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Henry James, writer of dense, interminable sentences with nuance upon exquisite nuance of observation, and deep exploration of motivation and feeling; and of stories of Americans abroad navigating old world cultures and yet never quite fitting in or even quite intending to fit in.  He was certainly a literary lion of his time, and his life and times constitute a huge block in the edifice of Anglo-American literature.

That was pretty much my view of Henry James when I signed up to do this biographical sketch and, after a fair amount of reading and research, it hasn’t changed much.  There is large body of biography and criticism; and I have only just scratched the surface.  I have come to know him better, but not well.  For all his manifest understanding of human motivation and feeling, he managed always to keep his own humanity restrained and inaccessible –  inaccessible, certainly, to the outside world, but also perhaps to himself.

Henry James (actually Henry James, Jr.) was born at 21 Washington Place, Greenwich Village, New York, on April 15, 1843, in moneyed circumstances, although not great wealth.  Great wealth had been accumulated by his grandfather William James who emigrated from Ireland in 1789, and became the “premier business citizen of Albany, an influence in state politics, a money and power broker to be reckoned with, a successful advocate, beginning in 1815, of the project to build Erie Canal, and then a successful investor in land along the Canal … .”  William’s marriage to a wealthy Roman Catholic heiress did not hurt.  At William’s death in 1832, he left an estate of $3 million, reputed to be the second largest private fortune in New York State.  William left 12 heirs, but his Will excluded Henry’s father.  After litigation, Henry Sr. was included for an interest described as $10,000 per year and that was the fortune on which Henry Sr.’s family would subsist from then on.  Henry’s father was a person of intense intellectual interests and enthusiasms, but no business skill or ambition.  William’s wealth and stature had made the family genteel, as least by American standards, and Henry always lived the life of a gentleman.

The early part of Henry’s childhood was spent as a resident of the City of New York, although his father took the family away for significant stints living aboard.  [Henry cited his earliest recollection as that of looking out of a carriage in Paris at age 2 and seeing the 144-foot column of Place Vendome memorializing Napoleon.]

The seemingly restless wanderings of the James family undoubtedly affected the education and training of the children, but the intense intellectual environment at home compensated for a lack of formal instruction. Henry Sr. was fascinated with the theology of Emanuel Swedenborg.  Henry Sr. “held an antipathy to all ecclesiasticisms which he expressed with an abounding scorn and irony.” Swedenborg’s works were “proffered as a revelation from God for a new age of truth and reason in religion.”  The education of the James children was haphazard, one commentator even called it “promiscuous”.

Whatever else he learned, Henry was certainly raised as a man of the world and spoke and wrote perfect French.

Henry had 4 siblings: an older brother William, two younger brothers and a sister Alice.


The American Civil War was a defining event in the James boys’ coming of age.  In 1862 at the outbreak of the War, William was age 20 and a student at Harvard. Henry was 18 and undecided about his next move, and the two younger sons were still at school.  Interestingly, the father took great pains to dissuade William and Henry from enlisting and they were kept out of the War.  As the War progressed, however, and the two younger boys became old enough to serve; no effort was made to keep them out of the War; they served and were wounded and/or damaged by the experience; and went on to lives of failure and disappointment.

Although they were not brought up with a strong sense that they had to work for a living, Henry and William were ambitious to be achievers in the world of art and intellect.  They were faintly rivals throughout their lives in terms of the fame that each achieved in his respective field.  Henry, after a brief brush with law school at Harvard, pursued writing diligently and never waivered.  William at first rather seriously aimed to be a painter. [There is an intriguing vignette at Newport, where the family had moved after a return from Europe.   William, age 18, was studying with William Morris Hunt, well know artist and teacher, with an art school in Newport.   Henry, age 16, enrolled also, for want of anything better to do, since he had refused to go back to his school and his father refused to allow him to enroll in college.  Henry, one day, found his well-developed cousin, Gus Barker, posing naked on a pedestal in the large studio for William and some of the other advanced students.  Henry was dazzled by the beauty of his cousin’s body, and by William’s drawing of that “happy figure”, which he obtained and kept for a long time.]  William soon abandoned painting and went on to become the renowned philosopher and Harvard psychology professor, author of The Principles of Psychology.

Sister Alice, a neurasthenic and hypochondriac, went on to become famous in her own right through the posthumous publication of her Diary.

Henry, William, and Alice all maintained close interpersonal and intellectual engagement with one another their whole lives, despite geographical separation.

I will not attempt to chronicle Henry James’ numerous comings and going from America to England and to and from points on the Continent.  He more or less settled in London in 1869, established relations with publishers, and soon got published.  At first it was largely serialized novels for middle class women.  He found it a struggle to break into more respectable and respected product, but he did it.  Although he lived in rented rooms, he was able, through the introductions of Henry Adams and others, to join gentlemen’s clubs with libraries where he could entertain male friends.  In 1875, he lived for a year in the Latin Quarter of Paris, where he met Flaubert, Zola, Daudet, Maupassant, and Turgenev.  Back in London, he gradually became a prolific, published writer.  In 1878, Daisy Miller established his fame on both sides of the Atlantic.  The peak of his achievement in this early period was the publication Portrait of a Lady in 1881.

Over his life he became more and more a de facto expatriate, actually becoming a British subject near the end of his life, at the outbreak of World War I, when he was firmly established in London with a country place in Rye in East Sussex.  And yet he never let go of America and Americans in his fiction.

His life was a very social one.  It is said that he accepted a total of 107 dinner engagements in London in a winter season of the late 1880’s.  Does the Guinness Book of World Records keep track of such things?

His encounters with the prominent writers and artists of his time were many and spanned his lifetime.  To list them all would be to drop the name of just about every literary or artistic figure in New York, Boston, London and Paris in the latter half of the 19th and early 20th Centuries.  To give a sampling: His father introduced him, at age 7, to an elderly Washington Irving on a ferry to Long Island.  Ralph Waldo Emerson was a repeated visitor to his childhood New York home.  In his later years: A young George Bernard Shaw reviewed the performance of a play of his in London in the early 1890’s, as did H. G. Wells.  The actress Ellen Terry, whose sister had a role in the play, was in the audience.  Near his end: Edith Wharton swooped in from Paris to check on him during his last illness at his London residence in 1916.  And so it goes.  These people just keep popping up.  And there where many lesser lights or just plain friends. He was in great demand and enjoyed people who responded to his wit and wisdom.

And yet, he seems to have had no truly intimate lasting attachments.  He never married and in fact he stated on several occasions that this was a deliberate choice for the sake of his art.  This situation, coupled with the considerable homoerotic content in his writing, particularly in his short fiction, has inevitably led to speculation about his true sexual orientation.  Commentators find him secretive and evasive on the subject of his personal life although most accept that he was celibate on whichever front is applicable.

I find a list of 14 novels and stories by various writers in which Henry James is the subject.  This is indicative of a strong impulse among his aficionados to understand and explore his inner workings through fiction and thus to observe and humanize this consummate observer of his fellow human beings.

At the suggestion of Bob Targett, I read one such novel of which Henry James is the subject: Author, Author, by David Lodge.  In place of the traditional disclaimer in fiction, Lodge states that he is deliberately trying to depict true events in the lives of real people but confessed to adding a fact here and there “that history failed to record.”

 The title Author, Author refers to Henry James’ fantasy of an ecstatic audience calling the author to the stage in the curtain calls after the wildly successful performance of a stage play.  The main action of the novel takes place during a “down” period of Henry’s career: from the late 1880’s through the mid 90’s.  He was worried about making money.  His books had met with critical, but not commercial success. He was mildly afflicted with depression, a problem for him from time to time throughout his life.  Against the backdrop of Henry’s pleasant friendship with George Du Maurier, the Punch cartoonist, Henry embarks on a serious effort to become a successful playwright, expressly aiming for commercial success and riches.  Du Maurier, a family man with a house in the wilds of Hampstead Heath, was well respected for his Punch drawings and deeply respectful of Henry as a writer. Henry enjoyed taking the long walk from central London for visits with Du Maurier and his family and companionable rambles on the Heath.  Du Maurier was a welcome dinner guest in London when Henry aimed to put together a party of fluent French-speakers.

In counterpoint to Henry’s effort to branch out into writing plays, Du Maurier tried his hand at novel writing.  The result was a novel called Trilby, a tale about a girl with an incredibly fine voice, who could only perform under the spell of an exotic hypnotist named Svengali.  The book, pretty much trash from any critical point of view, was wildly successful commercially, both in England and America, and made Du Maurier a rich man.   The “Trilby hat” was inadvertently one of the world’s first successful product placements.  There was clamor for the rights to adapt the novel for the stage; and “Svengali” passed into the language.  Meanwhile, Henry’s efforts at writing plays, after much hard work, yielded little success and no money.

The chronicle of those efforts is engaging.  The first of the two plays put forth in this era was an adaptation of his early novel The American.  He gave it a happy ending in a pretty blatant attempt to pander to supposed audience tastes.  It toured the ‘provinces’ and it was worked and reworked before it debuted in London. The first London performance was well attended by Henry’s friends and other notables.  It went well; there was actually a cry of “Author, author;” and Henry took a bow.  The critics were respectful, but not enthusiastic.  A subsequent performance was attended by the Prince of Wales, which rallied some popularity, but it gradually withered away, and the play closed after some 40 performances – not enough to yield any profit to the producer and only a scant royalty to Henry.

His second effort, Guy Domville, was a costume drama with a plot involving a monk called upon to renounce his vows and quit the monastery to marry and save the family succession.  This one was not tried out in the provinces.  Its London debut in 1895 was a tumultuous disaster.  Henry was too nervous to attend the actual performance, but diverted himself by attending an Oscar Wilde play An Ideal Husband at a theatre nearby.  Wilde had been enjoying a run of plays, all very successful.  Far from being diverted, Henry sat there so preoccupied he could barely follow the action.  He became even more miserable hearing the audience around him laugh uproariously at the inane dialogue and feeling generally galled at the thought of how much money Wilde must be making out of this second rate comedy.  When he did make his way to the theatre where Guy Domville was playing, he was unaware that the performance had not gone entirely well.  A female character had had some trouble managing her large outlandish hat, producing some unintended laughter and disrespectful outcries; and some of the lines had been jeered at certain improbable plot turns.  He had just entered the theatre after the curtain fell to decent applause.  A curtain call was underway when he heard the hoped for outcry “Author, author”.  He stepped out on the stage and was met by loud and sustained booing and jeering from the cheaper seats.  This was countered by louder applause by his friends and admirers, which in turn induced still louder booing and jeering.  The scene became an ugly tumult, a profound and permanent humiliation for Henry.  The play was given surprisingly decent treatment by the critics.  Henry gave it some valiant adjustments, but it only just limped along and closed after about 30 performances.  This effectively ended any serious effort on Henry’s part to write for the stage.

The novel is structured with an opening depicting Henry on his deathbed in his London home in 1916 with World War raging in Europe. Its heart is the action just described and it goes on chronologically to describe Henry’s acquisition of his country home at Rye, his contentment with that set up, and his renewed productiveness on his later years.  It ends by bringing us back to his death, with more details about his domestic arrangements at that time and the attentions of those who loved and respected him.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Henry’s last three novels, The Ambassadors, The Wings of the Dove, and The Golden Bowl were the fruit of his later career after he was tempered by the theatrical failure so effectively and sympathetically depicted in Lodge’s novel.  We are discussing one of them tonight.
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