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INTRODUCTION
I

THe Prefaces of Henry James were composed at the height of
his age as a kind of epitaph or series of inscriptions for the
major monument of his life, the sumptuous, plum-coloured,
expensive New York Edition of his works. The labour was a
torment, a care, and a delight, as his letters and the Prefaces
themselves amply show. The thinking and the writing were
hard and full and critical to the point of exasperation; the
purpose was high, the reference wide, and the terms of dis-
course had to be conceived and defined as successive need for
them arose. He had to elucidate and to appropriate for the
critical intellect the substance and principle of his career as an
artist, and he had to do this—such was the idiosyncrasy of his
mind—specifically, example following lucid example, and
with a consistency of part with part that amounted almost to
the consistency of a mathematical equation, so that, as in the
Poectics, if his premises were accepted his conclusions must be
taken as inevitable.

Criticism has never been more ambitious, nor more useful.,
There has never been a body of work so eminently suited to
criticism as the fiction of Henry James, and there has certainly
never been an author who saw the need and had the ability to
criticise specifically and at length his own work. He was avid
of his opportunity and both proud and modest as to what he
did with it. “These notes,” he wrote in the Preface to Roderick
Hudson, “represent, over a considerable course, the continuity
of an artist’s endeavour, the growth of his whole operative
consciousness and, best of all, perhaps, their own tendency to
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INTRODUCTION

multiply, with the implication, thereby, of a2 memory muck
enriched.” Thus his strict modesty; he wrote to Grace Norton
(5 March 1907) in a higher tone. “The prefaces, as I say, are
difficult to do—but I have found them of a jolly interest; and
though I am not going to let you read one of the fictions
themselves over I shall expect you to read all the said Intro-
ductions.” To W. D. Howells he wrote (17 August 19o8)
with very near his full pride. “They are, in general, a sort of
plea for Criticism, for Discrimination, for Appreciation on
other than infantile lines—as against the so almost universal
Anglo-Saxon absence of these things; which tends so, in our
general trade, it seems to me, to break the heart. . . . They
ought, collected together, none the less, to form a sort of com-
prehensive manual or vademecum for aspirants in our arduous
profession. Still, it will be long before I shall want to collect
them together for that purpose and furnish zhem with a final
Preface.”

In short, James felt that his Prefaces represented or demon-
strated an artist’s consciousness and the character of his work
in some detail, made an essay in general criticism which had
an interest and a being aside from any connection with his
own work, and that finally, they added up to a fairly exhaus-
tive reference book on the technical aspects of the art of fiction.
His judgment was correct and all a commentator can do is to
indicate by example and a little analysis, by a kind of pro-
visional reasoned index, how the contents of his essay may be
made more available. We have, that is, to perform an act of
criticism in the sense that James himself understood it. “To
criticise,” he wrote in the Preface to What Maisie Knew, “is
to appreciate, to appropriate, to take intellectual possession, to
establish in fine a relation with the criticised thing and make
it one’s own.”

What we have here to appropriate is the most sustained and
I think the most eloquent and original piece of literary criti-
cism in existence. (The only comparable pieces, not in merit
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ot course but in kind, are by the same author, “The Art of
Fiction,” written as a young man and printed in Partial Por-
traits, and “The Novel in ‘The Ring and the Book,”” written
in 1912 and published in Notes on Novelists; the first of
which the reader should consult as an example of general criti-
cism with a prevailing ironic tone, and the second as an ex-
ample of what the same critical attitude as that responsible
for the Prefaces could do on work not James’ own.) Naturally,
then, our own act of appropriation will have its difficulties, and
we shall probably find as James found again and again, that
the things most difficult to master will be the best. At the
least we shall require the maximum of strained attention, and
the faculty of retaining detail will be pushed to its limit. And
these conditions will not apply from the difficulty of what
James has to say—which is indeed lucid—but because of the
convoluted compression of his style and because of the positive
unfamiliarity of his terms as he uses them. No one else has
written specifically on his subject.

Before proceeding to exhibition and analysis, however, it
may be useful to point out what kind of thing, as a type by
itself, a James Preface is, and what kind of exercise the reader
may expect a sample to go through. The key-fact is simple. A
Preface is the story of a story, or in those volumes which col-
lect a group of shorter tales the story of a group of stories
cognate in theme or treatment. The Prefaces collocate, juxta-
pose, and separate the different kinds of stories. They also, by
cross-reference and development from one Preface to another,
inform the whole series with a unity of being. By “the story
of a story” James meant a narrative of the accessory facts and
considerations which went with its writing; the how, the
why, the what, when, and where which brought it to birth
and which are not evident in the story itself, but which have
a fascination and a meaning in themselves to enhance the
reader’s knowledge. “The private history of any sincere
work,” he felt, “looms large with its own completeness.”
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But the “story of a story” is not simple in the telling; it has
many aspects that must be examined in turn, many develop-
ments that must be pursued, before its centre in life is revealed
as captured. “The art of representation bristles with questions
the very terms of which are difficult to apply and appreciate.”
Only the main features can be named simply. There is the
feature of autobiography, as a rule held to a minimum: an ac-
count of the Paris hotel, the Venetian palace, the English cot-
tage, in which the tale in question was written. Aside from
that, there is often a statement of the anecdote and the cir-
cumstances in which it was told, from which James drew the
germ of his story. There is the feature of the germ in incu-
bation, and the story of how it took root and grew, invariably
developing into something quite different from its immediate
promise. Then there is an account—frequently the most in-
teresting feature—of how the author built up his theme as a
consistent piece of dramatisation. Usually there are two aspects
to this feature, differently discussed in different Prefaces—the
aspect of the theme in relation to itself as a balanced and con-
sistent whole, the flesh upon the articulated plot; and the as-
pect of the theme in relation to society, which is the moral
and evaluating aspect. Varying from Preface to Preface as the
need commands, there is the further feature of technical expo-
sition, in terms of which everything else is for the moment
subsumed. That is, the things which a literary artist does in
order to make of his material an organic whole—the devices
he consciously uses to achieve a rounded form—are rendered
available for discussion, and for understanding, by definition
and exemplification,

These are the principal separate features which compose the
face of a Preface. There are also certain emphases brought to
bear throughout the Prefaces, which give them above all the
savour of definite character. Again and again, for example, a
novel or story will raise the problem of securing a compo-
sitional centre, a presiding intelligence, or of applying the
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method of indirect approach. Again and again James empha
sises the necessity of being amusing, dramatic, interesting
And besides these, almost any notation, technical, thematic, or
moral, brings James eloquently back to the expressive relation
between art and life, raises him to an intense personal plea for
the difficulty and delight of maintaining that relation, or
wrings from him a declaration of the supreme labour of intel-
ligence that art lays upon the artist. For James it is the pride
of achievement, for the reader who absorbs that pride it is the
enthusiasm of understanding and the proud possibility of
emulation.

None of this, not the furthest eloquence nor the most de-
tached precept, but flows from the specific observation and
the particular example. When he speaks of abjuring the “plati-
tude of statement,” he is not making a phrase but summa-
rising, for the particular occasion, the argument which runs
throughout the Prefaces, that in art what is merely stated is
not presented, what is not presented is not vivid, what is not
vivid is not represented, and what is not represented is not
art. Or when, referring to the method by which a subject
most completely expresses itself, he writes the following sen-
tence, James is not indulging in self-flattery. “The careful
ascertainment of how it shall do so, and the art of guiding it
with consequent authority—since this sense of ‘authority’ is
for the master-builder the treasure of treasures, or at least the
joy of joys—renews in the modern alchemist something like
the old dream of the secret of life.” It is not indulgence of any
description; it is the recognition in moral language of the art-
ist’s privileged experience in the use of his tools—in this in-
stance his use of them in solving the technical problems of The
Spoils of Poynton. James unfailingly, unflaggingly reveals for
his most general precept its specific living source. He knew that
only by constantly retaining the specific in the field of discus-
sion could he ever establish or maintain the principles by which
he wrote. That is his unique virtue as a critic, that the specific
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objecr is always in hand; as it was analogously his genius as
a novelist that what he wrote about was always present in
somebody’s specific knowledge of it. In neither capacity did
he ever succumb to the “platitude of statement.”

It is this factor of material felt and rendered specifically that
differentiates James from such writers as Joyce and Proust.
All three have exerted great technical influence on succeeding
writers, as masters ought. The difference is that writers who
follow Joyce or Proust tend to absorb their subjects, their
social attitudes, and their personal styles and accomplish com-
petent derivative work in so doing, while the followers of
James absorb something of a technical mastery good for any
subject, any attitude, any style. It is the difference between
absorbing the object of a sensibility and acquiring something
comparable to the sensibility itself. The point may perhaps be
enforced paradoxically: the mere imitators of the subject-mat-
ter of Proust are readable as documents, but the mere imita-
tors of James are not readable at all. It is not that James is
more or less great than his compeers—the question is not be-
fore us—but that he consciously and articulately exhibited a
greater technical mastery of the tools of his trade. It is a mat-
ter of sacrifice. Proust made no sacrifice but wrote always as
loosely as possible and triumphed in spite of himself. Joyce
made only such sacrifices as suited his private need—as read-
ers of these Prefaces will amply observe—and triumphed by a
series of extraordinary fours de force. James made consistently
every sacrifice for intelligibility and form; and, when the
fashions of interest have made their full period, it will be seen
I think that his triumph is none the less for that.

There remains—once more before proceeding with the
actual content of the Prefaces—a single observation that must
be made, and it flows from the remarks above about the char-
acter of James’ influence. James had in his style and perhaps
in the life which it reflected an idiosyncrasy so powerful, so
overweening, that to many it seemed a stultifying vice, or at
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least an inexcusable heresy. He is difficult to read in his later
works—among which the Prefaces are included—and his sub-
jects, or rather the way in which he develops them, are oc-
casionally difficult to coérdinate with the reader’s own experi-
ence. He enjoyed an excess of intelligence and he suffered,
both in life and art, from an excessive effort to communicate
it, to represent it in all its fullness. His style grew elaborate in
the degree that he rendered shades and refinements of mean-
ing and feeling not usually rendered at all. Likewise the
characters which he created to dramatise his feelings have
sometimes a quality of intelligence which enables them to
experience matters which are unknown and seem almost per-
verse to the average reader. James recognised his difficulty, at
least as to his characters. He defended his “super-subtle fry”
in one way or another a dozen times, on the ground that if
they did not exist they ought to, because they represented, if
only by an imaginative irony, what life was capable of at its
finest. His intention and all his labour was to represent
dramatically intelligence at its most difficult, its most lucid, its
most beautiful point. This is the sum of his idiosyncrasy; and
the reader had better make sure he knows what it is before he
rejects it. The act of rejection will deprive him of all knowl-
edge of it. And this precept applies even more firmly to the
criticisms he made of his work—to the effort he made to re-
appropriate it intellectually—than to the direct apprehension
of the work itself.

II

Now to resume the theme of this essay, to “remount,” as
James says of himself many times, “the stream of composition.”
What is that but to make an ex post facto dissection, not
that we may embalm the itemised mortal remains, but that
we may intellectually understand the movement of parts and
the relation between them in the living body we appreciate,
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Such dissection is imaginative, an act of the eye and mind
alone, and but articulates our knowledge without once scratch-
ing the flesh of its object. Only if the life itself was a mockery,
a masquerade of pasted surfaces, will we come away with our
knowledge dying; if the life was honest and our attention
great enough, even if we do not find the heart itself at least
we shall be deeply exhilarated, having heard its slightly irregu-
lar beat.

Let us first exhibit the principal objects which an imagi-
native examination is able to separate, attaching to each a
summary of context and definition. Thus we shall have
equipped ourselves with a kind of eclectic index or provisional
glossary, and so be better able to find our way about, and be
better prepared to seize for closer examination a selection of
those parts of some single Preface which reveal themselves as
deeply animating. And none of this effort will have any
object except to make the substance of all eighteen Prefaces
more easily available.

There is a natural division between major subjects which are
discussed at length either in individual essays or from volume
to volume, and minor notes which sometimes appear once
and are done, and are sometimes recurrent, turning up again
and again in slightly different form as the specific matter in
hand requires. But it is not always easy to see under which
heading an entry belongs. In the following scheme the dispo-
sition is approximate and occasionally dual, and in any case
an immediate subject of the reader’s revision.

To begin with, let us list those major themes which have no
definite locus but inhabit all the Prefaces more or less with-
out favour. This is the shortest and for the most part the most
general of the divisions, and therefore the least easily suscep-
tible of definition in summary form.

The Relation of Art and the Artist. The Relation of Art
and Life. Art, Life, and the ldeal. Art and Morals. Art as
Salvation for its Characters. These five connected subjects,
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one or more of them, are constantly arrived at, either paren.
thetically or as the definite terminus of the most diverse dis-
cussions. The sequence in which I have put them ought to
indicate something of the attitude James brings to bear on
them Art was serious, he believed, and required of the artist
every ounce of his care. The subject of art was life, or more
particularly someone’s apprehension of the experience of it,
and in striving truly to represent it art removed the waste and
muddiement and bewilderment in which it is lived and gave
it a lucid, intelligible form. By insisting on intelligence and
lucidity something like an ideal vision was secured; not an
ideal in the air but an ideal in the informed imagination, an
ideal, in fact, actually of life, limited only by the depth of the
artist’s sensibility of it. Thus art was the viable representation
of moral value; in the degree that the report was intelligent
and intense the morals were sound. This attitude naturally
led him on either of two courses in his choice of central char-
acters. He chose either someone with a spark of intelligence
in him to make him worth saving from the damnation and
waste of a disorderly life, or he chose to tell the story of some
specially eminent person in whom the saving grace of full in-
telligence is assumed and exhibited. It is with the misfortunes
and triumphs of such persons, in terms of the different kinds
of experience of which he was master, that James’ fiction al-
most exclusively deals.

It is this fact of an anterior interest that largely determines
what he has to say about The Finding of Subjects and The
Growth of Subjects. Subjects never came ready-made or com-
plete, but always from hints, notes, the merest suggestion.
Often a single fact reported at the dinner-table was enough
for James to seize on and plant in the warm bed of his imagi-
nation. If his interlocutor, knowing him to be a novelist, in-
sisted on continuing, James closed his ears. He never wanted
all the facts, which might stupefy him, but only enough to
go on with, hardly enough to seem a fact at all. If out of
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politeness he had to listen, he paid no recording attention;
what he then heard was only “clumsy Life at her stupid work”
of waste and muddlement. Taking his single precious germ
he meditated upon it, let it develop, scrutinised and encour-
aged, compressed and pared the developments until he had
found the method by which he could dramatise it, give it a
central intelligence whose fortune would be his theme, and
shape it in a novel or a story as a consistent and self-sufficient
organism. James either gives or regrets that he cannot give
both the original donnée and an account of how it grew to be
a dramatic subject for almost every item in the New York
Edition.

Art and Difficulty. Of a course, a man with such a view of
his art and choosing so great a personal responsibility for his
theme would push his rendering to the most difficult terms
possible. So alone would he be able to represent the maxi-
mum value of his theme. Being a craftsman and delighting in
his craft, he knew also both the sheer moral delight of solving
a technical difficulty or securing a complicated effect, and the
simple, amply attested fact that the difficulties of submitting
one’s material to a rigidly conceived form were often the only
method of representing the material in the strength of its own
light. The experience of these difficulties being constantly
present to James as he went about his work, he constantly
points specific instances for the readers of his Prefaces.

Looseness. Looseness of any description, whether of con-
ception or of execution, he hated contemptucusly. In both re-
spects he found English fiction “a paradise of loose ends,” but
more especially in the respect of execution. His own themes,
being complex in reference and development, could only reach
the lucidity of the apprehensible, the intelligibility of the rep-
resented state, if they were closed in a tight form. Any loose-
ness or laziness would defeat his purpose and let half his in-
tention escape. A selection of the kinds of looseness against
which he complains will be given among the minor notes.
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The Plea for Attention and Appreciation. The one faculty
James felt that the artist may require of his audience is that of
close attention or deliberate appreciation; for it is by this
faculty alone that the audience participates in the work of art.
As he missed the signs of it so he bewailed the loss; upon its
continuous exertion depended the very existence of what he
wrote. One burden of the Prefaces was to prove how much
the reader would see if only he paid attention and how much
he missed by following the usual stupid routine of skipping
and halting and letting slide. Without attention, without in-
tense appreciation an art of the intelligent life was impossible
and without intelligence, for James, art was nothing.

The Necessity for Amusement. James was willing to do
his part to arouse attention, and he laboured a good deal to
find out exactly what that part was. One aspect of it was to be
as amusing as possible, and this he insisted on at every oppor-
tunity. To be amusing, to be interesting; without that nothing
of his subject could possibly transpire in the reader’s mind. In
some of his books half the use of certain characters was to
amuse the reader. Henrietta Stackpole, for example, in The
Portrait of a Lady, serves mainly to capture the reader’s atten-
tion by amusing him as a “character.” Thus what might
otherwise have been an example of wasteful overtreatment
actually serves the prime purpose of carrying the reader along,
distracting and freshening him from time to time.

The Indirect Approach and The Dramatic Scene. These
devices James used throughout his work as those most cal-
culated to command, direct, and limit or frame the reader’s
attention; and they are employed in various combinations or
admixtures the nature of which almost every Preface com-
ments on. These devices are not, as their names might suggest,
opposed; nor could their use in equal parts cancel each other.
They are, in the novel, two ends of one stick, and no one can
say where either end begins. The characterising aspect of the
Indirect Approach is this: the existence of a definite created
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sensibility interposed between the reader and the felt experi-
ence which is the subject of the fiction. James never put his
reader in direct contact with his subjects; he believed it was
impossible to do so, because his subject really was not what
happened but what someone felt about what happened, and
this could be directly known only through an intermediat¢
intelligence. The Dramatic Scene was the principal device
James used to objectify the Indirect Approach and give it self-
limiting form. Depending on the degree of limitation neces-
sary to make the material objective and visible all round, his
use of the Scene resembled that in the stage-play. The com-
plexities of possible choice are endless and some of them are
handled below.

The Plea for a Fine Central Intelligence. But the novel
was not a play however dramatic it might be, and among the
distinctions between the two forms was the possibility, which
belonged to the novel alone, of setting up a fine central intel-
ligence in terms of which everything in it might be unified
and upon which everything might be made to depend. No
other art could do this; no other art could dramatise the in-
dividual at his finest; and James worked this possibility for all
it was worth. It was the very substance upon which the di-
rected attention, the cultivated appreciation, might be concen-
trated. And this central intelligence served a dual purpose,
with many modifications and exchanges among its branches.
It made a compositional centre for art such as life never saw.
If it could be created at all, then it presided over everything
else, and would compel the story to be nothing but the story
of what that intelligence felt about what happened. This com-
positional strength, in its turn, only increased the value and
meaning of the intelligence as intelligence, and vice versa.
The plea for the use of such an intelligence both as an end and
a means is constant throughout the Prefaces—as the proudest
end and as the most difficult means. Some of the specific
problems which its use poses are discussed in the Prefaces to
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the novels where they apply. Here it is enough to repeat once
more—and not for the last time—that the fine intelligence,
either as agent or as the object of action or as both is at the
heart of James’ work.

So much for the major themes which pervade and condition
and unite the whole context of the Prefaces. It is the intention
of this essay now to list some of the more important subjects
discussed in their own right, indicating where they may be
found and briefly what turn the discussions take. The Roman
numerals immediately following the headings refer to the
volume numbers in the New York Edition.! The occasional
small Arabic numerals refer to material within the various
prefaces according to their pagination here.

Tke International Theme (X1I, XIV, XVIII). The discus-
sion of the International Theme in these three volumes has
its greatest value in strict reference to James’ own work; it
was one of the three themes peculiarly his. It deals, however,
with such specific questions as the opposition of manners as a
motive in drama, the necessity of opposing positive elements
of character, and the use of naive or innocent characters as the
subjects of drama; these are of perennial interest. There is
also a discussion under this head of the difference between
major and minor themes. In X (p. 132), speaking of “A Lon-
don Life,” there is a discussion of the use of this theme for
secondary rather than primary purposes.

The Literary Life as a Theme (XV) and The Artist as a
Theme (VII). The long sections of these two Prefaces deal-
ing with these themes form a single essay. XV offers the artist
enamoured of perfection, his relation to his art, to his audi-

1 For possible convenience in reference T append the numbers and titles of
those volumes which contain Prefaces. I Roderick Hudson; II The American;
11 The Portrait of a Lady; V The Princess Casamassima; VI{ The Tragic
Muse; IX The Awkward Age; X The Spoils of Poynton; XI What Maisie
Knew; XII The Aspern Papers; XIII The Reverberator; XIV Lady Barbarina;
XV The Lesson of the Master; XVI The Author of Beltraffio; XVII The Altar
of the Dead; XVIN Daisy Miller; XIX The Wings of the Dove; XXI The
Ambassadors; XXIIT The Golden Bowl.
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ence, and himself. VII presents th. artist in relatior. to society
and to himself. In both sections the possibilities and the ac-
tualities are worked out with specific reference to the char-
acters in the novels and the tales. The discussion is of practical
importance to any writer. Of particular interest is the demon-
stration in VII that the successful artist as such cannot be a
hero in fiction, because he is immersed in his work, while the
amateur o1 the failure remains a person and may have a
heroic downfall. The thematic discussion in XVI properly
belongs under this head, especially pp. 235-37.

The Use of the Eminent or Great (VII, XII, XV, XVI)
and The Use of Historical Characters (XII, XV). The scpa-
ration of these two subjects is artificial, as for James they were
two aspects of one problem. Being concerned with the tragedies
of the high intelligence and the drama of the socially and in-
tellectually great (much as the old tragedies dealt death to
kings and heroes) he argues for using the zype of the his-
torical and contemporary great and against using the actual
historical or contemporary figure. The type of the great gives
the artist freedom; actual figures bind him without advan-
tage. If he used in one story or another Shelley, Coleridge,
Browning, and (I think) Oscar Wilde, he took them only as
types and so far transformed them that they appear as pure
fictions. The real argument is this: the novelist is concerned
with types and only with the eminent case among the types,
and the great man is in a way only the most eminent case of
the average type, and is certainly the type that the novelist can
do most with. To the charge that his “great” people were
such as could never exist, James responded that the world
would be better if they did. In short, the novelist’s most lucid
representation may be only his most ironic gesture.

The Dead as a Theme (XVII). Five pages (242-46) of this
Preface present “the permanent appeal to the free intelligeace
of some image of the lost dead” and describe how this appeal
may be worked out in fiction. “The sense of the state of the
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