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Preface

THESE TALES represent Henry James’s middle years. They open with ‘The Author of Beltraffio’ (1884), a reflection on literary lions written when James was forty-one and himself the author of seven novels including The Portrait of a Lady (1881), and close with his elegy, ‘The Altar of the Dead’ (1895). At the heart of the volume is ‘The Middle Years’ (1893), about a disappointed and dying author called Dencombe, whose most recent, and final, novel is also called ‘The Middle Years’. The mood of James’s own middle years was what he called ‘misanthropic, melancholy, morbid, morose’, following the ‘inexplicable injury’ wrought on his ‘situation’ by the reception of The Bostonians (1885) and The Princess Casamassima (1886), ‘from which’, he told William Dean Howells in 1888, ‘I expected so much and derived so little’. He had ‘entered upon evil days’; the ‘desire and demand’ for his fiction was ‘zero’, and his forthcoming novel, The Tragic Muse (1891), would therefore, he (wrongly) believed, be his last.

‘The Middle Years’ is James’s public statement as an artist and a private reflection on his craft. ‘We work in the dark –’ says Dencombe, the author’s alter ego, ‘we do what we can – we give what we have. Our doubt is our passion and our passion is our task. The rest is the madness of art.’ Convalescing from a serious illness in Bournemouth, Dencombe is reading an advance copy of ‘The Middle Years’ when, by a quirk of fate, he meets a young acolyte called Dr Hugh who is absorbed in the same book (the words ‘chance’, ‘accident’ and ‘coincidence’ recur throughout the tale). ‘Dr Hugh was an apparition,’ Dencombe feels, and so apparitional is his admirer, and so like his former self, that he belongs in one of James’s ghost stories (three of which, ‘Sir Edmund Orme’, ‘Nona Vincent’ and ‘Owen Wingrave’, are also included in this volume), or explorations of duality such as ‘The Private Life’ or ‘The Jolly Corner’. As he reads, Dencombe instinctively starts to ‘alter’ his earlier writing, giving it the varnish of his second thoughts. Like James, he is ‘a passionate corrector, a fingerer of style; the last thing he ever arrived at was a form final for himself. His ideal would have been to publish secretly, and then, on the published text, treat himself to the terrified revise.’ The correction of his sentences, which involves making them longer, is aligned to Dencombe’s sense that his life has been ‘too short’, that he has ‘ripened too late’; the art came but in order ‘to fructify, to use the material, one must have a second age, an extension . . . “Ah for another go! – ah for a better chance!” ’ What Dencombe means by ‘a better chance’ is the kind of ‘terrified revise’ James later allowed himself in the twenty-four volume New York Edition of his novels and tales (1907–1909), whose extensive alterations to the original texts conform to the verbosity of his late style (the average length of one of James’s late sentences being 55½ words).

The following tales, concerned with artists, audiences and afterlives, have been selected less for subject than for size: none, apart from ‘The Author of Beltraffio’ (19,000 words) is over 15,000 words (‘The Aspern Papers’, also from James’s middle period but weighing in at 26,500 words, is therefore excluded). We know what he could do with expansion, but how did James manage the demands of brevity? He wrote his stories ‘for gold’, as he put it, selling them to the magazines whose required length – which he struggled to achieve – was between 7,000 and 10,000 words. The illustrated quarterly The Yellow Book (with Aubrey Beardsley as art editor) was the only magazine where no word-length was required, so when the editor accepted ‘The Death of the Lion’ – in which a novelist is lionized to death – the tale could become what Leon Edel describes as ‘a ‘length proper to itself’.

Brevity was one of James’s preoccupations during these years (few writers have been more aware of word-counts), and he returned to the subject repeatedly in the Notebooks, where he geared up for the work ahead. ‘I must hammer away at the effort to do, successfully and triumphantly, a large number of very short things,’ he confided in July 1891: ‘It takes time and practice to get into the trick of it. I have never attempted before to deal with such extreme brevity. However, the extreme brevity is a necessary condition only for some of them – the others may be of varying kinds and degrees of shortness.’

What did he mean by ‘kinds and degrees of shortness’? How long could shortness afford to be? Only the Anglo-Saxons, James said, took the ‘dull view’ that ‘a “short story” was a “short story”, and that was the end of it. Shades and differences, varieties and styles, the value above all of the idea happily developed, languished, to extinction, under the hard-and-fast rule of the “from six to eight thousand words”.’ James compared his ‘very short things’ to a family, ‘quite organized as such, with its proper representatives, its “heads”, its subdivisions and branches, its poor relations perhaps not least’. Included in the subdivisions were ‘the concise anecdote’, passed on to him, usually at a dinner party, and consisting of ‘something that has oddly happened to someone’; the ‘picture’, a composition with the minimum dramatic action (‘I rejoice in the anecdote but I revel in the picture’); the ‘little idea’ (‘It must be an idea. It can’t be a story in the vulgar sense of the word. It must illustrate something’); the ‘single incident’ (‘I know what I mean by the single incident. The Real Thing, The Middle Years, Brooksmith, even, The Private Life, Owen Wingrave, are what I call single incidents’); and ‘the beautiful and blest nouvelle’, a French term because it was a French form, practised by ‘the heirs of Balzac’. Nouvelles, such as ‘The Turn of the Screw’ (42,000 words), were anecdotes in which ‘the subject treated would perhaps seem one comparatively demanding “developments” ’. But everything he wrote, James felt, demanded developments, ‘my temptation and my joy’. The challenge he faced was to let his ‘things’ alone, to prevent the anecdote or picture or single incident or idea from becoming a nouvelle, and the nouvelle from becoming a novel.

‘I’ve lost sight too much of the necessary smallness, necessary singleness of the subject,’ James wrote of ‘The Real Thing’ (1892). ‘Suffice it that I’m simply face to face with the little question, “can I do the thing in 10,000 words or can I not?” ’ ‘The Real Thing’ (10,000 words exactly) is a lesson in art for the ignorant. Major and Mrs Monarch – a smart couple down on their luck – believe that, being the ‘real thing’, they would make good models for smart couples in book illustrations. The real thing, however, is of less interest to the illustrator/narrator, to whom they introduce themselves, than the ‘unreal’ thing, such as Miss Churm, ‘a freckled cockney’ who can ‘represent everything’, including a Russian princess. Miss Churm is ‘makeable’ while the Monarchs are ‘already made’. She may appear ‘shabby’, the illustrator concedes, ‘but you must allow for the alchemy of art’. The alchemy of art is what the Monarchs, for whom art is a copy of life, do not understand. Alchemy was James’s art too: transforming an anecdote made of metal into something he sold for gold required a similar trick, which he compared to the reduction of ingredients in a cauldron. The ‘boilings and reboilings’ he went through in order to fit ‘The Middle Years’ into the word-length required by Scribner’s Magazine were recalled in one of his New York Edition Prefaces:

 

To get it right was to squeeze my subject into the five or six thousand words I had been invited to make it consist of – it consists, in fact, should the curious care to know, of some 5550 – and I scarce perhaps recall another case . . . in which my struggle to keep compression rich, if not, better still, to keep accretions compressed, betrayed for me such community with the anxious effort of some warden of the insane engaged at a critical moment in making fast a victim’s straitjacket . . . I well remember finding the whole process and act (which, to the exclusion of everything else, dragged itself out for a month) one of the most expensive of its sort in which I had ever engaged.

 

The straitjacketed tale (8,170 words rather than 5,550) was mercifully not subjected to the expansions executed on other texts included the New York Edition. James’s ‘better chances’ were rarely improvements.

The tales that are squeezed into shortness begin their lives in littleness. Or rather, each tale ‘begin[s] and end[s] in its little self’, as James put it in his Notebooks in September 1895. Little things appear harmless, and James repeatedly used the word to ward off his fear of the work ahead, whose dimension threatened to overwhelm him. ‘My little story has grown upon my hands,’ he said of ‘The House Beautiful’, ‘and will make a thing of 30,000 words. But though I have been scared at the dimensions it was taking – scared in view of the meagreness of the little subject – yet I think I see the way to make it fill out its skin and be very fairly solid and fine.’ (‘The House Beautiful’ became the The Spoils of Poynton: 71,500 words.) He also describes in his Notebooks his ‘little donnée’, ‘little chapter’, ‘little drama’, ‘little sketch’, ‘little tale’, ‘little question’, and ‘little anecdote’. ‘I don’t see why this shouldn’t be a little masterpiece of concision,’ James wrote of ‘Louisa Pallant’, another tale he struggled to keep within length.

 

James published twenty little masterpieces between 1890 and 1895; six of those in the following pages appeared in 1892, the year that his much-loved sister Alice died of breast cancer. His production of tales increased in the early nineties so he could finance his ‘sustained attack on the theatre’: if the novels were unappreciated, he would offer the public his dramas. His first performed play, The American, opened in September 1891 and ‘died an honourable death’, as Alice put it, five months later. Guy Domville, his final play, was performed in January 1895 and greeted by what James described as ‘the hoots and jeers and catcalls of the roughs’. Writing again to Howells, he repeated the image of having ‘fallen upon evil days – every sign or symbol of one’s being in the least wanted, anywhere or by anyone, having so utterly failed’. One reason he failed as a dramatist was because his dialogue was too indirect, and in ‘The Visits’, the most daring of the 1892 tales, the brief encounter between Louisa Chantry and Jack Brandon is so unspeakable that it remains unspoken, unknown to the narrator herself (for whom Louisa is experiencing ‘a nameless pain’) and unmentioned even by James in his Notebooks.

‘She says it’s horrible,’ my poor friend murmured, with tears in her eyes and tragic speculation in her mild maternal face.

‘But in what way? Does she give you no facts, no clue?’

‘It was something she did.’

We looked at each other a moment. ‘Did?’ I echoed. ‘Did to whom?’

‘She won’t tell me – she says she can’t. She tries to bring it out, but it sticks in her throat.’

 

James’s Notebooks now filled with plans for tales about ‘living death’, which he compares to a ‘deep humiliation’ in which ‘the pride, the passion, the idea of greatness . . . has been smothered and defeated by circumstances’. He explores the idea of unappreciated authors ‘galvanized’ by the sympathy of a friend and admirer: a writer’s greatest achievement, James suggests in ‘The Author of Beltraffio’, ‘The Death of the Lion’ and ‘The Middle Years’, lies not in the quantity of his sales, but the ‘transference’ he achieves with one sympathetic reader.

The author similarly, however, galvanizes his acolyte by casting, as Dencombe calls it, ‘our little spell’. The relationship between the artist and his sympathetic reader is in this sense a collaboration, and collaboration – or what James called ‘the intense desire of being to get itself shared’ – was another preoccupation of his middle years. The theme recurs in various forms throughout the following tales: unlike the models who lend themselves to the artist’s imagination in ‘The Real Thing’, Major and Mrs Monarch have no idea how collaboration works, while the butler in ‘Brooksmith’ cannot survive without his master. Collaboration in ‘The Private Life’ takes the form of a split self, a necessity for all authors. Based on James’s impression of Robert Browning, Clare Vawdrey – ‘the greatest (in the opinion of many) of our literary glories’ – bores the dinner guests downstairs with his commonplace opinions while also sitting upstairs at the desk, writing works of genius. ‘The Private Life’ is seen as a parody of Browning, but it was James’s tribute to an artist who had, as he put it, ‘arrived somehow, for his own deep purposes, at the enjoyment of a double identity’. Browning had built a wall around his public self, which he could live either side of. ‘It contained an invisible door,’ James observed in William Wetmore Story and His Friends,

 

through which, working the lock at will, he could softly pass and of which he kept the golden key – carrying the same about with him even in the pocket of his dinner-waistcoat, yet even in his most splendid expansions showing it, happy man, to none. Such at least was the appearance he could repeatedly conjure up to a deep and mystified admirer.

 

In ‘Collaboration’ (1892), a German composer and a French poet form a creative partnership which so horrifies Parisian society that the pair make their art ‘on alien soil, at a little place on the Genoese Riviera where sunshine is cheap and tobacco bad, and they live (the two together) for five francs a day, which is all they can muster between them’. Their collaboration is considered by the xenophobes to be ‘monstrous’, and while James’s little point is that art exceeds boundaries, he too distrusted the idea of collaboration (‘we work in the dark’), having experienced a version of it first hand in his relations with his siblings, Alice and William. In the James family theatricals, every production was a joint effort and the real drama of his middle years was going on behind the scenes.

‘Within the last year’, Alice wrote in her diary at the end of 1890, ‘[Henry] has published The Tragic Muse, brought out The American, and written a play, Mrs Vibert . . . and his admirable comedy: combined with William’s [The Principles of] Psychology not a bad show for one family! especially if I can get myself dead, the hardest job of all.’ Alice had herself been galvanized by the The American, a play so identified with her that Henry called it ‘the other invalid’. ‘Our absorbing interest just now is of course Harry’s dramatic debut at the end of the month’, Alice wrote to William’s wife in September 1890. ‘The American’, she told her diary, was ‘the great family event, over which I have been palpitating for the last 18 months’; her anticipated death, however, might make ‘a sad complication, as I don’t want to immerse [Henry] in a deathbed scene on his “first night”.’

Meanwhile William James, like Dr Hugh in ‘The Middle Years’, was involved in ‘the new psychology’ of telepathy and hypnotism, in which he tried to interest his siblings. On the first night of Guy Domville, Henry asked William to send him a telepathic message – ‘this is really the time to show your stuff’. Five years earlier, in October 1890, William had asked Henry to act as his medium and read to the newly formed Society for Psychical Research his own paper on the clairvoyant Mrs Piper. ‘You were very easy and interesting to read and were altogether the “feature” of the entertainment,’ Henry reported. In James’s supernatural tale ‘Nona Vincent’, written immediately after the Mrs Piper episode, the dramatist Allan Wayworth bases the heroine of his play Nona Vincent on his friend, Mrs Alsager. The part of Nona Vincent is performed, however, by an actress called Violet Grey who cannot ‘possess’ the character any more than Mrs Monarch can possess the character of a lady of fashion for a book illustration. Miss Grey reads the part and no more: she simply ‘isn’t in it’, the critics say; ‘she doesn’t see Nona Vincent . . . She’s out of it – she gives you a different person.’ The collaboration between the actors and the playwright should, in a successful production, be a form of thought transference, and in the tale’s denouement this is what takes place when Wayworth has an occult vision of Nona Vincent at the same moment as Violet Grey, visiting Mrs Alsager, imbibes the energy of her inspiration, thus changing the fortunes of the play.

‘The Altar of the Dead’ (1895), in which decades of slow time are compressed into 14,700 words, was James’s homage to the friends and family who died in the early nineties. Mourning his fiancée, George Stransom lights candles to her memory in a Catholic church which he visits every day: the belief that absence can become presence is his art and his religion. Stransom meets in the church another mourner, the name of whom we – and for many years he – never learns; the communication between the two is largely unspoken, but she becomes a collaborator of sorts. James’s ‘little thing’ was rejected by the magazine editors who considered it distasteful; ‘The Altar of the Dead’ was therefore first published alongside ‘The Death of the Lion’ and ‘The Middle Years’ in Terminations (1895), James’s aptly named latest collection of stories.

Twenty-one years after ‘The Middle Years’ was published in Scribner’s Magazine, James gave the same title to a volume of (unfinished) autobiography – to accompany A Small Boy and Others and Notes of a Son and Brother – which he dictated in 1914 when he, like Dencombe, was dying. ‘The Middle Years’ is therefore the name of a tale by Henry James, of the ‘little book’ by Dencombe within that tale, and of a posthumously published fragment in which James recalls his arrival in London in 1879 and his first meetings with the literary lions of the day. Both the fictional and autobiographical versions of ‘The Middle Years’ are concerned with authors, acolytes, and endings rather than the middle of things. Or rather they are about, as are all the tales of James’s middle years, the recognition of one’s own extreme brevity.

 

Frances Wilson
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