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INTRODUCTION

Let me say at once that I regard the works of
Mr. Henry James as those most worthy of
attention by the critics—most worthy of
attention of all the work that is to-day pouring
from the groaning presses of continents. In
saying this I conceal for the moment my private
opinion—which doesn’t in the least matter to
anyone, though it is an opinion that can hardly
be called anything but mature—that Mr.
James is the greatest of living writers and in
consequence, for me, the greatest of living men.

I might, that is to say, have thought, as I
have, that Mr. James is the greatest of living
men without ever contemplating thus setting
out to write a book about him. A man may
be supremely great and offer no opportunity
for comment of any kind. I cannot, that is to
say, imagine any serious writer setting to work
to say anything about Shakespeare, about
Turgenieff, or for the matter of that about
Nelson or Moltke. There are people who just
“are,” consummate in various degrees, perfect
engines of providence. It is a little difficult,
or at any rate it would call for a great number
of words to explain exactly what I mean; but
in order to avoid the danger of being considered
paradoxical I will venture here and now upon
a rough digest of that number of words so as
to plan out the ground of this book.

Thus, when I say that no one can write
much about Shakespeare or Turgenieff I say
it because, thank God, we know nothing whatever
about Shakespeare. He is personally
nothing but a wise smile and a couple of
anecdotes. And his work, considered from a
literary point of view, is too consummate for
any literary comment. You can annotate his
words and his historic matter to an extent that
has provided us with fifty libraries of pedagogic
dullness or of anecdotal interest, as the
case may be; but the beautiful spirit of the
man you cannot in any way touch. So in a
sense it is with Turgenieff whom Mr. James
calls at one moment “my distinguished
friend,” at another “the amiable Russian”;
but finally, being worthy of himself, he styles
him “the beautiful genius.”

And that is all that can be said about
Turgenieff—he was “the beautiful genius.”
Again, thank God, we know as little of his
personality as we know of Shakespeare’s. I
do not mean to say that he is as tangibly
indefinite a solar myth; we know enough
about him to be able to say that he was
not the late Mr. Pobiedonostieff, procurator
of the Holy Synod, and to be certain that his
work was not written by the late Count Tolstoy.
Fragments of his personality are, in fact,
recoverable here and there. These two eyes
have seen him in a studio; a rather nasty
Slav, Russian, or Pole has written a rather
nasty book about him. In this he attempts
to place “the beautiful genius” in an unfavourable
light as sneering at his great French
fellow-workers. To-day Young Russia sneers
at him for not being a Collectivist, a Nihilist,
a Marxist, a Syndicalist or what you will.
And Young England, which is always sycophantically
at the bidding of any whining
Intellectual, whether Celt or Slav, repeats the
lament of Young Russia that Turgenieff was
not a Collectivist, a Marxist, and all the rest
of it. And against Turgenieff Young England
erects the banner of Dostoievsky, as if the
fame of that portentous writer of enormous
detective stories, that sad man with the native
Slav genius for telling immensely long and
formless tales, must destroy the art, the
poetry and the exquisiteness that are in the
works of “the beautiful genius.” ...

At any rate, precious little is recoverable of
the personality of Turgenieff. We know that
he shot partridges which perhaps he shouldn’t
have done. We know also that he purchased
cakes of scented soap for a mistress whom
perhaps he shouldn’t—or perhaps he should—have
had. But the fact is that he lived partly
amongst men of letters who could not find
anything much to say about his work and
partly amongst gentlefolk who did not want
to say much about his personality. Therefore
he remains, baffling and enticing, but practically,
too, only a smile and a couple of anecdotes.
About his work the critic can say no
more than he can about that of Shakespeare.
Its surface is too compact, is too polished;
the critical pickaxe or geological hammer just
cannot get up a little chunk of that marble for
chemical analysis. It exists as the grass exists
which the good God made to grow, and that is
the end of the matter.

Similarly, as I have said, with Nelson and
Field-Marshal von Moltke. These were “the
beautiful geniuses” of embattled nations.
Their genius probably consisted in their being
ready to take chances. You may analyse the
strategy of Nelson just as you may analyse
that of Von Moltke, but you cannot say why
God was on their side, and until you can say
that you cannot very well say much that is to
the point. Nelson ought never to have fought
the battle of Trafalgar; the chances, in that
particular spot of the Bay of Biscay, were
seven to one that such an unfavourable wind
must there spring up as should frustrate the
manœuvres ordered from the Victory. Similarly,
Moltke should never have fought Gravelotte;
the chances were twenty-seven to one
that the Crown Prince of Saxony would not
arrive in time; the chances were eleven to one
in favour of the French rifle; there was
practically no chance that the German troops
would face that hill of death in the final
charge and, in the event of any of these evil
chances taking effect, final disaster was all that
Germany could have expected.

Thus, once more there is very little to be
said about these matters.

There is very little in short to be said about
pure genius. It is just a thing that is. And
there is nothing left for us, who are in the end
but the stuff with which to fill graveyards, to
say more than that marvellous are the ways
of Providence that gives to a few so much and
to the vast many nothing at all. But there
remains a second—by no means secondary—order
of great people into whose work it
is possible, and very profitable, minutely to
enquire. For, if you can’t say much about
Moltke you can discover pretty easily, and
descant for long upon, the strategy of Marlborough;
if you can’t say much about Shakespeare
you might write several books about
the craftsmanship of Goethe; if Johannes
Sebastian Bach defies the pen as far as his
peculiar magic is concerned, the pen can find
endless objects for its activity in the music
drama of Richard Wagner; or, if you can’t
find out how Turgenieff did any single blessed
thing you could write a volume about the
wording of one paragraph by Flaubert. To
this latter category belong the works of Mr.
Henry James.

Mr. Henry James has of course his share of
the talent which can’t be defined. He has,
that is to say, plenty of personality. You
could no more confound him, say, with Théophile
Gautier than you could confound Homer
with Dante or with Quintus Horatius Flaccus,
but in addition to having—to being—a temperament
Mr. James has a conscious craftsmanship.
His temperament we may define
clearly enough if Providence provides the
words, though we couldn’t, any of us, say
where in the world he got it from. But his
craftsmanship, his conscious literary modifications,
his changes of word for word, the
maturing of his muse, the way in which quite
consciously he mellows his vintages, all these
things he has very efficiently betrayed to us.
And it is this betrayal that makes one select
his work rather than those of Monsieur Anatole
France, of Monsieur Henri de Regnier; for the
matter of that of Monsieur André Gide, of
Mr. Joseph Conrad, or Mr. W. H. Hudson—to
name the other really great writers of our day—for
analysis. With any one of these five fine
spirits you might go a long way. You might
define their geniuses, you might dimly guess
at their methods, but you can’t—as you can
with Mr. James—say quite definitely that here
he changed the words “she answered” into
the words “she indefinitely responded.” Mr.
James has in fact given hostages to all of us
who will be at the pains of a little grubbing up
these definite facts as to his methods; the
others have given us practically nothing of the
sort, so that, in their cases, if one submitted
them to the pains of vivisection one must leave
the whole question of their methods very much
to conjecture. In planning out therefore the
following book I propose firstly to state
why this writer appears to me to be the
greatest author of our day—which is as much
as to say why he is valuable to the world;
secondly, I shall attempt to define his temperament
to the extent of trying to show how
far it is a mirror of the concrete things and the
invisible tendencies of our day; and in the
third place I shall attempt for the instruction
of this day of ours, to define, as clearly as may
be, what are the methods of this distinguished
writer. This I am aware is, as the American
poet said, “all sorts of a job.”

I am aware too that the charges may
be brought against me that, firstly, in these
pages I have made a profuse use of the “I”.
I can’t help that. I have wanted to be plain
and, in matters difficult to express, such
locutions as “the present writer” add confusion.
These are the present writer’s personal
impressions of our author’s work put as
clearly as the medium will allow.

Moreover, there are in these pages a great
many disquisitions on the “conditions” of
modern life. But for these also I do not
apologise. You cannot write about a great
writer of Actualities without giving some
account of the times in which he lived. You
cannot write about Euripides and ignore Athens.
(I am aware that it is usual to do so!)
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SUBJECTS

I have said that I consider the author of The
Spoils of Poynton the greatest writer now
living; let me now bring forward the reasons
for this belief. Greatness as it appears to me
is a quality possibly connected with, but
certainly not solely dependent upon, artistry.
I should hesitate in fact to say that Mr. James
is the greatest artist now living; indeed, I
should hesitate to say whether any one artist
was ever greater than any other artist. This,
however, is a point upon which I by no means
wish to dogmatise. If I say that I regard
Christina Rossetti as as great an artist as,
let us say, Horace, or that I regard Beckford
who wrote the letters from Portugal as as
great an artist as Prosper Mérimée or Shakespeare
or Mr. W. H. Hudson or François
Villon, I mean simply that artistry appears
to me to be just a quality that either you
have or you haven’t. If you have it you are
as great but no greater than any other artist,
and every other artist is as great but no
greater than yourself. I do not mean to say
that the effects of your art upon the world
may not be greater or less than that of any
other artist. It is very likely that the actual
effect of Christina Rossetti upon the present
age is greater than that of the writer of the
single line:

ἡρὰμεν μεν ἐγό σέθεν, Ἀθι, παλαῖ ποτὰ

yet it would be absurd to deny that Sappho
was as great an artist as the author of Goblin
Market, just as it would be absurd to deny
that the sculptor of the Winged Victory was
as great an artist as Monsieur Rodin or Michael
Angelo. It appears to me, then, that the
quality of being an artist is such another
quality as are beauty, race, honesty or fineness
of temperament—a quality conferred by the
gods upon the men whom they love.

But then again we come upon the use to
which the artist will put the measure of the
light vouchsafed him. God forbid that I
should say that all artists are equal in their
output, their moral values or, for the matter
of that, in their technical industry. The
works of Shakespeare are longer than the
Bible; François Villon was a scamp, whereas
Mr. James in a literary sense would adorn
the society of any Cathedral close. Balzac
poured out an unceasing stream of imaginings
without any particular attention to methods.
Flaubert was thinking of methods all day long.

I have said somewhere else that the supreme
quality of art is to be interesting, and after
some years of reflection upon the matter I
do not get any further than that, though I can
put it in another way. The real essence of
art is a sense of appropriateness, almost as
it were a sense of decency. The real artist
feels for his subject a quality of chastity;
whilst he is handling it he will no more
introduce into it extraneous or unsuitable
matter than a lady of niceness will go to
the opera in the costume she reserves for
the golf course. At the same time, this
sense of appropriateness in the texture and
conception of the work will no more affect,
say, the takings of a railway company than
will the opera costume of any lady however
negligent or however strong-minded. Yet
undoubtedly writers may quite remarkably
affect the takings of railway companies which,
in an Anglo-Saxon community, may well be
taken to be the most important things in
the world. If we put it upon a very small
scale it is, I believe, statistically true that
one book brings in an income of £70,000 a year
to the Great Western Railway Company, that
book being Lorna Doone; for it is estimated
that, every year, 60,000 people visit Exmoor
and the neighbourhood on account of the
glamour that Mr. Blackmore threw over that
quite charming country. Or think, again,
of all the shipping, the railway, the transport
and the motor companies that are kept alive
by pilgrims to the shrine of one writer or
another at Stratford-on-Avon. Or consider,
again, how whole populations have been set
moving by writings about various regions.
How much population has the vast city which
we inhabit gained from the poetic imagining
that the streets of London are paved with
gold; or what do the plains of Canada, the
mountains of Central North America or the
islands in the Gulf of Mexico not owe to the
imaginings of poets of one kind or another?
Consider how the Dominion of Canada resented
the poetic appellation of Our Lady of
the Snows—and why? Simply because Canada
was afraid that intending emigrants might be
frightened away by that epithet, shadowing
as it seemed to do an arctic climate.

That such greatness then may appertain
to the usually despised profession of writing
few will probably deny. Nay, the great railway
companies themselves give evidence of this
fact, for, if you will write to any one of them
and state that it is your intention to write
a book about any given tract of country
served by their line, they will at once present
you free of charge with a first-class season
ticket over the whole of their system. But
they will never stop to enquire whether you
are an artist or not, or whether you possess
a sense of appropriateness or of the chastity
of your subject.

It is not however this type of greatness that
I claim to any great extent for the author of
The American Scene. For, roughly speaking,
when the reader embarks upon that magnificent
book of impressions he reads for many pages
with a sense of deep, of complete, and finally of
utter, non-comprehension. And bewilderment
accompanies him through the long process of
perusal. But when you close the book—at
that very moment a sense of extraordinary
reality overwhelms you. You will find that
you have actually been in New York whose
note is the scream of trolley wheels upon
inefficiently laid granite setts; you will find
that you have actually been at Manhattan
Beach, where ladies, so lacking in elusiveness,
say and do the odd, queer things in the high,
queer voices. It is, The American Scene, an
amazing piece of artistry, but I do not imagine
that it ever made any single soul desire to
join the scant company of rubber-necks who
visit the United States. Let us not however
deny to this distinguished author all claims
to this particular form of greatness, for many
of us have undoubtedly done no more in
visiting the country of the Lilies than follow
in the footsteps of the author of A Little
Tour in France.

Or, again, how many New Englanders may
not have been brought to the Old World by
the limpid, beautiful and delightful phrases
of what we now call the early James? What
may not Daisy Miller, The Four Meetings,
A Passionate Pilgrim, Roderick Hudson, or,
for the matter of that, The Spoils of Poynton,
have done to swell the receipts, in the 80’s
and the 90’s, of the American touring agencies?
But it is not distinctively in this light that we
have to view the greatness of our eminent
Subject. It is not especially as the conductor
of populations across mountains and floods
that the figure of Mr. James saute, as you
might say, aux yeux. His greatness, to put it
succinctly, is that of the historian—the
historian of one, of two, and possibly of three
or more, civilisations. (Let it be understood
that in this section I am in no way considering
Mr. James’ art, but merely his services to
the Republic.) And, roughly, speaking the
two services that a writer can render to
the State are, firstly, that he can induce
its inhabitants to become more moral;
secondly, he can render them better educated.
Mr. James is practically no sort of moralist
at all. I do not mean to say that any word
he has ever written need bring the blush to
the cheek of any inhabitant of any Cathedral
close whose society, as I have said, Mr.
James’ literary figure would so eminently
adorn. But Mr. James’ conscious purpose in
writing can obviously never have been to
make people better. It might be possible
that a perusal of What Maisie Knew might
show to several erring personages that the
Divorce Courts are exceedingly troublesome
places to get into; or, to read The Spoils of
Poynton, might shock various other persons,
engaged in family quarrels about money,
into frames of mind less sordid. It is conceivable,
in fact, that the works of Mr. James
may have been a civilising agency. But I
can observe little if any trace in all the
voluminous works of this writer of a desire
to leave humanity any better than he found
it. He observes the characters of his work
with a comic or with a patronising spirit;
whether they be the victims or the oppressors
we seem to hear him saying of them: “Poor
dears.” He would speak of “poor dear
Maisie” just as he would speak of “poor dear
Mrs. Gereth” who lost the Spoils; or just
as, for the matter of that, you may hear
him speak of “poor dear Flaubert,” “poor
dear Shakespeare” or “poor dear Balzac,”
Napoleon the First, Napoleon the Third, or
anybody in the world. Compassion or any
trace of a desire to be helpful are in fact
almost entirely wanting in the works of this
impersonal writer. They are absent in a
way that characterises no other author known
to me. Flaubert, heaven knows, is impersonal
enough; yet it is impossible to read Madame
Bovary and to mark Emma’s frantic running
from pillar to post to pick up a little money,
whilst the net is closing all round her, without
feeling that Flaubert had an immense sense
of pity, and that Flaubert, had he come
across Emma in real life, would have lent her
considerable sums of money. Similarly with
Mr. James’ great master, it is impossible to
read Lisa or Smoke or A Sportsman’s Sketches,
impersonal observation although they all may
be, without feeling Turgenieff’s immense sympathy
with the mental or material sufferings
of his characters. The absence of this characteristic
is extraordinarily striking in Mr. James’
work. Maisie is for him just a child in a
basement. Or, if you will read either the
original or the revised version of The Four
Meetings you will be almost appalled by this
peculiar passionlessness. The Four Meetings
is the story of a New England schoolmistress
with a passionate yearning to see Europe.
She gets as far as Havre upon one occasion
and is promptly sponged upon by a worthless
relation who extracts from her all her money,
so that she has to return to New England on
the very evening of her arrival. And, some
time afterwards, when she is again beginning
to save up a little money for the purpose of
visiting Europe—and it is impossible to say
how intensely and how horribly Mr. James
has rendered her yearning to see Chamounix
or Venice—she is descended upon by the
soi-disant wife of the worthless cousin, the
runaway wife of someone like a small French
hairdresser. This lady, giving herself out to
be a Countess, battens upon the New England
schoolmistress until the very day of the
latter lady’s death. In whichever version
we read this nouvelle we are compelled to say
that it is unsurpassed in the literature of
any language or of any age. It is the perfect
“longish short story.” First published in
1883 and, presumably, written at about that
date, this story has been considerably rewritten
for Volume XVI of Mr. James’ complete
edition which was published in 1909.
These facts are merely bibliographical, but
what jumps at your eyes in reading either
version is the singular pitilessness of the
narrator. The story, that is to say, is put
into the mouth of a third party who writes
in the first person. In the first version this
narrator seems to present himself as a quiet,
gentle, observant young New Englander. In
the latter version, he appears to be a sardonic,
rather florid, rather garrulous, international
American in the later years of his life.[1] But
in neither case, whether as a young and
modest man or an elderly and patronising
personality, does the narrator give any evidence
of its even occurring to him that he might
conceivably render some assistance to the
poor victim of her infamous connections. It
never apparently occurs to either narrator
to offer to lend the lady at Havre, after she
had been robbed, five or six pounds so that
she might at least spend a day or two in
Paris after having come so far. And it never
seems to have occurred to either narrator to
say to the poor New England school marm
that the cuckoo in her particular nest was no
Countess at all, but merely an infamous
adventuress who should be instantly turned
out of the little weather-boarded house. No,
the narrator just lets the thing go on and
concludes with the scoffing remark: “I could
feel how right my poor friend had been in
her conviction that she should still see something
of that dear old Europe.” This statement,
implying as it did that a fragment of
Europe, in the shape of the sham Countess,
had descended upon that poor New England
victim, seems to me to be one of the most
pitiless sentences ever penned by the hand of
man.

I am aware that these remarks are open to
the objection that, if the narrator had made
the offer of the five or six pounds, and, if it had
been accepted, the story would have gone to
pieces. But of course the New England schoolmistress
would never have accepted the money
just as she would never have believed any
vague surmises that the narrator might have
made as to the Countess’ origin. The real fact
is that Mr. James knows very well that he was
giving just an extra turn to the tragedy of the
story by making his narrator so abnormally
unhelpful. And the other fact remains: obviously
Mr. James does not consider that he
came into this world to make it any better
otherwise than it could be bettered by his
observation and the setting down of his
observations. He does not, that is to say,
expect to improve the world by advocating
anything. He doesn’t suggest that divorce
laws or marriage laws or prison laws or social
laws should be altered. He merely gives you
material. Upon the views which you may
gather from this material you are at liberty to
form your verdict and to direct your votes when
the questions of divorce, marriage, crime, or
society may come before you in a practical sense.

That, then, is the secret of Mr. James’ greatness
in so far as it applies to the outer world.
As to what may be his personal aims, as to
what may go on within the cavernous recesses
of his artist’s mind, we have simply no means
of knowing, and very likely he has simply no
means of knowing himself. Nay, I will even
go so far as to say that he couldn’t by any
possibility be the great writer that he is if he
had any public aims. What Maisie Knew,
that is to say, would certainly not have been
a passionless masterpiece if Mr. James had
thought that it was his business, as a writer,
passionately to uphold on the one hand the
claim of marriage to be a sacrament, or on the
other passionately to decry the claim of the
marriage law to any existence whatever. Indeed,
whatever the figure of Mr. James, the
individual, may be, the figure of Mr. James,
the writer, is that of a philosophic anarchist.
In the whole array of Mr. James’ books, except
for the mention of the employment of a
solicitor—and even that appears to be regarded
as the vaguest of expedients—in The Spoils of
Poynton, and except for the fact that the
divorce laws obviously have some—but a
quite shadily defined—influence upon the
career of Maisie, I cannot recall any single
instance of the mention of the law, or for the
matter of that of a policeman in any one of
Mr. James’ quarter of a century of volumes of
fiction. This is how that formidable engine,
the Law of England, seems to present itself
to this distinguished writer:—
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