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Author’s biography


 

Henry James was born on April 15, 1843, to a wealthy family in New York City. He was the second son of Henry James Sr. and Mary Robertson Walsh, already parents to a little William. The family traveled to Paris and then London, before returning to live in New York. In 1845, Garth Wilkinson was born, followed by Robertson in 1846, and finally, Alice, in 1848. In 1855, the Jameses left for a second stay in Europe, which would last five years. The children were privately tutored.

The James family moved subsequently to Cambridge, Massachusetts. At age 16, Henry James went to study in Geneva and Bonn, and later studied painting in Newport, Mass. On the eve of the Civil War, James was unable to join the army due to a back injury. He enrolled at Harvard to study law, but quickly abandoned it to pursue his love of literature and writing. He became friends with writer William Dean Howells, and met James Russell Lowell, editor of The Atlantic, and Charles Eliot Norton, co-founder of The Nation. 

In 1863, James had his first short story and literary essays published anonymously. In March 1865, The Atlantic published a short story of his under his real name. 

From 1869 to 1870, James traveled around Europe again. Through Charles Eliot Norton, he met writers William Morrison and John Ruskin. Back in Cambridge, Massachusetts, James published his first novel, Watch and Ward, which had first appeared in pamphlet form in 1871. 

From 1872 to 1874, James traveled around Europe with his sister Alice and their aunt Catherine Walsh. The travel impressions he recorded on this journey were printed subsequently in The Nation. 

A year later, James moved to New York, where he produced his second novel, Roderick Hudson; a number of literary articles for The Nation; and his first collection of short stories. That same year, James decided to return to live in Paris, where he met Ivan S. Turgenev, Gustave Flaubert, Émile Zola, Guy de Maupassant, Alphonse Daudet, and Edmond de Goncourt. He then wrote The American, developing a growing interest in the novel form. Perhaps frustrated by the lack of interest French writers showed in his work, James finally left Paris in 1876 and returned to London. 

The period of 1876 to 1881 was a very productive time for James. He turned out an essay on French writers, a biography on Nathaniel Hawthorne, and three novels – Daisy Miller (1878), Washington Square (1880), and The Portrait of a Lady (1881). In 1882, James crossed the Atlantic again to visit Boston and Washington. His mother died that January. He left afterward for England, then France, before quickly returning upon his father’s death. 

In 1884, James traveled to Paris and saw Alphonse Daudet again, who would introduce him to the naturalist circle. There, he also met Robert Louis Stevenson. He wrote an essay on the aesthetics and poetry of the novel, called The Art of Fiction. Alice James came to live with her brother; suffering from mental illness, she set to writing her only work, her Journal. In 1886, Henry James published The Bostonians and The Princess Casamassima. During a trip in Italy in 1887, James met Constance Fenimore Woolson, who took her own life in 1894. In 1888, he published three short works – The Reverberator, The Aspern Papers and A London Life – as well an essay, Partial Portraits, about writers such as Guy de Maupassant and George Eliot.  
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