First Semester


Henry James 

He is a writer of late 19th century and early 20th century. He is a realistic writer. A realist is a writer who depicts his characters from real life. His theme or story is incidents from real life. He was in France working for the tribunes during a part of his life. James comes from a wealthy family. His father is a well known intellectual and a friend of many writers. This affected James’ education. He received his education in different places like France, Poland, Switzerland and England. So, he studied in different parts of Europe (imp). Then, he settled down at the end of his life. He settled in England. He was protesting against the USA for not involving in the First World War. The states refused to engage in the war. He has his critical ideas and point of view besides being a novelist. A critic is writing preface to some of his novels, separate essays mainly discussing the novels.
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 The main strategies of realistic writings:

 There is no realistic writing for heroes from great kings, queens, or historical characters. Instead, they depict characters from their own real lives. The subject matter is a real theme not a historical one, myth, or magic. The language is simple, common sometimes or colloquial not a complex language. There is no symbolic language in their writings. The subject is from the present life not from the past. The interest is not on characters or individuals but on the social matters. They treat individuals as part of the society. So, characters are individuals or people who are not targeted for their own sake, but as part of their own society (imp). Writers tend to use descriptive language of characters or buildings. 

From the play The Portrait of a lady, we see that Henry James is a realistic writer. His language is descriptive, as he describes the landscape, the setting and buildings since he was interested in European buildings so there are lots of description of buildings. There is description of characters themselves; how they appear, speak and all the details about them. Another thing shows that he is a realistic writer, is his language. His language is simple. His characters are depicted from real life, society like English society or American society. His characters come from the life he lives or from the surroundings. In his novel, he discusses the clash between the American and European culture. There is always a comparison between the American and the European society, between the innocence of the American society and the complicated European society with all it means. There is always the comparison between the two continents, societies and cultures and what they represent from the characters he depicts. 

That is why Henry is a realistic writer. When he even writes his essays, he actually was discussing most of the time what is realism in general, what is a realistic novel and he always tries to subordinate genre novels. In his time, novel had been considered as a less genre than poetry or drama, or a kind of entertainment for common people and not taking it seriously. That is because it was written in simple language and not as ancient as poetry and drama that were since Greeks’ time. Novel started in the 18th century and had been spreading. The first thing reduced its importance was that it had been written in magazines and newspapers. The second thing it has been written as series or sequence not as one novel like now and as a result, the writer usually responded to the reaction of his readers and he may tend to change his theme or action of the novel according to the reaction he gets from his readers. For critics and writers, or those who were involved in the literary field, they believed that this kind of involving in the reaction of the readers would reduce the value of novel, because literature should not depend on the reaction of its readers. The writer should separate himself or herself from the reaction of the readers. Most of the time, novels deals with common people and incidents from the surrounded life not life plays or poetry which is quit remote from the audience or readers. For these reasons, novels were not actually taken seriously by critics and thinkers. And for this reason, James wanted to support the genre novel through writing about it like the techniques of writing a novel and strategies and the importance of the genre novel. The first thing he wanted to prove is to consider novel as equal as any other literary genres like poetry or drama. Second, is to talk about what novel is or a kind of definition of novel and how should we regard it.                              

Criticism for James is to understand what one reads, trying to analyze it to make it clear. This is a realistic way of thinking that to make everything clear and straight forward and not complicated or vague. So, the business of criticism is to make everything clear and to understand things (texts). For this reason, James differentiates between two kinds of criticism: Small criticism and great criticism. Great criticism means theoretical criticism which involves philosophical ideas. So, when we say realism, we mean the theory of realism like when we discuss asceticism and what it means in general. Critics like T.S. Eliot are philosophical critics, because they deal in establishing a theory related to literary criticism. But when we tend to target, certain texts to analyze them, understand them or clarify them and give them value or estimation, this is Small Criticism. 
*** Small criticism targets or analyzes literary texts. Great criticism involved in philosophical theories. Philosophical ideas are related to literature and to establish the theory itself. 
Sainte is a small French critic because he was making analysis to texts. His target is to give an estimation and value for literary texts. Another German critic named Walter was valued to great critics because he, who is a romantic, was interested in the philosophical ideas related to literature and not to target certain or specific texts.  
For James, he believes that literature would get use of small criticism than great criticism that he practiced himself. Later on he was directed to great criticism and began to write about the importance of great criticism, but mainly he believed that small criticism is of more importance than that of great criticism. That is because as a realistic writer and critic, he tended to deal with something that is visible material not with abstract ideas. Great criticism deals with ideas, but small criticism deals with texts. As a realistic writer, he prefers to deal with concrete material which is texts for analyzing, explain and make it clear and to understand. Understand does not mean the surface meaning of understanding, but to know how this text had been organized. It means to understand or to see whether if there is a unity and the form itself of that work. So, it does mean only the surface meaning of understanding. Understanding here means how this work had been formed and whether it achieves unity, represents life or not and how it represents life. 

Even as a realistic novelist, Henry James tended to use sometimes spirits which is totally unrealistic ideas, but still there is a kind of this magic or abstract or unrealistic line in his work which does not reduce him as a realistic writer. Understanding involves a more complicated work than to understand characters and the story. It implies to go deep into the structure of the work to see whether the writer is able to achieve or to represent his own experience in life and how he was representing this experience, the form of the work, the organization of the work and the unity of the work. This is what is meant by understanding the work. This involves his discrimination or differentiation between small criticism and great criticism.
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 This part dictated by the tutor:-
James is the best American critic of the 19th century who is mindful of ideas and critical concepts and has a will defined theory and point of view which allowed him to criticize sensitively and evaluate persuasively a wide range of writers. Great criticism touches more of pure philosophy. It frequently starts from an idea or a general rule. Small criticism touches more on pure criticism. It starts from a fact of a particular instance. His ideal of criticism is that a critic is simply a reader like all the others, - a reader who prints his impressions. Nothing will ever take the place of good old fashion of liking a work of art or not liking it. The most improved criticism will not abolish that primitive test. Criticism is the only gate of appreciation just as appreciation is the only gate of enjoyment. The true method of criticism is always that of sympathy and identification with the work of art. 

  His definition of novel is that the novel is a personal, a direct impression of life that must have an air of reality. It is very important because this definition of novel subordinates, focus and emphasis the idea that novel is realistic genre or should be a realistic genre, a personal and a direct impression of life. Personal means that it is the point of view of the writer, about his reality and surrounding. Here, there are two things come together: the personal vision of the writer of his surrounding and this region or perspective should be real; to adopt reality in the writing of my own vision of what is going on. This is what realism means for James. It means that while depicting reality around the writer, this reality should have the air of the personal perspective of the writer. After all, novel is art and literature. It requires an air of imagination and imagination of the writer should be controlled by the reality surrounded by him, his own imagination and power of creativity should be in correspondence with reality.
According to this definition, reality here does not mean one thing or application, because each individual would have his own perspective of his reality and of what is going on around him. What I see is different from what you see depends on how he would see reality (reaction, way, sequence and words), because each one of us had different experience, life, psychology, power of memory and way of expression. All these things would make us differ when we depict the reality; the same reality or incidence we tell about. Even in literature, one story or historical incident would be related in a different way with each writer, because each writer has his own personality, experience, his own way of relating things and his own power of creating or tying to collect the parts together. Anthony and Cleopatra had been related by different writers like Dryden, Shakespeare and maybe by others, but with each time, there is a different perspective of reality. This is what reality is for James. It does not mean to tell what happened only. It means how we see what happened. This is the real realism. It is how people see what is going on around them from different points of view. 

That is what realistic novel is. It is personal, direct impression of life that must have an air of reality. An air of reality means that it is from life. However, our discussion of the life we live depends on our own personal impression of this reality or this life that we are living. This is why each one of us would relate the same story differently as if we tell a new story not because people cannot see reality or relate the incidents the same way, but because it does not affect people the same way; we understand them and it affects us differently. In this manner, experience for James is very important. Actually the word experience can equal the word imagination for romantic writers who focus on power of imagination trying to discuss it, analyze it, and make it clear for people. 

For Wordsworth and Coleridge, each defines imagination in a different way. When it comes to James, he uses the word experience. Writers depend on their experience. Experience here equals the power of the imagination. Experience is the ability of the writer to bring out from what he senses around him which later on would be performed in the work he writes. Sometimes, he depicts different things from different places that do not relate to each other and they are brought together in the work giving something different or a whole from different experiences in life. It demands a lot of concentration and a very sensitive soul and a good memory like a stone house. Experience is the place in the mind we collect or store our memory then we represent it again as a one unit. This is experience for Henry James which equals imagination to romantic writers. This experience is the key word for writing novels that would be a personal impression of the writer about the reality that surrounded him. He would not talk about imaginary incidents or unreal characters and people, but he represents real people and common incidents but from his own perspective, experience or imagination.
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 This part dictated by the tutor:-
The only reason for the existence of a novel is that it does attempt to represent life that it has the large free character of an immense and exquisite correspondence with life. But this insistence upon the reference of art to reality does not in James mean a neglect of the difference between life and art. Art is not a mirror of life, known character and real people be transferred into a novel. The original gives hints but the writer does what he likes with them. Art is not copy or imitation but a selection from life (imp), a transformation and a creation. Life is being all inclusion and confusion and art being all discrimination and selection. 

For this reason, James makes an analogue between writing a novel and painting, because painting usually, most of the time, depicts nature and reality but artistically. There is imagination of the painter. Writing novels is similar to painting. It depicts real life but with the imagination of the painter depicting certain elements of real life in his picture with his own image and imagination. Of course this depiction needs to be proportionate, organic and united which means the colors should be suitable with each other. The proportion of the sizes in the picture should be harmonious together with the theme of that picture. This should also apply with writing a novel. Harmony is very important and also unity. Unity here means that all the parts should subordinate into making one unit. We can not see novel as parts but one whole unit. The parts like the form with the subject with the theme. They should go side by side. The form means the structure or the articulation of the novel. It means describing, the characters describing the setting and using appropriate language, using symbols and images to enhance and to make the structure more powerful because it is needed to use the correct structure for the suitable content or action. Organic unity means to use the right word in the right place. 

Novel is a living structure as it moves, has a spirit and a soul in its own. The soul is comes out of the harmony between the content and the form. This is how James sees the novel in general, but at the same time he is like Mathew Arnold. He did not go into the details of the technique of writing novels. He disapproves giving rules for writing the novel. This is because in his essay "The Art of Fiction", he replies to another writer called Mr. Besant who was trying to give rules of how to write a novel. James refused to discuss these rules, because he believes that each writer is free to choose his own technique in writing novel as long as he is depicting reality, he is not copying but depicting reality and creating a kind of whole of one unit of the work he writes. The one unite means the parts subordinating the whole. The parts are the form with the content coming together to bring one complete unit which is a whole novel. 
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 This part dictated by the tutor:-
James in theory would not admit the isolation of a character or type from the novel as a totality. He rejects the distinction between character and plot. James was perfectly aware of the unity of content and form. He complains of the perpetual, clumsy assumption that subject and style are different and separable. The harmony of form and substance is James' constant requirement as form alone takes, holds and preserves substance. Form in James means most often composition and architecture: for example, the right distribution of conversation, narration, and pictorial matter.
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 The organic unity

A novel is a living thing, all one and continuous Like any other organism and in proportion as it lives will it be found that in each of the parts there is something of each of the other parts. Unity is a requirement of organic art, but in a proper organistic theory, it is unity in variety and inner living unity. 

Questions to help you while studying:
- What is reality?

       - How James is depicting reality from his own point of view?

       - How he was very conscious to build a unity in his own work?

       - How his form comes together in order to help or subordinate his   ideas, theme and action in the work?     
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