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HENRY JAMES
(1843—1916)

Henry James, one of America’s major novelists and critics,
was born in New York into a sophisticated and affluent family.
His father was an eccentric philosopher and religious visionary
who provided Henry and his brother William‘(later to become
the well-known pragmatist philosopher) with a liberal education
highlighted by extensive travel and study in Europe. Although
James studied painting and attended Harvard Law School, by
his early twenties he had published reviews and stories in leading
American journals, and thereafter the majority of his life was
devoted to begoming a “literary master.” This last is a European
conception which, along with his writing stfy‘le and method of
characterization, set him apart from the American vermacular
tradition begun by Mark Twain. Partly for this reason, James
had only a small readership during his lifetime and it was not,
until the years between World War I and II that his skill as a
novelist and his influence as a literary critic gained full recogni-
tion. o

Henry James never married, and in 1876 he moved perma-
nently to England where despite his close family ties and large
social circle, he lived and worked alone. In 1915 he became a
British subject and received the Order of Merit. He died in
1916, having contemplated before his death the' disintegration of
the old order of society and the values it embodied, a process
that was most dramatically signalled by the beginning of World
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Henry James
War T in 1914.

The English novelist Joseph Conrad once called James “the
historian of fine consciences”, and certainly his fictional world
is for the most part concerned with the atmosphere of the mind,
with human relationships rather than overt human actions. Be-
cause James avoided oversimplification and approached his subject
matter indirectly, preferring things to be hinted at and intui-
tively grasped rather than baldly stated, his prose style has been
called circuitous and convoluted, and some of his less patient
readers refer to it as tortuous and tedious. Nevertheless, James
felt this was the truest reflection of inner reality and certainly
his minute explorations of his characters’ perceptions and his
profound psychological insights form a significant contribution
to modern literature.

In addition, his practice of removing himself as the controlling
narrator, becoming “invisible’ so as to put the emphasis on
showing a theme or idea rather than telling it, has several dis-
tinct advantages. Not only does it allow for greater compression,
intensification and ambiguity, but also the more the author with-
draws, the more the reader is forced to enter the process of
creating meaning for himself. This last process has become a
common feature of much contemporary fiction, but it is Henry
James who must be credited with developing this narrative tech-
nique.

James’s literary career can be divided into three main stages
of development. In his early period he concentrated on his
famous “‘international theme,” the cultural, emotional and moral
problems of Americans in Europe and Europeans in America.
His novels The American (1877), Portrait of a Lady (1881), and
the short novel Daisy Miller (1878) are typical of his early work.
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Henry James

In his middle period he experimented with a variety of themes
and forms; first with novels on social and political issues of the
18708 and 1880s, next with the theater (largely an unsuccessful
venture), and finally with shorter fictions dealing with the rela-
tionship of artists to society and psychological explorations of
oppression and obsession in both children and adults. The Tragic
Muse (1890), and The Turn of the Screw (1898) are good exam-
ples of this last phase.

In his final and “major phase,” James returned to_his “inter-
national theme” and produced the complex and difficult novels
generally considered to be his masterpieces: The Wings of the
Dove (1902), The Ambassadors (1903), and The Golden Bowl (1904).'
James’s central ideas on fiction and the role of the artist can
be found in The Art of the Novel (1884), one of his several works
of literary criticism that has defended the importance of the
novel as an art form and has had lasting significance in the
field of literary studies.

Paste, the selection reprinted here, was published in 1909 in
his Novels and. Tales, although its subject matter marks it as
belonging to his middle period. In its outlines, the plot is rather-
$imple. A governess, Charlotte Prime, attends the funerals of
her uncle, a vicar, and his second wife, the couple having died
within a month of each other. The Vicar’s son, Arthur Prime,
gives his cousin Charlotte some cheap costume jewelry which.
had belonged to his stepmother from her pre-marital career as
an actress. Amongst the paste jewels, a pearl necklace strikes
Charlotte as having some value, although her cousin dismisses
the idea since to his mind, having had a real pearl necklace in
her possession compromises his stepmother’s moral character.
The implication, and it is a good example of Jamesian style
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Henry James

since it is only the vaguest of hints, is that if Arthur’s stepmother
accepted an expensive necklace from an admirer, she perhaps
paid for it by granting sexual favors to the giver. Any direct
mention of sex is of course much too indelicate a topic for
James’s refined sensibilities, and he rarely if ever does more than
glance at it obliquely. At any rate, it is not until some time
after and largely by accident that the value of the pearls is again
discussed, this time by Charlotte and Mrs. Guy, the latter being
a weekend guest at the estate of Charlotte’s employers. Con-
firmed 'in her earlier suspicions about the pearls being real, and
motivated by her sense of fairness, Charlotte returns the necklace
to Arthur who agrees to have them professionally appraised.
He later writes Charlotte that the necklace is worthless, yet Char-
lotte again encounters Mrs. Guy who is now the proud owner
of the apparently valuable pearls. The story ends with Charlotte’s
shocked awareness that her cousin has lied to and cheated her
and that perhaps Mrs. Guy has done so as well.

Given James’s particular focus on the inner lives of characters
rather than external action and environment, it is not so much
the literal subject matter that concerns us here, but how the
author portrays it and what underlying significance it has. Con-
sequently, the central issue is not whether the pearl necklace is
real or paste, but how the characters, particularly the governess,
perceive the pearls, perceive themselves in relation to the situation,
and perceive the other characters who are involved, including
_ the deceased former actress. As stated earlier, the overt human
actions in the story are a minor consideration; théy function
largely as a means for us to focus on the questions of moral
responsibility and psychological motivation that James is exploring.
. The story, deceptively simple on the surface; is a subtle and
profound study of human greed, hypocrisy and the betrayal of

+
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-

innocence. As readers, we are asked to consider the hints, the
insinuations, the suggestions and the implications the author
provides us with (in true Jamesian style) and to thus reach our
own conclusions on a number of questions related to these topics.
As a psychological realist, Henry James believed that writers
should not saturate their fiction with external details in order
to give the impression of real life, but rather they should con-
centrate on the inner life of the characters in a physical setting
that is often symbolic. Notice, for example, that in ‘Paste, James
does not provide us with elaborate descriptions of the vicarage
or the estate, as perhaps Tl}eodore Dreiser would, if he had
written this story. Yet it is important to consider why James
chose these two particular settings and, in addition, why he chose
to include comments on and preparations for the weekend enter-
tainment at the estate, the “tableaux vivants.” From Mrs. Guy’s
mention of Rowena, we know that the guests will act out por-
tions of Sir Walter Scott’s novel, Ivanhoe, a historical romance
of chivalry and honor. In James’s meticulously considered prose,
we can be certain that these details have symbolic significanc®
and are related to the characters in the story as well as to its
themes.

Henry James’s carefully chosen words, his qualifying phrases,
his avoidance of the simple and direct statement may at first.
prove baffling and frustrating to his readers. “Yet perhaps it
is in the very subtlety and complexity of his work that its real
value lies, for it suggests to us that the nature of experience is
often moraliy ambiguous and subject to a variety of interpretations.
In addition, it indicates that knowledge and truths about life and '
about ourselves are not to be always easily and directly stated
or glibly understood.



PASTE

Henry James

‘I’'ve found a lot more things’, her cousin said to her the day
after the second funeral; ‘they’re up in her room—but they’re
things I wish you’d look at.

The pair of mourners, sufficiently stricken, were in the garden
of the vicarage together, before luncheon, waiting to be summoned
to that meal, and Arthur Prime had still in his face the intention,
she was moved to call ##® ’rather than the expression, of feeling
sometfling or other. Some such appearance was in itself of course
natural within a week of his stepmother’s death, within three of
his father’s,® but what was most present to the girl, herself sen-
sitive and shrewd, was that he seemed somehow to brood without
sorrow, to suffer without what she in her own case would have
called pain. He ‘turned away from her after this last speech®
—it was a good deal his habit to drop an observation® and leave
her to pick it up without assistance. If the vicar’s widow, now -
in her turn finally translated,® had not really belonged to him
it was not for want of her giving herself,® so far as he ever would
take her; and she had lain for three days all alone at the end of

it—the facial manifestation of on inside feeling.

within three of his father’s—within three weeks of his father’s death.
this last speech—his previous quoted remark.

drop an observation—(idiom) to make a remark.

translated—changed from one condition into another; (here) died.

not for want of her giving herself —not because she had been unfriendly
or ungenerous (to him).
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Henry James

the passage, in the great cold chamber of hospitality, the dampish,
greenish room where visitors slept and where several of the ladies
of the parish had, without effect, offered, in pairs and successions,
piously to watch with her.® His personal connection with the
parish was now slighter than ever, and he had really not waited
for this opportunity to show the ladies what he thought of them.
She felt that she herself had, during her doleful month’s leave
from Bleet, where she was governess, rather taken her place -in
the same snubbed order;® but it was presently, none the less,
with a better little hope of coming in for some remembrance,
some relic, that she went up to look at the things he had spoken
of, the identity of which, as a confused cluster of bright objects
on a table in the darkened room, shimmered at her as soon as
she had opened the door. ‘ .

They met her eyes for the first time, but in a moment, before
touching them, she knew them as things of the theatre, as very
much too fine to have been, with any verisimilitude,® things
of the vicarage. They were too dreadfully good to be true, for
her aunt had had no jewels to speak of, and these were coronets®
“and girdles, diamonds, rubies, and sapphires. Flagrant tinsel®
and glass, they looked strangely vulgar, but if, after the first queer
shock of them, she found herself taking them up, it was for the
very proof, never yet so distinct to her, of a far-off faded story.
An honest widowed cleric with a small son and a large sense of

watch with her — a religious custom of keeping guard over a dead person
before burial. ‘ .

in the same snubbed order — together with those who were snubbed.
verisimilitude [, ver-o-si' milo-t(y)iid] - the appearance of being true.
coronets [, kor-o-"net] — small crowns worn by female royalty.
tinsel — glittering metallic sheets used in strips, threads, etc. to give
sparkling effect.
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Paste

Shakespeare® had, on a brave latitude® of habit as well as of
taste—since it implied his having in very fact dropped deep into
‘the ‘pit’® —conceived for an obscure actress, several years older
than himself, an admiration of which the prompt offer of his
reverend name and hortatory® hand was the sufficiently candid
sign. The response had perhaps, in those dim years, in the way
of eccentricity, even bettered the proposal, and Charlotte, turning
the tale over, had long since drawn from it a measure of the career
renounced by the undistinguished comédienne® —doubtless also
tragic, or perhaps pantomimic, at a pinch—of her late uncle’s
dreams. This career could not have been eminent and must much
more probably have been comfortless.

“You see what it is—old stuff of the time she never liked to
mention.” ]

Our young woman gave a start; her companion had, after all,
rejoined her and had apparently watched a moment her slightly
scared recognition.® ‘So I said to myself,” she replied. Then,
to show intelligence, yet keep clear of twaddle:® ‘How peculiar
they look!

“They look awful,” said Arthur Prime. ‘Cheap gilt, diamonds
as big as potatoes. These are trappings of a ruder age® than ours.
Actors do themselves better now.’ '

sense of Shakespeare — an appreciation of Shakespeares works.
latitude — (here) freedom of conduct or action.

the ‘pit’-—a pun to denote: 1) a section of a theater auditorium on’
the ground floor. 2) hell.

hortatory ['hort-o-,tar-g] — exhorting.

comedienne — (French) an actress specializing in comedy.
recognition — recognition of those things as being of the theater.
twaddle ['twid-2l] — nonsense.

trappings of ruder age — ornamental articles of dress used by actors
in a previous and less sophisticated age.
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Henry James

‘Oh, now,’ said Charlotte, not to be less knowing, ‘actresses have
real diamonds.’

‘Some of them.” Arthur spoke drily.

‘I mean the bad ones—the nobodies® too.’

‘Oh, some of the nobodies have the biggest.® But mamma
wasn’t of that sort.’

‘A nobody? Charlotte risked.

‘Not a nobody to whom somebody® —well, not a nobody with
. diamonds. It isn’t all worth, this trash, five pounds.’

There was something in the old gewgaws® that spoke to her,
and she continued to turn them over. ‘They’re relics. I think
they have their melancholy and even their dignity.’

Arthur observed another pause. ‘Do you care for them?
he then asked. ‘I mean,” he promptly added, ‘as a souvenir.’

‘Of you? ‘Charlotte threw off. '

‘Of me? What have I to do with it? Of your poor dead
aunt who was so kind to you,” he said with virtuous sternness.

‘Well, I would rather have them than nothing.’

‘Then please take them,” he returned in a tone of relief which
expressed somehow more of the eager than of the gracious.

‘Thank you.” Charlotte lifted two or three objects up and
set them down again. Though they were lighter than the materials
they imitated they were so much more extravagant that they
struck her in truth as rather an awkward heritage, to which she °
might have preferred even a matchbox or a penwiper. They were

the nobodies — untalented actresses.

have the ‘biggest — have the biggest diamonds.

Not a nobody to whom somebody — Not a nobody to whom somebody
would offer diamonds.

gewgaws ['g(y)u(,)g6] — gaudy playthings or ornaments.
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Paste -

indeed shameless pinchbeck. ‘Had you any idea she had kept
them ?’

‘T don’t at all believe she Ahad kept them or knew they were
there, and I’m very sure my father didn’t. They had quite equally
worked off any tenderness for the connection.® These odds and
ends, which she thought had been given away or destroyed, had
simply got thrust into a dark corner and been forgotten.’

Charlotte wondered. ‘Where then did you find them?

‘In that old tin box—and the young man pointed to the re-
ceptacle from which he had dislodged them and which stood
on a neighbouring chair. °‘It’s rather a good box still, but I'm
afraid I can’t give you that.

The girl gave the box no look; she continued only to look at
 the trinkets.® ‘What corner had she found?

‘She hadn’t “found” it,” her companion sharply insisted; ‘she
had simply lost it. The whole thing had passed from her mind.
The box was on the top shelf of the old schoolroom closet, which,
until one put one’s head into it from a step-ladder, looked, from
below, quite cleared out.® The door is narrow and the part
of the closet to the left goes well into the wall. The box had
stuck there for years.’ _

Charlotte was conscious of a mind divided and.a vision vaguely
troubled, and once more she took up two or three of the subjects
of this revelation;® a big bracelet in the form of a gilt serpent.
 with many twists~and beady eyes, a brazen belt studded with
emeralds and rubies',""” 3 _chain, of flamboyant architecture,® to

%

the connection — the conltection with the theater.
trinket — small objects of Hittle value.

cleared out — empty. A

the subjects of this revelation — the discovered jewels.
of flamboyant architecture — extravagantly designed.

e
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Henry James

which, at the Theatre Royal, Little Peddlington,® Hamlet’s mother
had probably been careful to attach the portrait of the successor
to Hamlet’s father. ‘Are you very sure they’re not really
worth something? Their mere weight alone—!" she vaguely
observed, balancing a moment a royal diadem® that might have
crowned one of the creations of the famous Mrs. Jarley.®

But Arthur Prime, it was clear, had already thought the question
over and found the answer easy. ‘If they had been worth anything
to speak of she would long ago have sold them. My father and
she had unfortunately never been in a position to keep any con-
siderable value locked up.” And while his companion took in
the obvious force of this he went on with a flourish just marked
enough not to escape her: ‘If they’re worth anything at all—
why, you’re only the more welcome to them.’

Charlotte had now in her hand a small bag of faded, figured
silk—one of those antique conveniences that speak to us, in the
terms of evaporated camphor and lavender, of the part they have
played in some personal history; but, though she had for the
first time drawn the string, she looked much more at the young
man than at the questionable treasure it appeared to contain.
‘I shall like them. They’re all I have.’

‘All you have—?" '

‘That belonged to her.’

He swelled a little, then looked about him as if to appeal—as
against her avidity—to the whole poor plager  wemr avhat else
do you want?

(® Theatre Royal Little Peddlington —a spfer¢ite to a-small provinkial
theater of no great importance.

® diadem ['di-odem] —a crown worn by Rbyalty;

® Mrs. Jarley — the owner'and exhibitor of Yarley’s Wax-Works if’Chdirles
Dickens’s novel The Old Curiosity Shop.
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