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I. Apstract

Henry James's "The Lesson of the Master" has come under
increasing critical scrutiny in recent years as critics be-
come aware that even in so relatively a short and simple tele
the artistry of the author has created a rich and complex
portrayal of human consciousness. The story examines seversl
themes, many of which are treated frequently by James, such
as the conflict betwsen the demends of esrt and the demends of
life, the development of a young artist, snd ths relationship
betwsen an older "Master" and young disciple; the larger
theme, which encompasses the athers, is a study of the devel-
opment and operation of human consciousness and 1ts relation-
ship to external reality.

The obvious fleld for the study of this theme is the
cheracter of Paul Overt, the young artist through whose mind
the events are viewed and whose ambiguous position as either
victimized or saved by St. George's manipulestions creates the
tension in the plot. Paul's difficulty is the inability of
his consciousness to know with certainty the contents of
another's caonsciocusness, be it Marlisn Fencourt's, Mrs. St. George's
or her husband's.,

Behind Paul's consclousness, however, lies the consclous-
ness of the narrator, whose presence provides an additional
level of ambiguity to the story and completes James's depiction

of the fluid and mutable nature of awareness as it attempts to
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meke order and sensa of the chaotic, ambiguous impressions
raceived from extarnal reality. As the nerrator's function
demonstrates, that which wa confidently cell "reslity" as if
it were easy to define 1s actuslly a reflection of the least
tangibly real part of the human organism, its consciousness.
Examination of Jemes's Critical Prefaces reveals his aware-
ness that consciousness is ultimately undefinsble and may
only be dramatized, as he does so eloquently throughout his
warks. Though eny attempt to define the undefinabla is
foredoomed, the attempt i1tself provides insights both into
the nature of consclousness and into the skill of the author
who most consiatently dedicated himsslf to understending and

reprasgnting the ambiguity of the human mind.



I1I., Criticel Overview

"The Lesson of the Master,” first printed in the

University Revisw in July and August, 1888, beceme the title

story in an 1892 collection of short atories, and was then
revised for inclusion in the New York edition of 1909. Amid
the vast quantity of Henry Jemes's works, this intriguing

tale attracted 1ittle criticel esttention until the 194L0's,

when it was analyzed primesrily es sn sutobiographic justifica-
tion for Henry Jesmas's celibacy and his decision to write for
an elite sudience rather than the masses. R. P, Bleckmur, in
1943, though he mentions that both the artist end society are
"flayad"1 by the author, basically accepts St. Gsorge end there-
fore the story at face value, believing that S5t. George marries
Merian "partly to save Overt from succumbing to felse gods, to
save him from having everything but the great thing,"2 which
presumably will compenasate for the loss of sverything else.
According to Blackmur, Jemes's lesson in the story is that

"the men fully an artist is the man, short of the Saint, most
wholly dapr:lvad."3 Q. D. Leavis, in ths same vein, viesws the

1 R. P, Blackmur, "In the Country of the Blus," Kenyon

Review (Autumn 1943); rpt. in The Question of Henry Jemas:
A Collection of Criticsl Essesys, ad. F. W. Dupse (New York:
Henry Holt and Co., 1945), p. 210,

2 8lackmur, p. 209,

3 Blackmur, p., 210.



story s an attempt by Jemes "to justify to himself the line

he took.“u The Master and Ovart are "Henry James potentinls,

played off sgainst each othar."s

eech representing one ex-
treme of the conflict between the demands of art and the
demands of socisty, 8 viewpoint more pleusible than the usual
biographic reading of the story in which critics, such es
Herbert Croly6 and Ora Sagal,7 put St. George's works in
Henry Jemes's mouth. Since both Paul and St. George are
hyperbalic, absurd characters, reading either as an exact
replice of James is unjustifisble. Yet it 1s quite pomsible
that James's axaggerations in drawing both characters repre-
sent extrema farms aof the choices he and every artist must in

some way meke.

Osborn Andress, in Henry James and the Expanding Horizaon

(1948), competently explores some besic components of James's

works, such 8s his meddlers who asssume "that they know better

than their victims what kind of life the latter should laad,"8

4 Q. D. Leavis, "Henry James: The Stories,” Scrutiny,

14:3 (Spring 1947), p. 225.

® Lesvis, p. 225.

6 Herbert Croly, "Henry Jamss and His Countryman," Lamp,
28 (Feb. 1904), pp. 47-53; rpt. in The Question of Henry Jamas:
A Collsction of Critical Esseys, sd. F. U, Dupse (New York:
Henry Holt end Co., 1945), p. 33.

? Ora Segel, Tha Lucid Reflector: The Obssrver in Henr
James's Fictlon (New Haven: vals Univ. Press, 1969) p. 125.

8 Osborn Andreas, Hanry Jamss and the Expanding Horilzan
(Seattle: Univ. of washington Press, 1948) p. 5.
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and Jamas's'diasection of human consciousness, Andreas

states that James "resolutely combatted . . . the notion that
there is something harmful in experience, that too much exper-
ience coarsens the sensibilities or tarnishes the mind . . . .
Every possible variety of experience is, in James's vieuw,
grist for the mill of the most consclous minrj,"g a claim

that could apply to the battered but growing consciousness

of Paul Overt or to the witty, ironic consciousness of the
narrator. Unfartunately, Andreas then excludes the stories

of creative artists from the group dealing with thesse ideas
because artists "sre the psople who heave solved the problem
of conaciousness"; there is no need to teach them thet con-
sciousness "is the alm of sxiatance."10 His exclusion of the
stories of artists and writers is contradicted by the central
difficulty of "The Lesson of the Master," which involves the
observation and eveluation of the consciousnesses involved,
particulerly those of Peul Overt and the narrator. Just the
amaunt, if not the vehemence, of contradictory criticism aof
this story indicates that, far from being excluded, the stories *
of creative artists are the most subtle and complex examina-
tions of the definitions and metamorphoses of consciousness,

for exactly the reason for which Andreas wishes to exclude them.

Being concerned with the nature and perception of reality, the

E Andreas, p. 14,

10 Andreas, p. 19.



artist's mind is particulsrly fertile territory for an analy-
sis of consciousness. As is evident from sll his works,
particulerly if we view the increase in subtle complexity

from The Americen (1877) to The Ambassadors (1903), Henry

Jemas was pre-eminently attrescted by the most difficult, em-
biguous subjects, for which artists both reel and literary
certainly qualify. Though artists are perhaps more than
other people swere of consclousneas, swarsness doas not gusr-
sntee correct understanding or control of itself. Conscious-
Aeaa, being a process, is never fixed or absolute but 8 fluid
end growing state which may be perticulsrly well exemined by
the uss of artists, whose domain is conaciousness.

The other fallacy in Andreas' work, which he shares with
iatar critics like Les &nd Geismar, is clessifying James as
enti-love because lave "dulled the sensa of truth.“11 Maxwsll
Gelsmer in 1963 still sees the story as displeying Jemes's
"underlying fear of love and of uoman,“12 a view ahared by
Dorothea Krook, though she belisves James "came in time to
change his vieuw" on love and sexuslity, a belief that she sub-
stantiates by reference to "The Beast in the Jungle," James's

"most poignant testimony to the validity of paasinn.“13

n Andreas, p. 10.

2 Maxwell Geismar, Henry Jemas and the Jacobites (Boston:
Houghton-Miflin Co., 1963), p. 112,

13 Dorothea Krook, The Ordesl of Consciousness in Henry
James (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, T98Z2), p. 369.
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As racently as 1978, Brisn Lee still parpetuates the
"strong biagrasphic alamant“1h of the atory and reads Jamas
not as simply anti-lave but ss anti-1ife: "Na matter what

the quality of 1life described . . . it 1s always oppaosed to

art"15; James "csnnot bring himeelf to talk of 1ife without

prefixing the adjesctives ‘clumay,' ‘'‘brutal,' or 'vulgar.'"16

Not only is the previous statement obviously inaccurste, as

one can see by examining the descriptions of Marian a8s em-

17

bodying "tha purity and richness" of 1ife, but is also

unjustifieble; the adjectives Lee lists are not even spoken

1 Brian Leas, The Novels of Henry James: A Study of
Culture and Consciousness (New York: St. Mertin's Press,
1978), p. 53.

15

Lee, p. 52.

16 Les, p. 52.

7 Henry James, "Tha Laesaon of the Master,” Stories of
Artists and UWriters, ed. F. D, Matthiessan (New York: James
Laughlin, n.d.), p. 104. Subsequent referances are to this
edition and will appear in the text.

For the purposes of this thaesis, I have elected to uss
the New York edition of the story, published in 1909 rather
than the original editions of 1888 and 1892, because of its
greater complexity of narration. The character af the narra-
tor and hise relation to the people in the story do not change
from earliser sditions, but they sre mors pronounced, more
carafully delineated, mare claesrly an integral part of the
whole, and therefore more interssting and fruitful for study.
In many cases, an suthor's revision of his work years after
its initiasl completion damages the cochesliaon and impact of
the original, as in some later rsvisions by Walt Whitman in
Leavas of Grass; but with as careful and conscious 8 writer
as James, the rsvisions result in greater clerity asnd pre-
cision. James's Critical Prefaces demonstrate his commit-
ment to perfaction, a gosl never to be reached in reality
but ane worthy of pursuit, for as Blackmur notes in his

e .



by the narrator, much less Henry Jemes, but by tha dubiously
honest and accurate S5t. George, who 8alsa thoroughly enjoys
his place in the clumsy, brutal, vulgar Landon sacial world
he denigrates to Paul Overt. Lee continuas to say that in
James's work " . . . feeling, warm heartfelt feeling, is

always benal and futiles . . . , n18

another questionable
statement based as it is upon Paul Overt's sour-grapes ex-
prassions when he finds thet e lady wham he deserted almost
without word for two years has decided to marry an extremely
handsome, Bttractive, witty, and populer man. If anything

is banal, it is Paul's tortuous questioning of 5t. George's
motives, which is treated with ironic levity by the narrator,
8s ws shall see. If Lee's statement were trus, neither

St. George nor Marisn should be attrective to us in compari-

son to the "artist" Paul Overt, who, according to Lee, "must

be unhuman, extra humen; he must stand in 8 gueer aloof

Introduction to The Art of the Noval (1934), "Jemes found

again and again, that the things most difficult to master will
be the best" ("Introduction," The Art of the Novel: The Criti-
cal Prefaces, by Henry James [New York: Cherles Scribner's Sons,
1962], ix). Blackmur also asserts that Jsmes's "intention and
all hi= lsbor was to represent dramatically intelligence at its
most difficult, its most lucid, ite most besutiful point" ("In-
troduction,® xiii). We cen be sure, therefore, that the am-
biguity of the latter edition was fully intended by the author,
who, unlike many writers, nsver lost or devisted from his artis-
tic commitment but only refined end mastered it.

18

Lea, p. 52.



€

relationship to our humanity“19; yet both Marian and 5t. George

are attractive people. Surely it is unouestionable that,
whatever the amaunt of objectivity necessary for an artist,
he must also possess sympathy for and understanding of our
humanity, qualities certeinly possessed by Henry Jemes, as
evidenced by both the warmth and volume of his personal cor-
respondence and by the delicate rendering of his observations
of people in his work. Especially in his handling of women,

from Isabel Archer in A Portrait of a Lady (uwritten in 1881,

before "The Lesson") to Mme. de Vionnet of The Ambassadors

(1903), Henry Jemes displays esn understending of and sensibil-
ity to the foibles of human emotion remarkshle for a writer
living in Victories's Englend.

James Kraft (1969) expresses the more moderate view that
James is delineating "the ngceasity of keeping a balence as a
writer between the demands of art--its duties and disciplines--

20

and the experiences of life." This view of the issue is

shared by Granville Jones in Henry James's Psychology of Exper-

ience (1975), an excellent study of innocence in Henry James, .
He does not believe that James is anti-1ife but that Jemes bae-
lieved that, in the cese of the artist, "if there is too much
of {t--too many impressions, too close an involvement--the

imagination will be swamped or smathered and the artist will

19 Lee, p. 52.

0 James Kraft, The Early Tales of Henry James (Carbon-
dele: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1969), p. 70.
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be deetroyed."z1 Jones's justification for this view is
"Paul's success in ismolation," which "proves the efficacy of
St. George's doctrine.“22

The humorous elements of the story usually have been
missed by critics for ressons detailed by Poirier,23 though
we reject J. I. M. Stewart's visw that James was trying to
write 8 serious story, wesn't good enough to do so, end there-
fore ended by creating Bsentimental ferce. According to Stewart,
St. George's complaints amidst the luxury of his environment
ware intended by James to be "sanctified confidancaa"zu which
the reesdsr was to take as seriously as Paul Overt; the humor-
ous hyperbole was unintentional.

By implicetion, Charles R. Smith notes the potentisl humor
af the atory, but he believes "The historicel context [pupporti]

internal evidence that 'The Lesson' employs neither humor nor

irony to question the Master's lesunn“zsg the embiguous ending

21 Granville H. Jones, Henry James's Psycholoqy of Expari-
ence (The Hague: Mouton and Co., 1975), p. 1u46.

22 Jones, p. 145,

23

Richard Poirier, The Comic Sense of Henry Jamas: A
Study of the Early Novels (London: Chatto snd Winders, 1960),
pp. 9-10,

2h 3. 1. M. Stewart, Eight Modern Writers (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1963), p. 99.

25 Cherles R. Smith, "'The Lesson of ths Master': An In-
terpretive Note," Studiss in Short Fiction, 6 (Fall 1969),
p. 655,
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illuminataes "the weakness of both" St. George and Paul,
but does not "call the lesson itsglf into queation."z6
Smith does not explain why, if the message is to be taken
s0 seriously, the examples used to i1llustrate the message
ars so absurd.

Georges Markow-Totevy in 1969 is the first critic to
state dafinitely that "the prevalent tone is humorous, the

27 Ha

situations ludicrous, the ideas often sccentric."
goes so far as to state that "James is writing allegories,
experimenting with deliberately exaggerated approaches end
illustrations, but without claiming them &s objective and
conclusive, and hardly sharing the far-fetched, anomalous
opinians he axploraa."za Markow-Totevy's resding is soms-
what sloppy in deteil; for example, he states that Mrs. St.
George "is cereful to destroy thoss [porké] of better liter-
ary merit, because they would sell pnorly,“zg though she

in fact destroys only one, and hér motive is more ambigu-

ous thasn Markow-Totevy recognizes; but description of the

tone as humorous is vslid, as shell be seen.

26 Smith, p. 655.

&7 Georges Markow-Totevy, Henry Jamegs, trans. John

Cummings (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1969), p. 101,

28 Markow-Totevy, p. 101,

29 Merkow-Totevy, p. 100.
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Though a substential amount of criticism has been
diracted towsrd the "lesson" of the story end to St. George,
two of the four mejor cheracters, Marian Fancourt and Mrsa.
5t. George, have generally been given superficial treatmant
if mentioned at all, though Wright in 1962 notes that "The
extent to which the worldly Mrs. S5t. George actually helped

30

to corrupt the 'mester' . . . is obscurs."” Peter Berry

(1978) finslly turns attention to Marisn and Mra. St. George,
noting that both are ambiguitiass carefully constructed by the
narrator. He notes the ambivalence in Paul's estimations of

Mrs. St. George and tha confusion betwasen what her husband

says sbout her and what she esppears to be in reality.31 He

points out the conspicuous lack of narrative velidation for
the estimationa of Marian Fancourt by St. George and Paul--
that she embodies life and possesses great intellectusl and
imaginative pawara.32 He also bqlievaa that in the long run
the motives of Marian, Mrs. St. George, and St. George have

"no bearing on the outcoms since tha result would be the

same in any caaa"33: Paul's dacision to remain in isolation

30 Waslter F. Wright, The Madnass of Art (Lincoln: Univ.

of Nebraska Press, 1962), p. 79.

31 Pater Barry, "In Fairness to the Mester's iife: A
Re-Interpretation of 'The Lesson of the Master,'" Studies in
Short Fiction, 15 (Faell 1978), p. 388.

32 B8arry, p. 386.

33 Barry, p. 385.
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in Europe to writae his novel is his own, made "at a time

when he believed the Master to have withdrawn his prohibi-
tion against marriage."Bu Berry 1s sure that "it is, clearly,
part of the author's conscious massage that the artist must
renounce certein aspects of 1ife," but he is conscious too

of the ambiguity of St. George: "Coming from an artist,
however, such a proposition 1s suspect since it provides

him with so convenient an alibi for his failings as 8 human
being."35

Rnother perceptive analysis which considers the female

cheracters is Shlomith Rimmon's The Concept of Ambigquity: The

Example of James (1977). Rimmon discusses Mariasn Fancourt's

cheracter and motives in marrying St. George ss examples of
James's calculated ambiguity. In addition, she examinaes the
narrator's diction, the tone of the narrative, the effects of
the ending, and the function of structure in the most complete

criticel anslysis of the story to date.36

One weeknass in her
trgatment is that she, like most other critics, does not ques-
tion Paul and the validity of his perceptions, which are made
ambiguqus in the end by his worries sbout St. George's possible
production of 8 new masterpiaece end by the clsar sepsration

34 Barry, p. 386.

35 garry, p. 386.

6 Shiomith Rimmon, The Concept of Ambiguity: The Ex-
ample of Henry James (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1977).
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between Paul's consciousness and the narrator's.
Two remaining critical works on the story which should

be noted are 5. Gorley Putt's Henry James: A Reader's Guide

(1966), which gives 2 basic, acceptable, if simplified, read-

1ng,37 and Ore Segal's The Lucid Reflector: The Observer in

Henry Jemes's Fiction (1969), which makes some excellent ob-

servations on the story and treats 1t in considerable depth.
However, Segal starts from the erroneous premise that "the

observer's volce [Faul'é] is indistinquishable from James's

omn“BB; though he notes the distinction between the “"authorisl

narrator's iranic voice" and the observer's,39 he misses the

implications of that distinction and continues to read both
Paul and St. George straight. Segal believes Fasul accepts

the doctrine that James practised: to renounce "all human

and material appendages in order to achieve perf‘m:'clon."l‘0

Rs noted, he then identifies St. George's words as .Zlamt'sla's.l'1

He makes Mrs. St. George completely responsible for her hus-
band's downfall and reads the esmbiguous Miss Fancourt as "the

perfect wcnman,"l'2 seeing both women as simple functions of

37 S. Gorley Putt, Henry James: A Reader's Guide
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 196E).

38 Seqgsl, p. 110.

39 Segal, p. 140.

40 Segal, p. 109.

41 Segal, p. 125.

42 Segal, p. 127.
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plot instead of the interesting and perplexing characters
they are.

There remains one critic whose ahsolute authority on
Henry James is unguestionsble: Henry James himself. The
Critical Prefaces ta the New York edition, as James described

them in the "Preface to Roderick Hudson," "represent, over a

considarable course, the continuity of an artist's endesvour,
the growth of his whole operative consciousness and, best of
all, perhaps, their own tendency to multiply, with the impli-

cation, thereby, of a memory much enrflched."l‘3

The Prefaces
define criticism on its highest level. Unlike other critics
noted in this peper whose purposes are to analyze, to delin-
eate, to interrelete aspects of 8 given work of art, Jemes's
criticism¢analyzes criticel consciousnesa itself, attempts to
define the process of critical thought, to trace the growth
of art from tangible, externsal reality, through the distilla-
tion process occurring in the individual imagination, to its
ultimate expression in artistic form, be it musical, visual,
or verbal, where it may snter another's consciousness.

Of the three general divisions of artistic production,
the most difficult to discuss is the verhal, since one is

attempting to use the sama vehicle for examination as is the

thing to be examined: words. UWith the visual and musical

3 Henry James, The Art of the Novel: The Critical
Prefesces, sd. Richard P. Blackmur (New York: Charles Scribnar's
Sona, 1962), p. L.
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arts, the thing to be exsmined is a concrete arrasngement of
shapes and colors or of sounds. Though individusl words may
be concrete if vieuwsd distinctly, thair srrangement into sen-
tences and peragrapha and the relatlionships thereby created
ere nat concrete, either as they occur in the form of a nou-
velle or in the form of criticism of that form. Syntax pro-
duces relationships among concrete items, such as nouns, verbs,
and adjectives, thet sre not concrete. Jsmes uses lsnguage to
examine whet lenquage means, &n lnherently frustrating and
dangerous attempt since it leads one into srees where abso-
lutes are impossible and only relativity can exist. Hence,
his use of "operant irony," which "implies and projects the
pn;alble other casse, the case rich and edifying where the
actuslity is pretentious and vain."uh The uae of irony in his
work, both literery and criticael, is simultaneously its great—
ness and 1ts curse: its greatness becasuse ironic suggestion
is as concrete 8 depiction of the fluldity of consciousness

as is possible; its curse because the very nature aof irony
precludes absolutism and forces the reader to asccept ambiguity,
which human nature detests. Because external reelity appears
concrete and inflaxible, we wish it to be actually so, though,
88 anyone who has evar arguaed with a spouse over the arrange-
ment of furniture in the living room is aware, reality ia any-

thing but concrete and inflexibls.

kb Jamas, Critical Praefaces, p. 222.
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If the proliferation of contradictory criticism of all
Jemes's work is not evidence enough to read Jesmaes as con-
sciously creating ambiguous resality, then the contants aof the
Critical Prefaces should be. The Preface to "The Lesson of
tha Master," which valume of the New Yark edition included eslso
"The Daath of the Lion," "Tha Next Time," "The Figure in the
Carpet," and "The Coxon Fund," concerns itsalf primerily with
the reletionship between 1life and art, between the actuality of
living human beings and their translation into "the art of
repreaantatiun."“s The complexity of the Preface encourages
one to eccept as the end of the discussion some eesily compre-
hensible concepts which, upon greater critical exemination, ere
actually the beginning of the discussion. Close exemination
of the Preface suggests the some of the most basic differences
of criticel opinlion of this story result from accepting what
James saems to be saying rather than what he actually says.

The first understandable misunderstanding is that Henry
St. George ies an autoblographic depiction of his crestor.

James states that his "complete possession® of St. George,
"my sctive sympathy with him as a known snd understood and
admired and pitied, in fine as a fully measured, quantity,
hangs about the pasges still as s vague scent hangs sbout thick
orchard trmzm.""6 Jamas further decleres S5t. George's

45 James, Critical Prefsces, p. 224,

46 Jamesa, Critical Prefaces, p. 225.
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"situation to have been in essence en observed reality.“bv

He admits that "the materisl for sny picture of parsonsal
states so specifically complicated l§e those of the artists
in this volume's atnrieﬂ’ will have bean drawn preponder-

L8 A1l of

ently from the dapths of the artist's own mind."
these statements sncourage the view of correspondence be-
tween Jamaes and St. George; however, intense exasmination of
the story and the totality of the Criticel Preface will
raeveal that this correspondence is part of the truth, but by
no means the whole of it.

A second misunderstanding i1s the opinlion that James sees
art end 1life ss mutually exclusive opposites and that the
artist must entirely renounce connection with 1ife-in order
to dedicate himaelf to the perfection of art., Encouraging

that view is Jemes's preliminary discussion of his pleasure

in being sallowed to produce the Ths Yellow Book a story of

whatever length he wished, s freedom seldom permitted him by

publishers who insist on "the arbitrery limit of lengt'.h.“l'9

Following this is his dafense for ths creation of his "super-
R~

subtle fry": "If the life shout us for the last thirty years

refuses warrant for these examples, then so much the worss

“7 Jamaes, Criticsl Prefaces, p. 223,

“8 Jamas, Critical Prafaces, p. 221.

43 James, Critiesl Prefaces, p. 219,
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for that life."sn If tha fry don't really exist, in ordi}

"to baffle any such calamity" it is necesssry "to create the

racord."s1

If teken literally and out of context, this im-
pliaa'that James believes that art is & fanciful represen-
tation of what 1ife should be rather then a literel rendaring
of what 1ife is. The third contributor to this misunderstand-
ing is his discussion of the "beautiful talents the exarcise
of which yet isn't lucrative, and . . . other telents that
leave eny fine appreciation mystified end geping,™ but which
‘“may yat be obsesrved to becoms on occasion 8 source of vast

pecuniary prof’it."52

This opposition betwsen the artistically
fine and the populerly lucrative 1s a result of "the mood of

that monster,"”" public opinion, "which consistently and consum-
metely uneble to give the smallest account of itself, naturally

renders no grain of help to the enquiry."s3

The implication

is that the ertist will either write grest things and be poor
or write tresh and be rich. This is further substantiated in
his discussion of the fate of Neil Paraday in "The Deasth of the
Lion," caused by people "not caring in the least whet might he-
come of the subject, however essentislly fine and fragile, of 8
patronage reflecting such credit on all concerned, so long as

50 James, Critical Prefaces, p. 222.

21 Jemes, Critical Prefaces, p. 222,

52 James, Critical Prefaces, p. 226.

53

James, Criticsl Prefaces, p. 227.
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the social game might be played a 1ittle more intensely,
and if possible a little more irrelevently. . . ."5&

From these aexamples it seems possible to conclude that
Jemes's real and justifiasble bitterness at "this odd numbness
of the general sansibility" is the theme of this work; theat
Henry 5t. George's advice is to be taken literally; and thet
St. George's marriage at the end of the atory testifies to
the velidity of his advice. The last section of the Prefacs,
however, definas the real ground the Master is working end
pracludes acceptence of any simplistic reading of "The Lesson
of the Master." Throughout the Preface James has been dis-
cussing the transformation of life into ert, trying to delin-

aate the steps by which the actusl hecomes the repressntative.

As he concludes, "No such process is effectively possible, we

must hold, as the imputed act of transplenting; an ect essen-

tially not mechenical, but thinkable resther--so far as thinka-

55

ble at 8ll--in chemical, almost mystical terms." What occurs

56 being mys-

in "the crucible of {Eha artist'E] imagination,”
tical, is by definition undefinable,»nnt only by criticsl

abservers but by the artist himself, who is "the late genisl
medium, the good, the wonderful company" the art kept before

54 Jemas, Critical Praefaces, p. 226.

23 Jamgs, Critical Prefaces, p. 230.

26 James, Critical Prefaces, p. 230.
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57

its "new and richer saturation,” its trenslation fram the

mind into the medium of art. As Hugh Vereker's secrat is

58

"undiscovered, not to sey undiscoverable,” 80 is the "rare

alchemy” by which "a thing of fact" becomes "a thing of

truth."59

Thus, a discussion aof the relation betwsen 1ife
and art can nevaer be simple and concrete but must slways be
smhiquous because there are no simple and concrete terms with
which it may be discussed.

In the case of "The Laesson of the Master," the ambigu-
ity builds layer by layer: first there is the artist St.
George speaking to the artist Psul Overt, whose inner con-
sciousness we see through the conaciocusness of a third artist,
the narrator, who is a production of the fourth artist, Henry
James. If those four analyzers of an undefineble subject are
nat enough, there is the fifth consciousness of the reader,
whose own understanding of the story is influenced by the
perceptions, both real and artistic, he has received befors
reading the story. UWhat we have just sdmitted to is that eny
definitive reading of this story, as seems true of mast of
James's work, especially that desling with "the madness of
art," is false the moment it claims to be definitive. Shell
wa cease and go no further? To do so implies thers is value

>7 James, Criticel Prefaces, p. 230.

>8 James, Critical Prefaces, p. 228.

29 Jemes, Critical Prefaces, p. 231.
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only in sbsolutes, in reaching goals, wherses James's fic-
tion and criticism suggest that the value of 1life is in the
process of the expaﬁding mind, "the growth of his whole
operative consciousness and . . . [}té} own tendency to

multiplv."60

As irony suggests "the possible other case"
end the implications continue to multiply in the mind of
the reader, the art continues to grow, not toward a single
absolute, but spreading outward to relete with other per-
ceptions of both art and 1ife. The attempt to define an
undefinable quality may lead us to no absolute snswers, but
at least we may become sware of the complexity of the ques-
tion; and swarensess, the cultivation of consciousness, is
the unreachable goal to which Jemes dedicated all his life
and his art. As experience and knowledge are the most
clearly discernible goals of 1ife, we can do no less than
try to comprehend the uncomprehensible; for "the critical
spirit at all afraid of so slight a misadventurs as e wastse

61 fs

of curlosity is . . . deplorably false to its nature."
anyone finds who becomes embroiled in James's ambiguities,
his curliosity is rarely, if sver, wasted; if full illumina-
tion escepses us, yet the glimmers of light that come to us
from his art are enough to snable us to see more clearly the

60 Jemes, Critical Prefaces, p. 4.

61 James, Critical Prefaces, p. 227.
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1ife around us. Though we may be incepeble of tranaforming
our awarenaess into art, ss James has done, we can transform
his art into an increased awareness aof that from which art

is derived, life.
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III. Discussion of the Thasis

The first quastion to bs sattled about "The Lesson of
the Master" is whether there is 8 gquestion st all since, as
we have seen, many critics, some of them of envieble guality,
simply accept caomplete correspondence betwsen the lesson of
Henry St. Gearde and that of Henry James; the words of the
ertisticaelly deteriorated but mundansly successful character
express the opinlons of the artiatically maaterful but popu-~
larly feiling author. ©St. George's second marriege simply
confirms the validity of his lesson. He has chosen trensi-
ent happiness end sexusl fulfillment over the greater demands
end perfections of art; he has truly ceased to count. Paul
Overt, being young and naive, iB not capable of accepting or
understanding the extent of the rigors placed upon the artist;
haence, his feeling of being "sold" by the marriage; but by
acting on faith and renouncing Marien Fancourt for art he
has produced superior work and will continue to do so, per-
haps realizing only 8t the end of hias life the salutary
corractness of S5t, George's lesson, apparent now only fo
St. Georgse, the narrator, and the perceptive resdar.

The difficulty with this reading, beyond the obvious
fallecy of assuming identification between author and char-
acter, 1s that it suggests that Henry James should have been
designing London Times crossword puzzles instead of writing

storiss. If the snswer is so simple, why is ths guestion so
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camplex? Why is Paul so stupid and St. George so attractive
in comperison? UWhy 5t. George's contradictorysavaluations

of his first wife? No Henry James product is ever super-
ficiaslly simple, but concrate vaiues are apparent in various
works. UWe know Deisy Miller 18 innocent, Gilbert Osmond a
rat, Mme. de Vionnet a person of superior ouality. If

Jemes wanted to be clear, he was., If he is not cleer, we must
assume that the isaue is not clear. Though over-indulgence

in eswe is 8 hazard in dealing with James, a8 Maxwell Gelsmar

vitriolicelly knew (Henry Jemes and the Jacobites), reduction

of hies work to the level of Dick and Jane would seem the
grester crime to perpetrate against this most conaéientiuus,
careful, and deliberate writer. Though the oversimplifying
of the tale mey bs 8 reflection of the wish of Jemes's loving
readers that he should have been’ a8 delibaerately correct in
the structure of his 1life as in his books, and thet he rightly
felt that the life he practiced must necessarily be the ideal
life of any great artist; this view is contradicted by the
dublousness with which the Master in the story is painted.

A final objection to this myopic view is that it forces iden-
tification betwesn Henry James and Paul Overt. If S5t. George
speaks Hgnry James's mind, then Paul Overt in following the
Master's advice represents the result of Henry James's cholice:

renunciation and dadicatiun.s2 The identification makes us

62 Segal, p. 109.
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uncomfortable s wae sae Overt ss simple, crude, selfish,
unbesrably gullible, and lacking in literary self-confidence.

Critical preferance for this view is in part a result
of ignoring the narretor, who is the most abvious choice for
the Jemesian point of vieuw, if we must have Henry James in
the story. The narrator, a master of subtlety, keaps him-
self nearly affeced throughout the story, though the lasat
sentence cleerly calls attention to the nerrator end his per-
ceptiaons, and indicates that the nerrstor's judgment is asmp-
arate from and superior to Paul's: "I may say for him" that
Paul would eppraciate new quality work from the Master (151),
though "Peul 1literally hoped such an incident wouldn't occur"
(151).

As Rimmon has noted, the narrator is largely undrama-
tized,63 though definitely present. As she suggests, St.
George's engagement at the end creates an inversion and en-
courages re-evaluation of the whole story,su as use of a
specific nerrative voice in the lest sentence mandates a
re-evaluation of the narrative voice. 5t. Gearge's engage-
ment forces us to question his and Marian's motives and
characters; the emergence of the narrative voice forces ;s
to question Paul, since the narrator's interest lies primarily
in the young uwriter's reflections and actions. The separation

63 Rimmon, p. 90.

64 Rimmon, p. 79.
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between narrator and narrated consciousness is a familiar
James structure visible ss early as "Daisy Miller,"

the narrator's consciousness is clearly not Winterbourne's,
and later and more subtlely in "The Qeast in the Jungle,"
where the narrator 1s gulietly vicious in his .depiction of
John Marcher.

The mejor tone of the narrator's interest is humoroua,65
underscoring the basic comedy of the dénouement: the young
artist wondéring if he had been tricked out of the way by his
mentor so the latter could steal his girl. Critics to their
peril often ignore the basic humor of the situation. Poirier
notes that "Jemes's comedy is usually on the very surface of
the action and the language" but has often been overlooked be-
cause "Readers of his books sometimes ect as if they are ob-

66

liged to get beyond everything thet is obvious." The sur-

face of this story is comedic, as becomas blatant at the
snnouncement of S5t. George's engagement to Marian,67 as eye-

brow-1ifting a revelation to the reader as to Paul. As a

typical Jamgsian reyersal,68 this inverta the initisl lessons

of the Haater, though, also typically Jamesian, the reverssal

65 Markow-Totevy, p. 101,

66 poirier, pp. 9-10.

67 Rimmon, p. 79.

68 John.P, O'Neill, Workable Design: Action and Situa-
tion in the Fiction of Henry James (Port Weshington: Kenni-
kat Press, 1973), pp. 8-9.
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is by no means unequivocal.

The presentation of the central issue, whether an artist
is "'a man all the same'" (139) or "'e mere disfranchised
mank'" (140), is made comadic by 1ts diatillatiéé to the lavel
of questioning whether an artist should marry. The extremely
complex question of artistic dedication is reduced to a simplae
bleck/white choice for the ertist: to "marry and cheapen his
art--and be a success--or choose a celibate course, and produce
maatarpieces.“69 In the terms of the story, no merried artist
can produce masterpieces, and celibate ones will necesserily do
so, an absurdity which perhaps represents, as Gelsmer postu-
lates, that Jemes "was smiling et his own 'religion of art,’
which his modern disciples, like poor Paul Overt, teke so
1iterally." 0

Henry St. George never specifically tells Paul he may not
marry, only that the artist does so "'at his peril--he does so
at his cost'" (135). Rightly or uréngly, S5t. George believss
that marriage and concomitant social responsibilities have con-
tributed to his artistic deterioration, though appsrently he

was already married at the time of the production of his master-

piece, Shadoumere. His belief naturally colors his advice,

69 Leon Edel, Henry James: The Middle Years: 1882-1895,
Vol. I1I (New York: J. B. Lippencott Co., 1962), pp. 239-L0.

70

Geismar, p. 114,
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spperently sincare, to strive for "'the greatest thing'" (135),
a potential bias Paul never considers until the end when the

71 In

Master does not follow his own advice and remarries.
fact, St. George says many things which Paul completely misses,
such es his exhortation to the young writer not to leave Eng-
land: "'Hang abroad! Stay at home and do things here--do sub-
jects we cen measure'" (116). Peter Barry belisves thet Overt
"misinterprets St. George's advice against indolence, "Bgainst

72 a mis-

teking the easy way out, as being against merrieqe,"
interpratation forgiven by the reader, who sheres it until he
examines St. George with the skepticism engendered by the
dénouement. HKraft says that Jemes is "paeinfully conscious of
the necessity of keeping a balence as a writer between the
demands of art--its duties and disciplines--and the experiences

of 11?9.“73

Neither St. George nor Psul strikes asny kind of
balance when we know them; St. George has immersed himself in
society eand Paul has had 1ittle contect with it, having spent
his yoaung manhood in service to an invelid mother. The balenca
must be struck by the reader in wsighing the opposites and
taking the positive potentials of each. As Markow-Totevy be-

lieves, the ssrious consideration of the struggle bastween art

life is presented "with deliberately exaggerated approaches and

71 £de1, pp. 239-L0.
72 Barry, p. 389.
73

Kraft, p. 70.
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1llustrations" which sre not "objective snd conclusive," but
rather "far-fetched, a2nomalous opinions” explored by Jamea.7h
The exaggerations of 5t. George, himself a comic figure,
are pertly responsible for the reduction of 8 serious quastion
to absurdity. St. George is awere of and honest about his
"'passing away'" (114), his sinking "'in such dishonour'"
(117), but the more he enthusiastically slaborates on his own
artistic failures, the higher become Paul's admiration for and
trust of the Master's advice, until the young man concludes
that though "St. George's own performance had been infirm,
. . . 88 8n adviser he would be infallible" (132). Paul fails
to consider that the reason for the Master's "infirm" perfor-
mance may be that he is an infirm artist, not necesserily be-
cause he got merried, an esvent that occurred ten years before

the srtistic decline Paul has noted in the past decade.75

In-

stead, Paul sits at St. George's fest, listening to the Master's

tone "that sgemed . . . the very rustle of tﬁa laurel" (113),

"feeling partly like a happy little boy when the schoolmaster

is gay, and pertly like soms pilgrim who might have consulted

a world-famous oracle" (132)., He accepts the charlatan's

"quo vadis?" with the same immediacy as the ssint for whom he

is named received the vision on the road to Damascus, though

this Paul's road is "s wide bend 6? crimson cloth, as straight
76 Markow-Totevy, p. 101,

3 Barry, p. 388.
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as a gardan path" (130), down which the Master is paerhaps
leading "his disciple" (148). After sll, Paul, like Marian,
has been away from Englend and sophisticeted sociasty. He
tells the Master, "'I haven't lived in the world--in your
wuorld'" (116), 8 recognition which should mBke him wary of
what he finds hera.

Paul does recognize many of the false appearances St.
George projects, though he is only astute snough to percelve
those so obvious that St. George admits them. The exterior
picture of S5t. George is his Bsocial exterior. Namad for the
patron saint of England, his populerity attests to thae fact
that England accepts him as its spokesman 2nd defender; as he
tells Paul, "'You must do England--there's such 8 lot of it'"
(116); He projects aﬁ imege of everything moét proper and
correct. He has 8 house in the country; his wife is the eplt-
ome of social graciousness; his pearties glitter. Those about
him perceive him as sn artist, treating and respecting him as
such; yet, by his own admission, he has purchased social suc-

cess by turhlng to felse gods, by becoming "a successful g?ar-
e P R

e
Ca N &

latan" (134). Paul knows of St. George's décline aﬁa percelves
St. George's "measured mask" (104), his social simper, and his

"tendency to do the superficial thing"™ (112), as all the while

he thoroughly enjoys his role as "the celebratsd story teller"

(119) in the company of the socially slite and artistically

Philistine. Paul alsoc notes that "it was the essence" of
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St. George's monner "to conjure sway false pasitions” (110);
to meke superficial acgqueintence seem "the immediate femili-
arity of a confrere" (113).

All of these shams Overt recognizes, though, should he
have missed eny, St. Georgse conveniently admits to them. The
more subtle felsities Overt's neivet@ or underdeveloped ertis-
tic sense falls to plerce, though ha notes them. UWhen meeting
the Master for their firat‘talk, Overt aobserves him as coming
"with & fine fece--his graver one" (112), suggesting again the
assumed mask, but the young artist accepts St. George's words
as truth; espparently he believes the Master won't posture for
him! Ironic touches undercut the trustworthiness of St.
George's lessons., We notice the narrator's careful inclusion
of the word "picture" in describing St. George's demonstra-
tion of his appreciation of Psul's book, which suggests thst
the demonstrstion is not the reality, as perhaps the title of
St. George's great work, Shadoumsrae, suggests that its creator
is 8 mere shadow of an artist.

The most glaring example of St. George's superficieslity

that Overt misses is the reaction to Ginistrella. In his

first encounter with the baqk'a author, St. George pretends to
have read it, until Overt indicates he knows better. Oriven

by Miss Fancourt, St. George finally begins to read a book we
know to have attracted considerable attention, but at which he

has never looked, After fiftsen minutes' resading, he is
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prepared to meke & judgment, claiming, "'I know 8ll about
you'" (113); yet aven then his reasons for calling the book
remarkable and distinguished are "'it's in the air, it's in
the papers, it's everyuheré'" (113), all this contradicting
his latar advice to forget the appeal to the multitude and
concentrate nn’the two or three who know. The Master's
criticael acumen is curiocus: his preise of the book is basad
aon Marien's meking him feel "'as if I had rasd your novel'"
(117), though she admits that until recently she "'never heard
of 8 picture--never a book, except bad ones'" (106). Paul
Overt's mein reaction to this, however, is to be "touched as
he had scarce ever been by the picture of such a demonstra-
tion in his fevor" (117) when 5t. George decleres he will
read the book, which he should have done long before. Paul
shows squsal neivet® in the matter of Marian Fancourt, about
whom St. George declered, "'She's not for me'" (118). FPaul
is envious of both of them an their trip to the park efter
viewing the exhibit in black and white, the antithesis of

the situation in which Paul finds himself. He is more sur-
prised when, after being told by Marian that St. George is
keeping sway from her "'because it wasn't fair to you'" (112),
he seas the Master's coach pull up at her door on his exit,
though Paul fesls himself to be "caught in the act of spying"
(127) end, from the dearth of any commant by the narrator,

apparently is not suspicious of the Master's attentlons.

L)
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Though 5t. George is a comedic figure, Paul is aven more
80, 88 the tone of the narration makes clear. 1In the begin-
ning of the story, the narrator's and Paul's perspectives are
congruent; they view the company at Summersoft with amused
detachment. As soon es St. George appears, looking "better
behind than any foreign man of letters . . . 8 successful
stockbroker” (102), Paul loses his objectivity and we heer
the narrator's volice clearly saparete from Paul's for tha
first time. Though he accepted Mrs. St. George's beesuty end
high fashion (he knew thet the wife of 8 writer "wss fer fraom
presenting herself in a single type" E@i]), St. George's
clothes "were disconcerting to Peul Overt" (102), who appar-
ently expected a great writer to be frumpy or unkempt. The
narrator gently mentions to us that Paul "forgot for the
moment that the head of the profession was not a bit better
dressed than himself" (102).

Paul is aven more ahsurd when he pleces himself in the
position of vying for the favors of both Marian and St. George.
Paul is shocked to lsarn that St. George has confessed his
failings to Miss Fancourt, "the first comer" (107); Paul con-
fesses to Marian, "'you excite my envy'" (108). Even before
being introduced to Il”t:ha great men" (109), Paul achieves s
moment of triumph st finding that St. George has not told
Marian of Mrs. St. George's burning of the book: ™"'Then he
doesn't tell you everything!' Peaul had guesssd that she

pretty much supposed he did" (109). He experiences "an
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indafinite envy . . . a feeling addressed alike, strangely
enough, to esach of the occupants of the hansom" as St. George
and Marian drive off "'to look at types'" (123). Upon hesring
of the engagement, he is equally disconcerted at Marian's
happiness ("it was almost stupid” @b&]) and the Master's: '
"he was almost Qgﬁgl, almost smug" (148). -

The narrator puns with us at Paul's expense during mo-
ments of the young writer's greateat bawildered perplexity.
When St. George tells Paul at the engagsment party that he
has stopped writing, Paul wonders whether Marien's fortune
has provided St. George with enough financial security that
he can "ceasa to work ungratefully an exhausted veln" (150),
upon which the narrator puns: St. George "standing there in
the ripensss of his successful manhood . . . didn't suggest
that eny of his veins were exhaused" (150). When Paul leaves
the party, immedistely after, he is described ss "hugging his
wrong" (151), pettishly neglecting to say good-bye to his
hostess. In this last parasgraph, the narrator voices the
question of Paul's strength, so assuredly assumed by St.
George &nd so tenuously by Paul, which would bs asked by the
reader "if his interest has followed the perplexed young man
so far" (151); obviously it has, but the interest is not
pigued so much by the rather silly "parplaxedyyoung man" as
by the intriguing display of motive and counter-motive, evi-
dence and contra-evidence, assumption and insight that the

narrator has detalled for us.
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Marian too is comicelly exaggerated. - Her conversastion
abounds in exclamations: "'everything else [but art) is so
clumsy!'" (106); "'Ah, but he respacts youl!'" (124); "'Ah
parfaction, perfection--how one ought to go in for it! I
wish I could!'"™ (125), perfaction being epparently something
one takes up, like tennis. Even St. George notices "'shs en-
lerges everything she touches. Above all she exsggerates'"”
(118). She speaks "ardently" with "an sir of earnestness"
(107); she can be "ell swaest wonder" (108) or "all intensity"
(124). Her admission that "'It's so interesting to maet so
many celebrated people'" (106) sugqests she has "maré than a
touch of the superficial pleasure derived from soclislizing
with celebrities." o

The story is not farce, howsver; thae other side of the
narrator's humor is his compassion for the people involved.
The issue of the call to artistic dedication and self-denial
versus the lure of social success is 8 serious one. St.
George, 8s well as being comic, is also pitiful. He hss de-
clined from great promise and he knows it; his awareness of
77

Paul's talent produces his "seemingly gratuitous confession,"

though very humanly he puts more culpebility on external pres-
sure than on his own weaknsss.

76 Rimmon, p. 91.

77 Rimmon, p. 87.
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For all his comic guality, Paul remains sympathetic to
us. He is saved from our scorn because his misapprehensions
spring from en essentially positive ceuse, his sympathy for
and underatanding of "the poor pecceble man" (107), whose
eagerness in confessing his failings "to the first comer"
(107), @s Paul thinks of Marian, end to the young writer
suggests quilty swereness; by confessing his deterioration
himself, he turns his hearers' pity and derision to sympathy
and admiration. UWhen Paul hears that S5t. George has told
Marian "'he didn't esteem'" his own books (107), Paul is surae
the Master's fallings represent "some tragic intellectusl
;ecrat" (107), the reasons for which "could only be crual
anes, such 8s would meke him dearer to those who slready
were fond of him" (107-08).

St. George has sold out and he knows it. Being human,
he prefers to view himself 8s a tragic hero, not as a lseszy
charlatan. His possible hesitation at meeting Paul et
Marian's after the engagement suggests his awareness that,
for 8ll his harping to Paul, he, at any rate, prefers "per-
sonal happiness" to "'The senss of having done the best'"
(135), though he enthusiesstically taskes responsibility for
the young man's artistic development: "'I shall be the
making of you'" (150). The very humanness of St. Georgs,
which captures the reader's interest, esvokes the same rs-
sponae from Paul and is the most apparent reason for Marian's

desire to wed the Mastaer. In addition, though the wsll-trained
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James reader may note the peculiarities of Paul and St.
George during & first reading, he, 1likse Paul, is lured into
acceptance of St. George's peccadilloes until the reverssal
at the end and therefore has to hold himself as much as Paul
to eccount for naivetf.

Marian may be humorous to us, but she is, by the ssme
evidences, what she appears to be, the embodiment of "young
purity end richness . . . the perfection of a fine type" (104);
her naivet® is both comic and e basic part of her ettrection.
She is "an immature gifl" (107), particulearly én having been
out of England,78 which contributes to the freshness of her
"criticel intelligence. . . . She said things thet startled
him and that evidently came to her directly; they weren't
picked-up phrases" (125). She may say things "at one moment
toa extravagant to be rasl" but at the same time "too intelli-
gent to be false" (126). She is exeggerated, but descriptions
of her as being "all" of one thing or enother preclude hypoc-
risy,

If the production of Paul's new book at the end had bsen
due solely to his gullible acceptance of St. George's advice,
the story would bes ridiculous, but the decision instead is
Paul's uun?? and is besed on artistic consideration: "on the
point of rushing back to England," Paui catches "a glimpse of

8 Barry, p. 386.

79 Barry, p. 389,
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caertain pageslha hadn't looked at for months," which strike
him as so full of "high promise" that he knows he should
“"pursue his present trisl to the end" (143). As Wright notes,
"Overt comes to discover something in his working st his ouwn
art that mekes no sacrifice of his renouncing worldly things
or indead of his doing without Miss Fancnurt."eD The men
Paul Overt may be gullible and naive, but the artist Paul
Overt is, as S5t. George perceives, "'very strong indeed'”
(132) end apparently must work until "had hed givaen all that
was in him" (144), His ertistic consciousness hes, in fect,
"dedicated him to intellectual . . . passion" (151) end has
done so without St. George's elaborate exhortations, though
at the end Paul still worries that he has been "'sold'" by
"the mocking fiend" (151) into a2 false position. He is a
better artist than he himself is aware, as an sxaminatlion of
the nerrator's portrayal of Paul's consciousness damunstratés.
As tha narrator detalls Psul's conscliousness almoat ex-
clusively, his rars evaluative comments, such as his remindar
that Paul's exterior looks ms much like that of "a success-
ful stockbroker" as St. George's, demend notice. The compas-
sionate side of the narrator's ironic detachment is evident in
his comment on the conversation betwasn Marian and Psul on pur-

suing perfection: "It must be said in extenuation of this ac-

centricity that they wers interested in the busineas. Their

80

-

Wright, p. 92.
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tone hed truth and their emotion beauty; they weran't pos-
turing for each other or for someone elss" (125), a possible
contraest to the conversation of St. George. Throughout the
rest of the story, the narrator unobtrusively signale points
where Paul's parcaption‘may be equivocal by faocusling our at-
tantion an the fact that "Paul noticed," "Paul observed," or
"Paul perceived," as opposed to what another conaciousness
might make of the sesme thing. Had.James wished us to see Bx-
clusively through Paul's syes, a first-person narrator would
have achieved this effect more efficiently. The existence
of the narrator, on the other hend, ceusas us to view the
story from & greater distance; the reticence of ths narrator
forces us to make our own judgments; the cnmﬁantary in the

narration reminds us to keep our own judgments under scrutiny.

As the narrator restricts himself to his own and Paul's
cunaeiuuanessea, consciousneas becomes the subject of the
story. Ue see "thse drema of conacinusneaa"81 from whom we
are separated as it works to make sense of parceived impres-
sions., This drama, by its very nature, is as inconclusive
as the true measurs of St. George's motives; sverything we
know, have known, or will come to know is cuntribufory to our
consclousness., No matter how much we may try to control,

analyze, undarstend its vehicles, we are condemned to

81 Charles R. Anderson, Person, Place, and Thing in Henr
Jomes's Novels (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 1977), p. 7.
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uncertainty bsecause our consclousness is both the thing being
viewad and the viewer, a situation structured into this story
by the presence of the nerrator. Even when dealing with some-
one else's consciousness, no matter what the asmount of inti-
mate talk and feeling shared, we cannot "know" that conscious-
ness. Here, as elsewhere, James attempted to come as close as
posaible to knpwing consciousness by relating the process of
consciousness, as opposed to the reality, as in séraam-of-
consciousness. Surely not even Henry Jamas thought in thaose
complex, convoluted phrases and structures. The story is not
an attempt at presenting the reality of thought by which our
inner selves function, but 8 breeking down of the process,
putting into words the successive steps, doubts, hesitancies,
confusions with which we think and of which we are often un-
aware. Fadiman notes that James "had an almost intultive
perception of the unconscious and the part it plays in condi-

tioning behavior,“82

as we cen perceive in studying the motives
behind St. George's advice and its effect--or lack of it--on
Paul's hehavior. The narrator's presence 8llows us to see

what otherwlise we could not: Paul's and 5t. George's uncon-
scious motivations. Andreas describes James's conception of
life as "an accumulation of consciousness and as 8 continuaslly

82 Clifton Fadiman, "Introduction," The Short Staories

of Henry James (New York: The Modern Lihrary, 1945), p. xv.
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accelerating powsr to use onse's conacinuenaaa,"a.3

which sug-
gests the reasons for the use of present tense in the end of
the story: Paul's cansciousness has not cessed growing, though
he is limited by his subjectivity from understanding what has
occurraed. The continuing growth of consciousness must occur

in the readser as he, from & more objective stance, sssks to
understand what he has besn shown by the narrator end through

him by James.

Putt clesims that the problem of the story lies in the

plnt,ab but we know who goes where and says what. Rathsr,
the central issue of the smbiquity is "the choice of mo-
tivea";85 s Beach noted long eqo, "The storiss of Henry Jemes

sre records of sgeing rather than doing.“86 As Paul attempts
to decipher the motives of the Mastsr, Marian, and Mrs. St.
George, the reader is drauwn into a similar position with the
addition of watching Paul wstching himself watch others. To
estimate a motive requires en eatimation of the character,
and in James character is a subtle chameleon, having slways
‘basically the same shape but disconcerting color variations.
Reality fluctuates from moment to moment, and in thia'atorv

a8 in so much other Jemes we are given moments in time, each

.~

83 Andreas, p. 11.

8% putt, p. 219.

85 Rimmon, p. 94.

- 86 Josaph Warren Beach, The Method of Henry James (New

Haven: Yala Univ. Press, 1918), p. 56.
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one contingent upon the previous moments but unpredictably
divergent from them. The nature of observable human phenomena
demands constant shifts of perceptiogs, as an analysis of
Paul's visw of Mrs. 5t. George will demonstrate, but con-
sciousness--our ability to evaluate and to know ws are doing
so--after it goes to the trouble of drauing inferences, wants
them to be correct and therefore static even though it knouws
that people may be smblvalant as well as ambiguous, which

edds further layers of inconclusive suggestion.

The story is just what it seems to be--a puzzle with
saveral alternate, contradictory solutions, as the staircase
of Summersoft descends "from a great height in two arms with
a circular sweep of the most charming effect” (95)--two dif-
ferent ways to arrive at the sasme point. In other words, it
is an accurate depiction of reslity from the vantage point
of 8 persona, the narrator, perfectly awars of the situation
and of baoth the pathos and sbsurdity of it. As seems to be
the only satisfactory view of "The Turn of the Screw," the
lesson of the story is precisely the coexistence of mutually
opposite possibilities, though at the end of the story it is
"too soon to say" whether "the perplexed young men"(151) will
fully understand and asccept this. The individual conscious-
ness, even (or perhaps especially) an artistic one, must act,
-as Paul does in leaving for Europe fu write his novel or as
St. George does in proposing to Marian, but decisiona to act

are based on the weighing of alternate possibilities and
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settling on the ones that seem most positive or productive,
‘'not ones necesserily correct. The grest controversies that
fly sbout much of James's work suggest one of two things
about him: either he was not & very good artist and only con-
trived at creating obscure, verbose conundra, or he was 8 very
good artist and willfully presented embiguity because that's
what he saw aperant in reality.

Much of James's word reflacts this awareness of the com-
plexity of reallity, the difficulty of deciding what is right

end wrong, whaet is truth and fiction. As early as The Amsrican,

Jemes presents the conflict between two equally valid and vi-
sble attitudes: on one side, the ancient aristocretic tradi-
tion of the Bellegérdes; on the other the rootless, democratic
exuberence of Christopher Newman. Neither side i1s entirely
good or bad, but characters from each position muat deal with
characters from ths other. Mme. de Bellegarde and Christopher
Newman wish to achieve the same abject, the union of tradition
with wealth, but each individuel consciousness, limited by its
personsl experisnce, 1s incspable of perceiving reality as the
other sees it; Tha tragédy of the novel is not the failure of
love between Newmen and Claire de Cintr@ but the inability of
two distinct sats of idess either to merge or to complement
each other or,ultimately, even to recognize each nther's
validity. Morton Zabel points out Jemes's fascinaetion fo;

the difference between "a given appearance and e taken
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meaning"87; wherees Mme. de Bellegarde believes she is mani-

festing 8 csertein, to her, logicel and consistent appesarance,
the meaning that appearance takes to Neuman is, though also
logical and consistent, different from her projection.

In terms of "The Lesson of the Master," the given ap-
pearance of Mrs. St. George, Merien, and 5t. George may or may
not be the same as the conclusions drawn by Paul. Cherles
Anderson says that cheracters in James's work arrive at "resl
reletionships" with one another only after "one character
understands some associated object which he assumse 'is sum-
bolic of another character . . .--the inherent ambivalence

of the symbol being a chief complicating Factor."88

St.
George's study, for example, is something Paul uses to sub-
stantiate his judgment of Mrs. St. Georae and his under-
standing of the Master's message. It is "a large high room--
8 room without windows ., . . o place of exhibitlion," with

"a tsll desk, of great extent, at which the person using it
could urite only in the erect posture of a clerk in a counting-
house" (130). Noticing the rug, "& wide plain band of crimson
cloth, as stralght as a garden path and almost as lang," Paul
1mﬁediataly pictures S5t. George pacing "to and fro during
vexed hours--hours, that is, of admirable composition" (130).

87 Morton Dauwen Zsbel, "Introduction," The Portable

Henry James (New York: The Viking Press, 1951), pp. 19-20.

88 Rnderson, p. kL.
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fo Paul, despite the counting-house desk, the room seems ideal
for a place to write: "'Lord, what good things I should do

if I had such a charming place as this to do thém int' . ..
The outer world, the world of accident and ugliness, was 80
successfully excluded, and within the rich protecting square,
beneath the patronizing sky, the dresm-figures, the summoned
company could hold their particular revel" (132). Indsed by
going to Europe Peaul chooses seclusion in which to write.

St. George, however, describes the roam otherwise: "'Isn't

it a2 good bilg cage for going round and round? My wife in-
vented it and she locks me up every morning'" (131), By the
end of their conversation, Paul comes to agree with St. George:
the room is a prison in which the poor Master has been lockaed
by a demending wife so he can make money to send her children to
Sandhurst, though the Master himself admits that it was he

who led the "'mercenary muse'" to "'the altar of literature'"
(133). Not only does Paul eliminete his own spontaneous evalu;
ation of the room by accepting the Master's, but he then pro-
ceeds to believe he has understood the Master by understending
his room. Again, as with Mrs. St. George, Paul notices con-
tradictory evidence, but, being human, he feels he must come
to one "right" answer, whereas no one answer is acceptable.
Indubitably St. George feels caged by Ris room, knowing that
the work he produces there will be less than satisfactory;
indubitably Mrs. St. George intended the room to be the most

conducive atmosphere for her hushband's work; indubitably she
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and St. George have different perceptions of what that work
is and how it is to be accomplished. 1If, as Andress asserts,
in James "the supreme value for consciousness" is "a con-
stant, unremitting, and sympathetic consideration for the

89 consideration for others does not

feelings of others,”
gquarantee correct perception of their feelings. Mrs. St.
George cares for her husbend and he for her, 88 we cen see by
his declarationas at her death, but both characters, like Paul,
connot take the step from consideretion to understanding of
each other.

Paul's consciousness, the real subject of the story, is
essentially observetive and enalytical, as the nerrator demon-
strates 1n the opening scene of the story. The first sentence
places us withfn Paul's mind as he measures observation ageinst
what he hes been told: "He had been told the ladies were at
church, but this was correctsd by what he saw from the top of
the steps" (95). Paul notes details snd attempts to reach
velid conclusions based on his own observations. He stands at
the top of the stairs apart from the group, viewing the scene
and 1te inhabitants as an "edmirable picture" (95), a typical
objective artistic stance for him; as the narretor tells us,
he élwaya liked "to taske at once a& general perceptive posses-
sion of a new scene" (95), Being "slightly nervous, " he takes
"an independent line" (96) across the lawn of Summersoft,

83 Andreas, p. 7.
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feeling "2 fine English awkwardness" (96) in his lack of "e
certain social baldness" (96). The narrator makes it clear
from the outset that Faul's mind is naturally observant and
spaculative, that he 1s not perfectly at esse with people, end
that he feels comfort in a stillness that "was too perfect to
be modern" (96), enjoying a stroll down "a cheerful, uphol-
sterad avenus into the other century” (96). Paul prefers the
stability of the completed past to the infinite possibility of
the future. His comfort with the past is also indiceted by the
nerrator's comments on Paul's perceptions of Marian: "Modern
she was indeed, and made Saul Overt, who loved old colour,
the golden glaze of time, think with some slarm of the mud-
dled pelette of the future" (126).

After he joins the company, "his first attention" (97)
is given to speculations about St. George. Since one of the
gentlemen present 1s "too young" and one "scarcely looked
clever snough" (97) to be "the great misguided novelist" (97),
Paul concludes he is not among them, particularly as the young
uriter "had a vague sense" that were 5t. George present "he
would have given him a sign of recognition or of friendliness

e o o would know something about Ginistrella" (98). UWhen

St. George appesrs, he evinces no interest in or knowledge

of the presence of the young writer of whom he surely would
have heard in his walks with Miss Fancourt. In fact, uhén
introduced by Marian, S5t. George mskes no sign of recognition;

on the contrary, Paul notes that St. George's amisbility is
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"nart of his rich outfit" but does not proceed from personal
knowledge of the work of "a rising young scribbler" (110).
Again, we note the acute and apparently correct pe?ception
on Paul's part; the narrator specifically tells us he has
"the sort of divination that belonged to his talent" (110).

The ability to discern & reality does not, however,
guarantee an ability to evaluate correctly the nature of the
phenomgnan. Alwasys within Paul, becausse aof the acuteness of
his observation and his speculati;e turn of mind, is a con-
flict of interpretation, an awareness of the fluidity of
reality, its "muddled palette." The awareness is most un-
comfortaeble and, like sll ather human beings, Paul attempts
to fix reality sround him, a treit we can see in the subtle
fluctuations of his viewpoint on Mrs. St. George.

His first observations of Mrs. St. George are 8 "mysti-
fication" (98); ". . . ths importent little woman in the
aggressively Parisian dress" does not seem to Paul the ap-
propriaste "alter ego” (98) of a writer. She looks instead
like "the wife of a gentleman who 'kept' books rather than
wrote them" (99). He is impressed with her wit; though at
first he "suspected her of a tendency to figure people as
larger than 1ife" (99), he comes to realize she possesses a
"sharply mutinous" (99) attitude toward the high society with
whom she cohabits. Hearing of the burnt book, however, im-
mediately moves Paul back to a negative view of her as he

assumes the burnt book "would have been one of her hushand's
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finest things” (‘l[]lf]).gD His neqgetive opinion is reinforced
as the etory brucaeda by St. George's comments that his wife
does not allow him to smoke or drink and that she has con-
structed "'a good big cage'" (131), in which she "locks" har
husband every morning. But confact with the woman herself,
as opposed to her exterior and her husband's comments, shekss
Paul's perception of her as "the Dregon” (109) to this 5t.
George. Walking with Mrs, St. George, while her husband
and Marlien are "quite out of sight" (110), he finds ha gats
on with her "baetter than he aexpected" (111), noting agein how
"alert" and "sccommodating" she is. He finds himself with
"a glimmering of the answer" as to how "she could be held to
have been the meking of her hushand" (111), though the narra-
tor cerefully refrains from defining that glimmering or of
explaining what meskes "this perception . . . provisiaonal"
(111),

After his lang talk with St. George in the Mester's cags,
Paul settles for himself his view of Mrs. St. George, & vieuw
that corresponds to St. George's warnings concerning mar-
riage: "'One's wife interferes'" (135). The cbvious con-
clusion reasched by Paul, and the readsr at this point, is
that Mrs. 5t. George, consciously or otherwise, has forced
her hushand to lead "'the clumsy conventional expensive mater-
ialized vulgsrized brutalized 1ife of London'"™ (137) in order

90 Barry, p. 388.
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to meke enaugh money to send his children to Sandhurst. This
conclusion should be as questionable to Peul as to the rsader.
From the baeginning of his ecquaintance with her, as Peter
Barry has noted, Paul "is never completely happy with his
adverse judgmant of her character, and never finds sufficient
support 1"(Jr»1.1:.“9‘l St. George himself asdmits at the beginning
of the conversation that his wife is "'e woman of distinguished
qualities, to whom my obligations are immanse'" (135). Hed
she not teken the trouble to invite Paul to dinner, it is
unlikely the Master would have thought to do so. She manages
his social 1ife completely, & 1life that, though he claims that
it has "'taken away . . . the power'" (137) to write, he seems
to enjoy: "Paul noted how little the author of Shadoumere
minded, as he phrased it to himself, when addressed as a cele-
brated story teller" (119). Twice in the preceding sentence
the narrotor hes taken care to separate himeelf from Psul; in
the second instance, the implication is that someone else bn
observing St. George would heve put the same obsarvations in
different phrases, presumably dropping the understatement: St.
George enjoyed being addreased "as & celebrated story teller."
Howaver, the Master's talk, whose dominant theme sesms to
be the pitfall of marrimge, overwhelms Paul, and, likesable
woman as sha may bhe, he categorizes her as the catalyst for
St. George's deterioration. Hence his "bewilderment" (143)

31 Barry, p. 387,
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upon receipt of St. George's letter after her desth acknow-
ladging the Master's debt to her: "'She carried on our life
with the greetest art, the rarest devaotion, and I was free,
as few men can have been, to drive my pen, to shut myself up
with my trade. This was a rare service--the highest she could
have rendered me'" (143), Paul's mind immediately pursues the
question of St. George's motives: "If Mrs., S5t. George was an
irrepearable lass, then her husband's inspired advice had been
a bad joke snd renunciation wes e misteke?" (143). He does
not question, even at this point, the reality of Mrs. St.
George: wsas she an irrepsrable loss or the Dragon? By stud-
ying imaegery, dialogue, and action, we cen come to a reasonable
estimation of her character, 8s ws can with Marian and St.
George, bearing slways in mind that as far as Paul, or St.
George for that matter, ie concerned, uhat(Mra. St. George
reélly is is of 1little consequence in comperison to what he
thinks she is; it is houw he perceives her, not the ultimate
validity of hia percaeption, that will influence his actiaons.
He is in the same situation with Marian Fancourt, another
interesting enigma about whom we may come to some conclusions.
As noted, like the other characters, she is comically exag-
gerated both by her frequently hyperbolic spsech and the re-
actions she produces in her suitors. She is also vary much
like her predscessor: both women are beautiful in face and
figura; hoth sre at sase in the social milisu and know hou to

function as efficient, charming hostesses. Though Paul, like
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S5t. George, appsrently, hes difficulty understanding Mrs. St.
George, Merian does not. In her conversation with Paul st
her home, she revesls her understanding of Mra. S5t. George,
though it is Paul who brings the Master's wife into consider-
etion. Marien denies that St. Gaorée "'has a mystifying |
little way of 8lluding'" to his wife, et lesst to her: "'That
wouldn't be right, would 1t?'" (124). She does admit éhat
5t. George said of his wife "'that she didn't care for per-
fection,'" which is, according to Paul, "'e great crime in

an artist's wife,'" though Marian's response is, "'Yes, poor
thing.'" Her sympathy for and acceptance of Mrs. St. George
sre explained when she says, "'Women are so hampaered--so
condemned! Yet it's a kind of dishonour if you don't, when
you want to do something, isn't it?'" (125). She has ax-
pleined to Psul the position in which women find themselves,
a position which, in 8ll fairness to him, S5t. George perceives,
though he puts it much less sympatheticelly than Marian: ac-
cording to him, women "' think they understand, they think
they sympathize'" with an artist's work, but "'Their idea is
that you shall do a great lot and get a great lot of money.
Their great nobleness and virtue, their exemplary conecien-
tiousness as British females, is in kseeping you up to that'"
(136); "'How cen they taks part Eh artistic sacrificé] ?
They're the idol end the aslter and the flame'" (138). Peul
tells St. George that Marian, unlike most women, "'haa a pas-

sion for the real thing, for good work--for everything you and

- 53 <



I cere for most,'" but St. George responds, "'She has it in-
deed, but she'd have a2 still greater passion for her children--
and very proper too. ‘She'd insist on everything's being madse
confortable, adventegeous, propitious for them'" (139).

The comparison Qetmaen the two women 18 underscored by
their shared imagery, such as the color red. Mrs. 5t. George
waears a red dress and puts 8 red carpet in her husbend's study.
Marian has red haeir end she lives in a "bright red socisble
taelkative room" (126). Red seems to suggest lifas, growth,
and change. Summersoft, whose stillness is "too perfect ta
be modern" is "pink rather than red" (96), having faded from o
the original vitelity of its youth. Aging Genersl Fencourt
has "a pink smiling face" (96). UWhen Paul returns to London
after hés'aojourn on the Continent, he finds in Picedilly, the
Fancourt nelghborhood, "three or four big red housss where
there had been low bleck ones" (144). UWhen the General tells
Paul of the impending wedding, Paul turns "very red" (146).
Even during the dinner at Summersoft, the political discussion
concerns Conservetism and its opposition, "thaose of another
political colour"(103), red.

Tpa two women also shars associations with flowers. Paul
and Marian sit on a Floﬁarad sofe for thelr first telk, and
her sitting room is pervadsd by an "almost intense odor of
flowsrs" (126), ®s in Mra. St. George's rooma "the odor of
flowers® lingers after a dinner party (130). Both women are

as alive and natural 8s their flowsers. Though the perfect
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hostess, glorying in name-dropping, Mrs. S5t. George is "sharply
mutinous™ (99) toward the stuffy representatives of la monde.
Marian's "real success" is "to live, to bloom" (iou). 5t.
George remarka; "'You ought always to believe such a girl as
that--slways, always'" (114). The women are bright in their
clothing, their manner, and their minds; they are active and
full of vitality end enthusiasm. Mrs., St. George pushes her-
gelf beyond her physical limitations in order to be a paff of
the sociel world, and Marian is "not efraid to gqush," doas

not care to remember "that she must be proud" (125).

In contrast to the natural bloom of Mearian, St. Gearge
and Paul are considered "'hothouse plents'" (119) leading ar-
tificial lives for ert. Though St. George is misteken for a
hothouse flowser by General Fancourt, the Mester denies it:
"'I've 1lived the 1life of the world, with my wife and my prog-
eny, the clumsy conventional expensive materislized vulgarized
brutalized 1ife of London'" (137). Paul is more the hothouse
flower, living and writing away from England and then selecting
the greenhouse of the Continent for further production.

There are two sides to the hothouse flower: it may be of
rare beauty, but living sway from the intensity of social life
can breed great naiveté as wall aé great art., Marian Fancourt_
has lived in the hothouse of Asia, full of myriad examplaes of
life and richneéa, where she nevertheless "'never heard of a
picture'" (106). Peter Barry mainteins that "the originality

of her thinking . . . is, to a large extent, the product of her
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cultursl situation."g2 Her ideas on art seem to Paul "at

one moment too extravagant to be real" and the next "too
intelligent to be false. Thaey were both high and lame . . ."
(126). Overt is struck not only "with her critical intelli-
gence and with something large and bold in the movement aof
her mind" (125), but 8lso with her naivet@.

For all har artistic naiveté, Marian is very "modern":
"She was on the footing of an independent personege . . .
Modern she wes indeed, and mede Paul Overt, who loved old
color . . . think with some alarm of the muddled palette of
the future" (126). Though he sees her at first as "an imma-
ture girl" (107), he soon finds her "the perfection of a fine
type" (104). St. George declares her "'an artistic intelli-
gence really of the first order'" (118), and both men would
like "'to represent'" her; "'there's nothing like life!'"
comments the Mastsr.

Tha narrator is typlcally reticent in his evaluation of
har.93 As with Mrs. S5t. George and her husband, the narra-
tor says of Marian, "she appeared to imply that real success
wes to resemble" her (104), separating his observation a step
from Paul's. In an explicit comment on her and Paul, he tells
us that during their conversation on psrfection, "they weren't
posturing for eech othar or someone else" (125). Miss Fancourt

92 8arry, p. 386.

93 Barry, p. 386; Rimmon, p. 93.
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doesn't posture; she 1s what she appears to be, but Overt has
difficulty perceiving what that is. He is given the clues
but missas tha solution.

Overt doaes recognize some wesknesses in Marlan's perfaection
in her percaption of art and her own artistic attempts, which
are naive for all their being intelligent. Yet Overt in his
own naiveté wishes her to be something more then naturally
human. He feals betrayed when, after & virtually unexplained
absence of two years, having Been him scarce half s dozen
times and being given no declarations or assuresnces of his
feelings, she decides to marry snmeone‘elae. Furthermore, he
knows her great admiration for S5t. George. "'He understends--
understends everything'" (108), she says. "'He sees avery-
thing; he has so many comparisons and images, and they're
sluays exactly right'" (125). UWhen she agrees to marry the
Master, however, Overt experiences "a strange irritation in his
complicated artistic soul and a sort of disinterested disap-
pointment. She wes so happy it was almost stupid--a disproof
of the extraordinary intelligence he had formerly found in her.
Didn't she know how bad St. George could be, hadn't she recog-
nized the auwful thinness--?" (148). We must ask why Bhe
should when heretofore the supposedly budding genius df Overt
could not. In addition, he now calls Marian "stupid" for her
happineas in marrying a man she loves and admires, the seme
personage Paul has been enthusiastically listening to up to

this point. Overt is ridiculous and betrays his ouwn naivet®
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and crudity when he leaves her gathering without saying qood-
bye. Overt condemns Marian for behaving precisely as she

sald she would. He condemns her for her naturalness, her

joie de vivre, and her freedom of action eand thought, which
ere the very qualities he most admired in her. Once again he
attempts to create order and stability out of the confused im-
pressions received by his consciousness and once agsin is left

with no absolute cartainties.

Why doss the narrator tell us this story? His narretion is
presented caonventionally in the past tense until the ending,
which i8 in the present. Evidently the narrator knows the
conclusion from the start and narrates the story from no great
distance in time from the events. He is careful to tell us
that even he cannot know for sure what will occur beyond the
end of the story. It is possible that "St. George may produce
good work, Paul may not."gb The nerrator admits "it's too
sgon to say" (151), though his detschment indicetes he is not
concerned over the outcome elther way. He is no slouch of an
ertist himself; the story proceeds to the twist of the gnding
in &8 logicsl, consistent manner, breparing the reader to ac-
cept the conclusion while in no way mitigating our surprise at
it. In retrospact, 5t. George's engagement to Marian is the
most logical step the older artist could take; yet the narrator

e Barry, p. 389,
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hes so carefully enmeshed us in Paul's consciousness thai we
react with him in confusion at the dénouement, thomgh our per-
ceptions at the seme time are larger than Paul's,

The narrator has establishaed & personsl, if understeted,
relationship with us. Paul is "Our friend" (96), "Our young
man" (97), and “our htero" (141). The smused detachment of
the narrator puts us at esse; he chats yith us as equals while
luring us into accéptance of Psul's perceptions at the same
time. He is urbane and confident, at ease in the social milieu
of St. George's life, 'but egually perceptive of the anxieties,
doubts, and enthusiasms of a young writer struggling between
his desire to achieve prominence in his chosen profession and
his "dread of being grossly proud" (98). The narrator under-
stands and portrays with sympathy the younger artist's enthusi-
astic and undiscriminasting ardor for the older asrtist, whose
words "made a sharp impression on E’au]], like almost all
spoken words from the same source" (141): he seas both tha
comedy and the pethos of the situstion for both men. The nar-
rator, we may canclude, knows Paul so well bsceuse he, too, hes
sharad the struggle and evidently surmounted it. He treats
ﬁaul'a youth with envy and sympathy, knowing that Merian's
eyes "would have half-broken his heart if he hadn't been so
young" (105). He has faced the decision Paul must face be-
tween the demands of 1life and art; the quality of his narra-
tion suggests he opted for the latter, while his compassion

for both Paul end St. George indicates his understanding of
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the difficulty aof that decision.

Though he chooses to delineste Paul's conacioueneae,)
his picture of St. George is uniformly attractive. G5t. Gearge
may be 8 posturing phony, but he postures magnificently, in
full awareness of himself, and the narretor sdmires St. George's
wittq charm and verbal competence, both evident in the narrator
himself. Perhaps the narrator feels more at ease in dealing
with the younger, underdeveloped, naive consciousness of Paul
than with the experienced and subtle consciousness of "the
great misguided ertist," who would be more of an egual match
. for the narrator's ironic, if compassionate, dissaction. In
Paul's case, the narrator's compassion is extended both to
the young man's situation and to the young man, for the nar-
rator is clearly superior in his knowledge and understanding
to the young artist. 1In St. George's cose, the narrator's
sympathy is extended only to the novelist's situation, his
compramise and failure, not to his character, which doesn't
need compassion because it is so successful.

Though the narrator's personal decision may have been
the opposite of St. George's, the two are more similar in
character to each other than either is to Paul. As ék. George,
for his oum reasons, enjoys playing with Paul's mind, so does
the narrator. The narrator's depiétion of Marian exhibits the
same appréciation for her beauty and freshneas that St. Georgs
demonstrates. She may not be the ideal women for asn artist to

marry to further his work, but she is & delightful sampls of

-
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womanhood that sny normal mele would desire to attract and
antertain, and the narrator thoroughly enjoys St. Georgse's
triumph in attaining her. The bitterness in the and lies com-
pletely in Peul; the narrator enjoys his discomfiture--end
ours--as his studied sercasm indicates. Though S5t. George
speaks of his old age and "'the moral'" (151) of his artistic
fallure while radiating blooming health and happiness, the
narrator notes that “stending there in.the ripeness of his
succesaful manhood, [st. Georgé] didn't suggest thet any of
his veins were exhasusted" (150), a mpst un-Jemesian suggestive
remark. S5St. George may have failed &s an artist, but he has
succeedad admirably as 28 men and may not therefore be treated
with the same condescension as "the perplexed young man" (151).
Neither the narrator nor St. George ever loses his composure,
his control of the situation and the people involved, his safe
detechment derived from intellectual observation. This cool-
ness contrasts greatly to Paul, who at the end rudsly leaves
the reception without taking leave of his hostess and wandars
home in the confusion of darkness, that of the night and of
his mixed reactions.

At the conclusion, the narretor completely separates him-
gelf from Paul's consciouaﬁass when he says he knows that Paul
"would reelly be the very first to appreciate” (151) new work
from St. George, though Paul's only feeling is fear that St.
George will still publish. The narrator's final comment is

therefore totally his own: "“perhaps . . . the Master was
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essentially right end . . . nature had dedicated (?aul to
intellectual, not to personel passion” (151)., In two ways,

by "perhaps" and "essentially," the narrator makes plain

the irony and resultent ambiquity of his claesing phrase:

the Master was only "perhaps" right and was right only "es-
sentially"; we may question whether the Master was right,
whether it was nature or the Mastar that dedicated Peaul,
whether Paul becomes "dedicated" at Bll, whether he is dedi-
cated to "intellectual" pession, and whether there is a dif-
ference between intellectual and personel passion, & complexi- .
ty of unresolvable "whethers" with which the narrator taunts
the reader. He knows, and forces us to recognize, the totel
ahsence of one clear sbsolute thing which can be celled
"truth." Given any set of incontrovertible facts, the mo-
tives, causes, and effaects that result in and from those

facts will always be inconclusive, for the human conscious-
ness, the resal subject of the story, is slways so, end any
pretensions to the opposite are wrong. If Bny one in the

story hes the right to drew sbsolute conclusions, it is the
na?rator; yet, superior es he is, he doesn't and cen't. UWe

méy arrive at logical, consistent evaluations, but we may never
reat in complete assurence that we are right. This ie the les-
son Paul éust learn and that the narrator knows and demon-
strates to us through the vehicle of Paul's developing con-

sciousness.
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Iv. Concluaion

At the end of the story, Paul is wandering in the com-
plexities of his own consciousness, Marian and St..Gaorge
seem about to live happily ever after, and the reader is won-
daring what it was all about. The narrator has led us through
a maze of subtle images and impressions, shown them stimula-
ting the developing consclousness of a young artist, end
demonstrated thet reality is a fluid and ambiguous substance.
We have seen the nerrator's delicsate drswing of Peul's con-
tradictory eveluations of Mrs. St. George end Marian Fancourt
end his inability to pierce St. George's Master-gone-wrong
mask. The guestion is, what is the lesson of the real Master,
Henry James?

From the view of the gquestion of artistic commitment
raised by the story, the lesson is essentially what S5t. George
says it is, but for different reasons. It is not the accoutre-
ments of society that meke or break the artist; it is the artist
himself, The artist must not allow soclety to interfere with
his own artistic developmen{. St. George roughly admits this
by saying that he has turned to "'the worship of false gods!'"
(115), but he then beclouds the issue by bringing in his family
and his social successes far their share of the burden. The
artist must maintain his integrity; he must go his own way;
and sbove 611 he must not believe 8ll He segs on the surface.

Jamas's lesson to an artist is, yes, dedicate yourself to art,
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but do so in spite of, not because of, 5t. George's confused
advice; do so because that is whet you must do. The artist
must learn for himself what he does have to sacrifice and
what he does not; certalinly he need not necesserily become @8
disfranchised mank. The artist's job is to intensify life,
and he cannot do 8o unless he knows life intimately. Cer-
tainly he must keep himself in the position of an observer of
life, but there must be life around him to observe. St. George
has a8 great deal of life around him; we are told again and
again of the perfections of his observations of people, of
"typea." The only cause, therefore, of his lack of superior
production is his own failing, his own inner weakness.

Does Overt learn a lessan from the Master? His new book
is found to be "really megnificent” (151) by the St. Georges
who fostered it, and if we trust their judgment the Master's
advice was sound., Paul realizes that he has been duped, but
he places culpability on the wrong parties; it ié his ouwn
naiveté, his "hothouse flower" outlook, that has caused him
to misread and continue to misread reality. He is still afreid
of the possible production of esnother masterpiece by 5t. George,
which i8 at least improbable if not impossible, not to mention
irrelevant. This fesr of Overt's casuses us to fear that he
has not truly learned his lesson: he has not learned to be-
come the objective observer he nesds to be.in order to gain
true artistic maturity, such as that displayed by the narra-

tor, who allows the characters to move, to act, to be on their
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oun, He describes éhem, watches, them, and amuses himsgelf
with them. He does not impose 1limits on them but allows

them to delineate their own charscters. Finally, though
poasssssad of a definite cherectar, though displsying under--
standing and compassion for them, he does not judge them; his
commentary is suggestive but the final judgments, if any are
possible, sre left to the resder.

But for those of us who are not artists, the Master hes
two other lessons. »Une is the fluid and amorphous nature of
reality as it is perceived and evaluated in human conscious-
ness, In her discussion of Jamas's ambiguity, Rimmon daefines
ambiquity "to cover only the relation obtaining between mutual
exclusivea"gs: St. George is sither honest or diahoneét; Mrs.
St. George is either a help or a hindrence; Marian would either
be good for or destructive of Paul's work. Rimmon's limitation,
however, is not consistent with £he effect of the story. Each
time one reads the story, the cheracters and situations stand
in a slightly different light and new glimmers of understending
show themselves, resulting from the snalytic thoughts about
the story the reader has pursued and from the reader's juxta-
position of the ideas of the story with his own external re-
ality. Subsequent glimmers do not blot out previous ones,
though they may be contradictory to the former. Rather, the
new parceptions overlie the previous, so that the result is

95 Rimmon, xi,
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not so much change of viewpoint as expansion of it. In the
story, 8s in reality, motives, characters, and reactions are
not either black or white, much as we may wish them to be for
our own security. The effect is not grayness, however, but 2
rich tapaestry woven of contradictory colors. From a~distance,
the story might appear gray, but when viewed closely the in-
dividual threads can be discerned, though so closely inter-
woven that none may be removed without changing the fabric of
the whale.

The other lesson is that because one's perceptian of re-
ality determines his actions and attitudes, how one percelves
reality is a moral question of unsurmountable difficulty. The
way en individuel consciousness views itself, its environment,
and the characters that inhabit it will result in love or ha-
tred, trust or suspicion, honesty or lie, good or bad. The
relative dimensions of our consciousnesses create a corrsla-
tive respansibility for the moral consequences of consciousness.
The "suprems value for consciousness" is "a constant, unremit-
ting, and sympathetic consideration for the feelings ﬁf

others,“96

a value Paul Overt has not reslized. UWe can naver
be sure of the rightness or wrongngss of our ectlons bacause
we are unable to knu@ completely another's consctousness, bhut
we can be. sware of that cunsciousness and strive to deal wlth

.1t with as much aympathy as pnssible within our limits.

6 Andreas, p. 7.
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D. W. Jefferson states that moral "lessons" are not what
James is interested 1n97; nane of the characters, including
the narrator, can be judged as good or evil. The outstdnding
characteristic shared by all the characters is their humanity.
Mrs. 5t. George is human in her desire to construct her life
and her family's as conFortably as possible; Merian is human
in her desire to wed the charming and witty St. George, who
is very human in his desire to mitigate his failuraes at the
gsame time as he profits from them, Paul Overt is human in
his desire to achieve artistic success, artistic integrity,
and personal happiness. The narrator is human in his delight
in the foibles of his characters as he tells the story.

When we view the story as & whole, the superficiasl dis-
tinction between 1ife end art, as suggested by St. George and
perceived by Paul Overt, disappears, for the story itself puts
the two in their true relstion, which is perhaps best stated
by Merian Fancaurt: "'What's art but an intense life--if it
be real?'" (106). In one sense, 8ll art is fake; the story
portrays invented charéctars saying invented things in invented
sagttings. But on 8 deeper level, the invented characters sre
completely raeal, both because we see in them reflections aof
the reality we know and becausa, once we have read the story,

they become part of our reality. The "'intense life'" of the

97 b. u, Jeffarson, Henry Jemes esnd the Modern Reader
~(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1964), p. 22,
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story becomes completely real as it enters our lives and in-
fluences our perceptions of and reactions to our fellow beings.
When we reach the level of percelving that art is 1ife, our
lives ecan then partake of the conscious swsreness of art.
"Some people are more elive then others, and it is in the
power of human beings to stimulate or to benumb not only other
people's sense of 1life but also their oum."g8 By creating a
static, structured segment of 1life in s piece of art, Henry
James has certainly stimulated our sense of 1ife to the end
that we may experience life in the same menner as we did the
story, living in complete swareness of its fluidity, its frus-

trating ambiquity, its transience, and its supernal beauty.

8 Andreas, p. 2.
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