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Chapter One Introduction 1

Chapter One Introduction

In February 1864, in the second issue of the year of the Continental
Monthly, an obscure periodical which only managed to survive for
two years, came an unsigned story entitled A Tragedy of Error. This
is a story of adultery and murder. Hortense Berner, who is &eeply
involved in a triangle love affair, hires a boatman to drown her
husband when he returns from an oversea business trip. The plan
backfires when the boatman mistakes her lover as her husband. With
little merit to recommend itself; this melodramatic tale is the literary
debut of Henry James, ! who was 21 years old then and who was
going to become the great master of American literature with a
prolific literary career spanning over 50 years, which leaves us 22
novels, 2 112 short stories, seven plays, numerous essays and a large
number of lively correspondences.

The background of 4 Tragedy of Error is set in a French seaport.
As her lover refuses to comply with her, Hortense Bemner has to
venture to the residence of the fishermen by herself in order to look
for the right man to execute the cold-blood murder. There she
becomes a “mute spectator” of a little drama: a small boy, carrying a
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milk jug in its arms, is stopped by its uncle, a brutal ruffian. Whereas
the boy is reluctant to follow the man’s order of handing him the milk,
the man drags it forward, “running his disengaged hand into the
infant’s frowsy mop of hair and shaking its head until it staggered”,
and grabs the jug out of the boy’s hands.® It is by witnessing the
man’s bullying of the helpless boy that Hortense is convinced that the
boatman is her best choice because he is capable of the forthcoming
cruelty.

A Tragedy of Error is a story in lack of originality: copying the
French style of romance and melodrama, it’s too pale an imitation of
George Sand and Balzac. Yet James’s characterization is
acknowledged by the Jamesians to have a sparkle of ingenuity; the
image of the boatman as a rascal is brought into sharp relief in his
short but violent confrontation with his little nephew. *

What the Jamesians fail to mention, however, is Henry James’s
vivid rendering of the boatman’s helpless nephew, who indeed offers
the reader the very first glimpse of Henry James’s fictional children.
There is an aspect in the apprentice piece that is of great importance
in the light of the author’s subsequent treatment of childhood in
fiction. It foreshadows a continuity in Henry James’s deep concern
over the children as the victims of circumstances and being betrayed
by the adults who should offer them protection and love. This boy in
A Tragedy of Error is the first child victim in James’s fiction: an “it”,
sensitive, vulnerable, bullied and muted, subject to neglect and
cruelty, too weak to revolt.

In the 1860s, within fourteen stories Henry James had published,
at least five of them contain child victims. Besides the boy in 4
Tragedy of Error who is abused by its uncle, in My Friend Bingham
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(1867), A Problem (1868), Osborne’s Revenge (1868) and Gabrielle
De Bergerac (1869), two children die, and the other two suffer from
neglect. This is only a start. In Henry James’s works of the 1870s,
readers can see how Master Eustace in Master Eustace (1871), an
illegitimate child, is spoilt by his mother’s overindulgence and denied
a separate identity from her by her suffocating love. In Daisy Miller:
A Study, readers will find young Daisy and her mischievous brother
Randolph wandering in Europe, whose father is preoccupied with his
lucrative business in America and whose mother, though
accompanying them, is too weak and self-indulgent to offer them
enough affection and guide. As to the children of the 1880s, one of
the most tragic is Pansy Osmond in The Portrait of a Lady (1881).
This dainty flower who is brought up in a convent like a prisoner is
nothing but a treasured piece of her father’s art collection. In James’s
later period come more memorable children. There are Maisie
Farange in What Maisie Knew (1897), Miles and Flora in The Turn of
the Screw (1898) and Fernanda Brookenham in The Awkward Age
(1899), to name but a few. ° If readers are willing to expand their
view and take into account those adults bearing the scars of childhood,
they could find another long list of characters: Miss Diamond in The
Ghostly Rental (1876), Catherine Sloper in Washington Square (1880),
Isabel Archer in The Portrait of A Lady (1881), Verena Tarrant in The
Bostonians (1886), Tina Bordereau in The Aspern Papers (1888),
Flora Saunt in Glasses (1898), and Milly Theale in The Wings of the
Dove (1902). In a word, Henry James’s fictional world presents a
large album of children exposed to rigid morality, vulgarity, adult
sexuality, neurotic obsession, exploitation, manipulation, and even
physical abuses and violent death.’
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The height of critical attention given to James’s children came in
the 1960s when New Criticism and Freudian psychoanalysis were in
a great vogue. One dominant interpretation that has’ guided literary
readings of James’s children for years is offered by Leon Edel, whose
five-volume biography of the master is considered the landmark of
Jamesian studies. According to Edel, the recurrent appearance of
neglected and abused children in Henry James’s fiction of the 1890s
manifests a regression into childhood feelings as James struggled to
recover from the burden of defeat and personal humiliation involved
in his theatrical failure. “James performed imaginative self-therapy”
by assuming the disguise of a female child. It allows the novelist to
“express awareness of the self’s vulnerability and pleasure in the
possibility of transcending weakness”. 7

Another widely accepted interpretation of Henry James’s
fictional children is closely connected with James’s identity theme:
the international theme. Henry James is most often celebrated for
inventing “the international novel”, the subject of which treats the
confrontation of the unsophisticated American characters with the
labyrinth of European culture. In James’s fiction, the cultural clashes
have been elevated onto a cosmic platform. Embedded in them is the
deep structure of universal dialectical themes: innocence versus
experience, nature versus art, freedom versus cultivation. Though all
the novels and novellas of James’s innocent-child phase are localized
to England and none of them treats the celebrated international theme
which James explores in his early works and again in his major
phase,® children and young women are considered by Jamesians the
counterparts to the naive and vulnerable Americans abroad; and
parents, ghosts and a gilded but corrupt adult society are like the
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Europe of the early fictions. When a child ventures into the adult
world, what arises is the dichotomy of American naivety and the Old
World sophistication, which in certain sense symbolizes the universal
morality play of innocence versus experience. °

Ever since the 1980s, with the publication of many a substantial
work, a trend of “reassessment” in Henry James studies has been
witnessed.'’ Under the spotlight of fresh critical perspectives applied,
a new Henry James who was deeply interpolated in his times emerged
from the ivory tower of his art.!" Nevertheless, even though Henry
James’s works are rich in images of children and childhood, no
revisionist effort has ever been spent in reconsidering his fictional
children as a whole in the light of new critical pedagogies. '* So far
as Jamesian children are concerned, the most authoritative work on
the subject is still Muriel Shine’s The Fictional Children of Henry
James published in 1969, which offers a detailed evolutionary
account of James’s children, but is too descriptive to keep a
penetrating critical focus. This destitution of critical enthusiasm does
not mean that the child image in James’s fiction is a topic fully
explored and exhausted; nor does it indicate that James’s depiction is
so one-dimensional that it cannot foster fruitful readings any more.
On the contrary, it reflects a critical blind spot in Jamesian studies,
whose origin lies in the traditional stereotyped criticism of children in
literature in general. .

Since the book is on the child image in Henry James’s fiction,
first of all, I need to clarify the concept of the child I adopt in my
criticism. What I refer to in my work is not child in the biological
sense, but child as a social construction. The word “child”, in our
ordinary sense, generally refers to a young human béing of either sex,
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from pre-birth to the completion of physical development. On the
surface, it seems to be closely defined by corresponding biological
features. Philippe Aries’s landmark work Centuries of Childhood,
however, totally deconstructed such a “common sense” assumption of
child as a natural entity. According to Aries’s pioneering study, the
concept of childhood as applied in our society did not exist in earlier
times. In the Middle Ages there was only the distinction between
infant and adult.”> Once a child passed his infancy, he was initiated
into the world of adults. A child at the age of six or seven was
considered mature enough to be treated like an adult: he could be
dressed like adults, inherit property and issue order at his own
household. The children were indeed some miniature adults. Not until
the end of the 16th and beginning of the 17th centuries did the
modern concept of childhood come into being with the rise of modern
family and new education system.. Medieval schools were
characterized by random mixed of ages and lack of strict gradation in
curricular. Once the children went to school they were thought to be
entering the adult world. But the 17th century pedagogues reformed
the educational institutions. Schools were considered to be the
territory where children were educated for potential adulthood.
Students over 20 were pushed out of school. Boys were separated
according to age and the curriculum was organized and gradated
according to difficulty of subject matters. According to Aries, the
major point that distinguished modern schools from medieval ones
was to what extent personal liberty was modified by school principle.
This new discipline system applied in the modern schools, which
included whipping and organized spying, created the original concept
of childhood subordination. In Aries’s view, “[t]he concept of those
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separate nature of childhood, of its difference from the world of
adults began with the elementary concept of its weakness, which
brought it down to the level of the lowest social strata.”’* For Aries,
the 17th century priests and moraiists, as they saw children as “fragile
creatures of God who needed to be both safeguarded and reformed”,1 3
contributed most to the development of the new concept of childhood.
In the discovery and invention of childhood, conformity and passivity
were set up as the dominant traits. The rigidity of personal liberty,
self-restraint and self-denial, order and submission gradually
substituted independence and freedom. The miniature adult of the
Middle Ages has become the dependent child of today.

Philippe Aries’s work on the discovery of childhood situates the
modern child’s coming into being with the development of industrial
societies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; child was seen to
vary as structure once liberated from the label of biological
phenomena. In contemporary sociology, the cultural constructiveness
ingrained in the modern concept of family and child has been widely
accepted. Sociologists point out that in our society children and
persons over 65 have many similarities in status. Both belong to
age-segregated groups, which are defined and stereotyped by the
dominant middle group; both are often poor and lack influence on the
decision-making apparatus; both are continually reminded of their
non-productive roles in society. Children become another
“discriminated group”,'® taking on the qualities of minority group
members and submitting to adult’s power and construction.

Power and manipulation are not only the modes that dominate
the relations between adults and children in reality; they are also
deeply entangled in the adult’s representation of child in literature.



