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Lecture 6
Henry James
The Art Of fiction 
This essay is mainly for three  issues:
1. To assure that the art of fiction is not for enjoying ,pass time. It should be treated seriously. Art of fiction should be considered as important and a serious literary genre just like drama and poetry and it should not be reduced into something that we only read to entertain ourselves.

2. He wanted also to confirm the idea that there should not be rules for writing fiction or novel. Henry James sees that giving rules can not be applied to writing novels because it would limit the freedom of the writer, to depict, to choose his own technique, his own version, his own part that he wants to represent in his work. The only rule that should be followed is to write from the experience- to depend on our experience in writing fiction. 

3. The fact that writing novels- the main aim- outcome of novel is not to give morality or to preach. It is only to give pleasure. It is just like plays or poetry. We read novels seeking for pleasure, not morality or education. 

4. This is the third reason for giving this essay. 

I SHOULD not have affixed so comprehensive a title to these few remarks, necessarily wanting in any completeness, upon a subject the full consideration of which would carry us far, did I not seem to discover a pretext for my temerity in the interesting pamphlet lately published under this name by Mr. Walter Besant. Mr. Besant's lecture at the Royal Institution-the original form of his pamphlet-appears to indicate that many persons are interested in the art of fiction and are not indifferent to such remarks as those who practise it may attempt to make about it. I am therefore anxious not to lose the benefit of this favourable association, and to edge in a few words under cover of the attention which Mr. Besant is sure to have excited. There is something very encouraging in his having put into form certain of his ideas on the mystery of story-telling. It is a proof of life and curiosity-curiosity on the part of the brotherhood of novelists, as well as on the part of their readers. Only a short time ago it might have been supposed that the English novel was not what the French call discutable. It had no air of having a theory, a conviction, a consciousness of itself behind it-of being the expression of an artistic faith, the result of choice and comparison. I do not say it was necessarily the worse for that; it would take much more courage than I possess to intimate that the form of the novel, as Dickens and Thackeray (for instance) saw it had any taint of incompleteness. It was, however, naïf (if I may help myself out with another French word); and, evidently, if it is destined to suffer in any way for having lost its naïveté it has now an idea of making sure of the corresponding advantages During the period I have alluded to there was a comfortable, good-humoured feeling abroad that a novel is a novel, as a pudding is a pudding, and that this was the end of it. But within a year or two, for some reason or other, there have been signs of returning animation-the era of discussion would appear to have been to a certain extent opened. Art lives upon discussion, upon experiment, upon curiosity, upon variety of attempt, upon the exchange of views and the comparison of standpoints;

It is not for pleasure. It needs discussion. It needs to be discussed- to be conscious about the production. It should be treated seriously. We should treat it as a serious genre. 
and there is a presumption that those times when no one has anything particular to say about it, and has no reason to give for practice or preference, though they may be times of genius, are not times of development, are times possibly even, a little, of dulness. The successful application of any art is a delightful spectacle, but the theory, too, is interesting; and though there is a great deal of the latter without the former, I suspect there has never been a genuine success that has not had a latent core of conviction. Discussion, suggestion, formulation, these things are fertilizing when they are frank and sincere. 

It is important to discuss- to deal with novels seriously and this is what James is trying to do. He is trying to establish the fact that novel is important- should be considered as an important genre of literature. We should discuss what it is- how it is produced but we should give it some thoughts. 
Mr. Besant has set an excellent example in saying what he thinks, for his part, about the way in which fiction should be written, as well as about the way in which it should be published; for his view of the 'art,' carried on into an appendix, covers that too. Other labourers in the same field will doubtless take up the argument, they will give it the light of their experience, and the effect will surely be to make our interest in the novel a little more what it had for some time threatened to fail to be a serious, active, inquiring interest, under protection of which this delightful study may, in moments of confidence, venture to say a little more what it thinks of itself. It must take itself seriously for the public to take it so. The old superstition about fiction being 'wicked' has doubtless died out in England; but the spirit of it lingers in a certain oblique regard directed toward any story which does not more or less admit that it is only a joke. Even the most jocular novel feels in some degree the weight of the proscription that was formerly directed against literary levity; the jocularity does not always succeed in passing for gravity. It is still expected, though perhaps people are ashamed to say it, that a production which is after all only a 'make believe' (for what else is a 'story'?) shall be in some degree apologetic-shall renounce the pretension of attempting really to compete with life. This, of course, any sensible wide-awake story declines to do, for it quickly perceives that the tolerance granted to it on such a condition is only an attempt to stifle it, disguised in the form of generosity.
It is the idea that has been before novel is that there is a kind of apology that the writer used to present for his readers because what he is doing is to give portion of real life.  When it is introduced in novel, usually it is not typical of what real life is. So, the writer apologizes that what he writes is not exactly represents real life. This is James' awkward notion. It is because novel is not copying real life. It is trying to represent life= to choose- to select, this means that it is not copying, not imitating. There is no need to apologize because what the writer has given is a portion of life- of reality repre4sented by the vision of the writer.  It is his own portion of reality, not reality as it is. 
The old Evangelical hostility to the novel, which was as explicit as it was narrow, and which regarded it as little less favourable to our immortal part than a stage-play, was in reality far less insulting. The only reason for the existence of a novel is that it does compete with life. When it ceases to compete as the canvas of the painter competes, it will have arrived at a very strange pass. It is not expected of the picture that it will make itself humble in order to be forgiven; and the analogy between the art of the painter and the art of the novelist is, so far as I am able to see, complete. 

What the writer is doing is the same as the painter, taking part of life and making personal vision of it- as a painting or as a novel. There is no need for the writer to give his apology that he will not be able to achieve this exactness in his work. In painting, it is the same as novels. What a painter does is the same as what a painter does in his work. They take part of life- they try to represent it in their own way- one is using colors and the other is using words. This is the only difference between the two. 

Certainly, this might sometimes be doubted in presence of the enormous number of works of fiction that appeal to the credulity of our generation, for it might easily seem that there could be no great substance in a commodity so quickly and easily produced. It must be admitted that good novels are somewhat compromised by bad ones, and that the field, at large, suffers discredit from overcrowding. I think, however, that this injury is only superficial, and that the superabundance of written fiction proves nothing against the principle itself. It has been vulgarised, like all other kinds of literature, like everything else, to-day, and it has proved more than some kinds accessible to vulgarisation. But there is as much difference as there ever was between a good novel and a bad one: the bad is swept, with all the daubed canvases and spoiled marble, into some unvisited limbo or infinite rubbish-yard, beneath the back-windows of the world, and the good subsists and emits its light and stimulates our desire for perfection. As I shall take the liberty of making but a single criticism of Mr. Besant, whose tone is so full of the love of his art, I may as well have done with it at once. He seems to me to mistake in attempting to say so definitely beforehand what sort of an affair the good novel will be. 

This is his criticism of Mr. Besant – which he was trying to tell them how to write a good novel. This is not accepted by James. 

To indicate the danger of such an error as that has been the purpose of these few pages; to suggest that certain traditions on the subject, applied a priori, have already had much to answer for, and that the good health of an art which undertakes so immediately to reproduce life must demand that it be perfectly free. It lives upon exercise, and the very meaning of exercise is freedom. 

It is the freedom to depict the portion, the part the writer wants to present in his work, to be free to make his imagination work out, to be free to choose his technique. The only rule that a novelist should follow is that he should write from his experience. Because, from experience, he can choose, he can be free to depict whatever theme he wants, whatever techniques he wants to use. 
Exercise means to do the thing many times. this practice is the core of freedom- to train= to practice more= to have the freedom to choose and to search for his own methods. 

The only obligation to which in advance we may hold a novel without incurring the accusation of being arbitrary, is that it be interesting. That general responsibility rests upon it, but it is the only one I can think of. The ways in which it is at liberty to accomplish this result (of interesting us) strike me as innumerable and such as can only suffer from being marked out, or fenced in, by prescription. They are as various as the temperament of man, and they are successful in proportion as they reveal a particular mind, different from others. A novel is in its broadest definition a personal impression of life; that, to begin with, constitutes its value, which is greater or less according to the intensity of the impression. 
it be interesting= means to be not for moral issues and not for education. The writer wants to be free to introduce something interesting for the reader. 

The writer is free because it is personal. It is his own impression- not applied by others upon him- the intensity of impression would decide what kind of work it would be.

But there will be no intensity at all, and therefore no value, unless there is freedom to feel and say. The tracing of a line to be followed, of a tone to be taken, of a form to be filled out, is a limitation of that freedom and a suppression of the very thing that we are most curious about. The form, it seems to me, is to be appreciated after the fact; then the author's choice has been made, his standard has been indicated; then we can follow lines and directions and compare tones. Then, in a word, we can enjoy one of the most charming of pleasures, we can estimate quality, we can apply the test of execution.

DR***- the motivation of James' essay The Art of Fiction  is threefold.  Firstly, he is combating what he takes to be a general reluctance to view the novel as a genuine art form. James is concerned to establish the novel as a serious art form rather than as merely and amusing or escapist. Secondly, he disputes Besant's assumption that rules can be somehow prescribed for fiction. James' central claim is that the novel and the novelist must be free.  Finally, for James, novelistic freedom interns also liberation from moral and educational requirement and constraints. 
James suggests as abroad definition of the genre that the novel is a personal direct impression of life and it is successful in as much as particular and unique mind. Hence the procedures of artistic realism can not be classified. The realism advocated by James seems to consist not in passive imitation but in producing the illusion in life. 

What is an experience? 
It is similar to the discussion of imagination for the Romantics. 

Experience works for James the same way as imagination works for the Romantics. 

Humanity is immense and reality has a myriad forms; the most one can affirm is that some of the flowers of fiction have the odour of it, and others have not; as for telling you in advance how your nosegay should be composed, that is another affair. It is equally excellent and inconclusive to say that one must write from experience; to our supposititious aspirant such a declaration might savour of mockery. What kind of experience is intended, and where does it begin and end? Experience is never limited and it is never complete; it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge spider-web, of the finest silken threads, suspended in the chamber of consciousness and catching every air-borne particle in its tissue. 

James is explaining what experience is. The experience is never limited. We can not put an end to that experience and it is never complete. It is always in work, always in change. It is always searching. It is never dead or limited. 
He gives the simile of a spider web which is formed out of threads. We do not know which thread was the first and which one was the last.  They are so connected with each other. Anything that would fall in this spider web would not get out. It would be molded in those threads. This is what happens in experience. It is in the mind which would take everything in it and then reproduce it. It will change its features into something different from its original state. This is how experience works.  The primary meaning of experience is our own life- what happens to us. Experience for writers does not mean what happens to them- their personal life- it means every thing they heard of, read about, anything that they had lived, mixed up together and then something new that has the features of the previous – primary factors but they are different- not the same. This is experience. It is a very complicated- high degree of the work of the mind that would produce creativity which would be resulted in writing. This is what experience is. 
It is the very atmosphere of the mind; and when the mind is imaginative much more when it happens to be that of a man of genius-it takes to itself the faintest hints of life, it converts the very pulses of the air into revelations. The young lady living in a village has only to be a damsel upon whom nothing is lost to make it quite unfair (as it seems to me) to declare to her that she shall have nothing to say about the military. 

Jane Austen lived in the country side. In her writings there are signs that show that even she lived in the countryside was able to write about other places than the countryside and she was able to discuss political issues like the Reform Bell and the emancipation. She was broad minded to talk about other places of sugar plantation in the West Indies which was the source of income- economic stability in the middle of the countryside. She discussed these issues- yes not in full details- but it means that  with people like Jane Austen who were very local, her private personal experience did not exceed the countryside was able to get use of certain information and to mold them up together and to write about them in her novels. We can not say that people like Jane Austen can not write about other experience. They can even if they did not live the experience themselves. 
We can have more examples of other writers who should write about things that they did not witness.  It is not that what the people write about is necessarily their own experience that they lived. It is the imaginative power in their mind to bring out experience- to work out this experience. 

Greater miracles have been seen than that, imagination assisting, she should speak the truth about some of these gentlemen. I remember an English novelist, a woman of genius, telling me that she was much commended for the impression she had managed to give in one of her tales of the nature and way of life of the French Protestant youth. She had been asked where she learned so much about this recondite being, she had been congratulated on her peculiar opportunities. 

That novelist was appreciated for describing minute details about the French protestant youth. Every one believed that she had first hand experience with this group of people so that she was able to write about them. where did she get this experience? 

These opportunities consisted in her having once, in Paris, as she ascended a staircase, passed an open door where, in the household of a pasteur, some of the young Protestants were seated at table round a finished meal. The glimpse made a picture; it lasted only a moment, but that moment was experience. She had got her impression, and she evolved her type. She knew what youth was, and what Protestantism; she also had the advantage of having seen what it was to be French; so that she converted these ideas into a concrete image and produced a reality. 

This is the only thing she has seen of the protestant people. There was an open door- she looked at and there was a group of Protestants sitting around a table. This is what she has seen. This glimpse made a picture in her mind of those people. 
To be young- it is the same experience. All the young people will feel the same- they have similar feelings. She had her own experience of being young. 

Reality is not the thing that she sees directly. It is about connecting different images- impressions in life together. She knew what is young, she had knowledge of Protestantism in general- she knew about French people. This knowledge has been collected together to bring out the image of French Protestant youth. 

This is how experience is made- how impression of life is made. 

Above all, however, she was blessed with the faculty which when you give it an inch takes an ell, and which for the artist is a much greater source of strength than any accident of residence or of place in the social scale. The power 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 completely that you are well on your way to knowing any particular corner of it-this cluster of gifts may almost be said to constitute experience, and they occur in country and in town, and in the most differing stages of education. If experience consists of impressions, it may be said that impressions are experience, just as (have we not seen it?) they are the very air we breathe. Therefore, if I should certainly say to a novice, 'Write from experience, and experience only,' I should feel that this was a rather tantalising monition if I were not careful immediately to add, 'Try to be one of the people on whom nothing is lost!

This is what experience is about 

The power 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,

To write from experience is to be free.  This is what Henry James is trying to do. He gives the rules- but these rules are the keys of the writer to be free to write from whatever he feels he should write about. Freedom lies in the following of the rules- writing from his own experience. 
' I am far from intending by this to minimise the importance of exactness-of truth of detail. One can speak best from one's own taste, and I may therefore venture to say that the air of reality (solidity of specification) seems to me to be the supreme virtue of a novel-the merit on which all its other merits (including that conscious moral purpose of which Mr. Besant speaks) helplessly and submissively depend.

DR** It is equally in conclusive and inexact to ask the novelist to write from experience. Like reality experience is a complex concept. 
James definition of experience reads life a real formulation of the definition of imagination by romantics such as Coleridge whereas for Coleridge imagination was a power rooted in symbolism, a power to unite general and particular . James' notion of experience as a gift is rooted in metonymy; a power essentially of judging the whole from the part. 

Owing to the deeply personal nature of experience, a novelist can not be taught how to express reality. An important part of the freedom James seeks for the novelist consists in the liberty to experiment. Form is something that undergoes continual modification through experience of reality. The novel must also be free in its choice of themes and subject matter. 
Finally James argues against Besant's claim that the novel must have a conscious moral purpose. The novel says James should be free of moral and other obligations. If art has a purpose, that purpose is artistic. It must aim at perfection. James acknowledges that the moral sense and the artistic sense are in one point very closely allied. 

He is giving us a kind of description of what a novel is.  It is the unity of the novel would dissect our perceptions of a novel into parts; into a novel of character or a novel of incidents. It is not right for James to observe to try to divide the novel into parts and to see whether it is a novel of character or a novel of incidents. This is not right because we should observe the novel in a totality way- not into pieces. It is like a painting- we can not say that the colors are bad but the proportions are good. 
When we are regarding a work of different angles, this will not give the work its value. 

I cannot imagine composition existing in a series of blocks, nor conceive, in any novel worth discussing at all, of a passage of description that is not in its intention narrative, a passage of dialogue that is not in its intention descriptive, a touch of truth of any sort that does not partake of the nature of incident, and an incident that derives its interest from any other source than the general and only source of the success of a work of art-that of being illustrative. A novel is a living thing, all one and continuous, like every other organism, and in proportion as it lives will it be found, I think, that in each of the parts there is something of each of the other parts. The critic who over the close texture of a finished work will pretend to trace a geography of items will mark some frontiers as artificial, I fear, as any that have been known to history. There is an old-fashioned distinction between the novel of character and the novel of incident, which must have cost many a smile to the intending romancer who was keen about his work. It appears to me as little to the point as the equally celebrated distinction between the novel and the romance- to answer as little to any reality. There are bad novels and good novels, as there are bad pictures and good pictures; but that is the only distinction in which I see any meaning, and I can as little imagine speaking of a novel of character as I can imagine speaking of a picture of character. When one says picture, one says of character, when one says novel, one says of incident, and the terms may be transposed..
This is the organic unity- how we should observe the work in totality not in parts and pieces. 
A novel is one whole, one unit and it should be criticized as one piece of work not as divided into parts. 
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