throughout the story, it is noted that Miss Churm can be made into anything, while Mrs. Monarch is “already made” (James, 239). This perpetuates the idea that malleability is far more glorious a thing than natural proficiency at fooling artifice: The idea that when something is malleable, regardless of what it is, it can be molded to encompass many uses, contrasting natural proficiency, which, without malleability, is only useful for that which the object is originally intended. This is not to say that natural proficiency is a useless thing; but it doesn’t come across as strongly as the ability to morph into that which is needed for the artist to work with. However, artificiality always seems to find its place among its realistic counterparts.
By the end of the story, the Monarchs realize their lack of usefulness as models for any artist because they are exactly what they are, no more or less. It is after Mrs. Monarch advances to fix Miss Churm’s hair up in a way such as to make it ‘…twice as charming” that we receive this passage. “When it came over me, the latent eloquence of what they were doing, I confess that my drawing was blurred for a moment — the picture swam. They had accepted their failure, but they couldn't accept their fate. They had bowed their heads in bewilderment to the perverse and cruel law in virtue of which the real thing could be so much less precious than the unreal; but they didn't want to starve” (James, 253). Here, James almost spells out that, while it isn’t fair for such a thing to be the case, this is how it has always been, and must yet be: Artifice shall always stand to provide a stronger example than that which occurs naturally. It is on that note that James hints at his broader scope.
Indeed, to further perpetuate his argument, James uses an artificial medium, the fictional short story, to portray an accurate and realistic picture of how and why an artificial focus is, often, the only means by which one can portray an accurate and realistic picture. This may strike some as the obvious method-of-choice for portraying any kind of idea – by using the same medium as the idea-to-be-portrayed. However, when one tries to consider the methods one might be able to use to communicate ideas in the very medium of the ideas-to-be-portrayed, one comes up short. James, in this way, has proven his skill as a great writer, and, in a way, artist.
However, perhaps there is somewhat of a meta-moral, if the term may be coined, which pertains to this idea. James uses the fictional written word as his artist’s canvas to bring forth the idea of reality. This is, by no means, any different than what our protagonist does with Miss Churm. What would be the main difference in this story were it a biography? Undoubtedly, it would not be fitted just ‘so’, as it is in its fictional form, and we would be unable to completely see the events as they have taken place through the eyes of our narrator. This would lead to an almost watered-down version of the truth – though it, in itself, is more viable than the fictional variant.
Although artificiality permeates the way in which we see every day life, the fact does not make the experience any less real or meaningful. James, while highlighting the usefulness and attractiveness of artifice within an artistic setting performs a great trick by bringing the idea forth by an artificial means to convey the idea that art is meant to be less real; and it is that precise quality that brings to light the deeper facets of our existence. The Real Thing¸ a simple story about an artist and his sitters comes across as so much more as Henry James conveys a not-so-simple dichotomy that has always existed, exists today, and may perhaps always exist, between the relative virtues of artifice and reality.



Henry James's Social Criticism in "The Real Thing" 
by Sage Stubs
“The Real Thing,” written by Henry James, is a story that was inspired by George du Maurier.  Du Maurier was a friend of James and a fellow writer.  He began his career as an illustrator for books, and later became a novelist as well. It was actually James himself who pushed du Maurier to enter the literary world (Kelly). Henry James kept a notebook in which he wrote an entry about his short story, “The Real Thing.” In this passage, written on February 22, 1891 at the Westminster Hotel in Paris, James discussed the influence that Du Maurier had over the creation of his short story. George had told him about his own experience in which a pair of gentlefolk had approached him to work as models. Like the couple in James’ story, the pair, despite their higher social status, was unable to earn their own money (From James’s Notebooks). James was perplexed by George’s experience and went on to write “The Real Thing.”
James criticizes the social class of the English gentlefolk. He described them as “good-looking gentlefolk who had been all their life stupid and well-dressed, living, on a fixed income, at country-houses, watering places and clubs, like so many others of their class in England, and were now utterly unable to do anything, had no cleverness, no art nor craft to make use of as a gagne-pain[livelihood]” (From James’s Notebooks). In his story, the gentlefolk present themselves as being above everyone else. They expected that their good looks and social status would make them good models. They looked down on the other characters that were actual, professional models, yet from a lower class. In the end, they are proven to be useless to the artist. They lacked talent and professionalism.
The critic, George Montiero, explained how James used “The Real Thing’” to criticize the social class of the gentlefolk during his time. James demonstrates how this social type appeared to be of higher class, yet they were no better than those of lower classes. Even though the Monarchs were good looking, english gentle folk, they were “superficial, untrained, and unprofessional” compared to the real models who, in contrast, were “trained, competitive, intelligent, and qualified” (Montiero). The English gentlefolk did not have the skill to make a living for themselves. James wrote in his notebook that the gentlefolk “could only show themselves, clumsily, for the fine, clean, well-groomed animals that they were (From James’s Notebooks).”
Did you, as a reader, find this social criticism of the upper class to be apparent when you read this story?
N The imitation of a real thing or situation can be truer than any singular reality simply because it is collective. When it comes to art, to capture something authentic often means rendering the ideal, which might be something only an imposter can adeptly imitate.
Theme: How Art Imitates Life
Henry James’ work of short fiction “The Real Thing” speaks to this theme in several ways, as it is in a fictional work of art that these characters are attempting to understand why authenticity in life is not translating to authenticity in art. To establish this most prominent theme is but to scratch the surface of a remarkably dense work. With the complex nature of the narration, James has depicted perception distortion both inside and outside the text. The author clouds the reader perception by giving so much compelling information, it distracts from the importance of what isn’t said.
Analysis of the Narration
James’ first person narrator participates in the action, makes judgments, and performs the pragmatic literary functions such as plot progression and theme development. The story revolves around his profession as an illustrator so his personality and reliability are established early on.
The artist describes his thought processes in some detail and partially enters the minds of other characters by aiming to “take their point of view”. And then, the piece of psychological fiction ends with an aporia. The narrator concludes “…but my friend Hawley repeats that Major and Mrs. Monarch did me permanent harm, got me into false ways. If it be true I’m content to have paid the price - for the memory”. In these final words the narrator seems to assert his anonymity, and to prove that what’s in his story is not the whole story.
An Unreliable Narrator
Henry James creates a false sense of a revealed narrator in “The Real Thing”. His closing remark changes reader perception of his main character and shows implies they never really knew him. A man who has been defined by his work suddenly implies a willingness to let his art to suffer, and with no pertaining rationality, but for the “memory” of a couple who was pitiable and oblivious.
 
The artist says of the Monarchs, “It was odd how quickly I was sure of everything that concerned them.” In the same way he has presumed to understand the Monarchs, we have presumed to understand him. Since James’ story is told from the perspective of an artist, the Monarchs are described in terms of appearance, poise, and manner but he also tells us he immediately “seized their type.”
The Reader-Narrator Relationship
As the narrator gives his in depth assessment of this couple and their “country house visiting” lives, he reveals things about himself. He uses different techniques to do so but the artist’s character always feels accessible. He casually comments “But somehow with all their perfections I didn’t easily believe in them. After all they were amateurs, and the ruling passion of my life was the detestation of the amateur”. This internal stream of ideas is honest and confidently observant; still, what is learned about the narrator is mostly by way of his perceptions of others. He is not so vividly analytical regarding his own life.
The Narrator Remains a Mystery
The stories end and the conclusion of his relationship with the Monarch’s force a revelation regarding the narrator’s identity. How is it that a man that is so artistically centered and candidly, mockingly blunt values the memory of an uncomfortable, creatively stifling few weeks so much that he is “content to have paid the price”? Hawley implies this price is some permanent damage to his aesthetic or creative point of view.
This uncharacteristic admission has a significant effect on the text as a whole. How well could one know the narrator from what is given? After spending so much time in his head, he seems to be a stranger, and in a sense, he is. No introduction is made, the artist is forever nameless. The comfort of the narrator is withdrawn and in its place is the eerie sense that it may be impossible to really know anyone, whether they exist in art or in life.
The Importance of the Narrator
James’ narrator not heartless, but he is not truly sympathetic in his narration either. Casual, insulting observations are commonplace. The importance of the narrator aporia in “The Real Thing”, and conceivably literature at large, is that it creates intrigue. The story and its characters exist ambiguously and remind the reader that it is impossible to understand anyone. Most constructively, the technique invites analysis. “The thing in the world I hated most was the danger of being ridden by a type”, the artist admits. With this ending, James has kept his character safe from this danger. Regardless of the reconciliation one adopts, or even just considers, James has required contemplation beyond the narrative end and instilled valuable doubt in perception.
Plot summary
The narrator, an unnamed illustrator and aspiring painter, hires a faded genteel couple, the Monarchs, as models, after they have lost most of their money and must find some line of work. They are the "real thing" in that they perfectly represent the aristocratic type, but they prove inflexible for the painter's work. He comes to rely much more on two lower-class subjects who are nevertheless more capable, Oronte, an Italian, and Miss Churm, a lower-class Englishwoman.
The illustrator finally has to get rid of the Monarchs, especially after his friend and fellow artist Jack Hawley criticizes the work in which the Monarchs are represented. Hawley says that the pair has hurt the narrator's art, perhaps permanently. In the final line of the story the narrator says he is "content to have paid the price—for the memory."
 Major theme:
James plays with the exact meaning of "the real thing" throughout the story's plot, which was suggested to him by George du Maurier. The Monarchs may be the real thing when it comes to country-house visits and drawing-room conversation, but Oronte and Miss Churm are just as much the genuine article for professional modeling. Late in the story the Monarchs desperately try to keep their jobs by actually becoming servants to the narrator, Miss Churm, and Oronte, in a superb example of Jamesian chiasmus.
Commentators have noted a bit of fantasy wish-fulfillment in the tale. The painter is hired to illustrate a series of novels by "the rarest of the novelists—who, long neglected by the multitudinous vulgar and dearly prized by the attentive (...) had had the happy fortune of seeing, late in life, the dawn and then the full light of a higher criticism—an estimate in which, on the part of the public, there was something really of expiation." James's own most laudatory criticism would come only posthumously.
Critical evaluation
 
Critics have generally praised what one of them called "one of James neatest tales...important as poignant fiction, aesthetic parable, antiaristocratic satire, and sunken autobiography." That James was able to fit so complex a subject into under ten thousand words was a genuine triumph of his by now completely mature technique.
James does not make the parable into an arid demonstration of a debating point. The characters all come alive as fully individualized creations. The incompetent Monarchs are sympathetic, and the narrator himself is memorable for his increasingly desperate but ultimately futile attempts to help them
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 Mr. Monarch:
 --He was an six feet two and a perfect English gentleman in about fifty years old. He had mustache with slightly white colour. He still kept good looking not only his very high and straight figure but he was always in well and aristocratic clothing like “dark grey walking-coat” in which it is quite fit his figure and made his style like a real noble people. 
What did Monarch like? 
He liked tasteful and noble things such as arts, photography, paintings, clothing (..imagine their leggings and waterproofs, their knowing tweeds and rugs, their rolls of sticks and cases of tackle and neat umbrellas(P. 213), wine and some games from upper class such as saddler馬具商and the breeches-makers馬褲製造商.
 He had given out “an opinion on the draught of the stove”. It implied that he knew something about drawings. 
On the other hand, he was very well educated and knowledgeable because “he managed to interweave the stationmaster with the ornithologist”.   He also liked the fashionable world. 
His rich knowledge and past enjoyable living style leaded the artist “would offer him a salary to come and teach him how to live”
 -- What is his background?
 From the title of “Major Monarch”, it showed that he had served in an army for a period of time. They had come across a lucky fate to lose their money so that their property was become dreadfully small.
 He was a real noble people but somehow he was down grade from upper class to a commoner/ common people. He needed a job to earn money for their living because their friends” didn’t like to support them” (p.214), and   he had no any other skills to apply other jobs but being a model by the recommendation from the friend of the narrator. They wanted to keep the secret of the relationship with the artist. Perhaps they thought being model was not a decent job. They didn’t really want to be the lower class but they had no money. They need to earn money.





