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Henry James as a Critic —Hawthorne—
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What I have called the

fusion strikes me as indeed beyond any rendering

...Hawthorne was dead.

when I think of the peculiar assault on my private
consciousness of that news: I sit once more,
half-dressed, late of a summer morning and in a

bedimmed 1ight which is somehow at once that of dear
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old green American shutters drawn to against
openest windows and that of a moral shadow projected
as with violence—I sit on my belated bed, 1 say,
and yield to the pang that made me positively and
loyally cry. (478) !
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He is the writer to whom his countrymen most
confidently point when they wish to make a claim to
have enriched the mother—tongue, and, judging from
present appearances, he will long occupy this

honorable position. (319) 2
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He [Hawthorne] was poor, he was solitary, and he
undertook to devote himself to literature in a
community in which the interest in literature was
as yet of the smallest. It is not too much to say
that even to the present day it is a considerable
discomfort in the United States not to be “in
business.” The young man who attempts to launch

himself in a career that does not belong to the

so—called practical order; the young man who has not,

in a word, an office in the business quarter of the

town, with his name painted on the door, has but a

limited place in the social system, finds no

particular bough to perch upon. (342)
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Still, since a beautiful writer was growing up in
Salem, it is a pity that he should not have given
himself a chance to commemorate some of the types
that flourished in the richest soil of the place.
(354)
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No State, in the European sense of the word, and
indeed barely a specific national name. No
sovereign, no court, no personal loyalty, no
aristocracy, no church, no clergy, no army, no
diplomatic service, no country gentlemen, no
palaces, no castles, nor manors, nor old
country—houses, nor parsonages, nor thatched
cottages, nor ivied ruins; no cathedrals, nor
abbeys, nor little Norman churches; no great
Universities nor public schools—no Oxford, nor
Eton, nor Harrow; no literature, no novels, no
museums, no pictures, no political society, no

sporting class—no Epsom nor Ascot! (351-52)
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In the United States, in those days, there were no
great things to look out at (save forests and

rivers); life was not in the least spectacular;
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society was not brilliant; the country was given up
to a great material prosperity, a homely bourgeois
activity, a diffusion of primary education and the
common luxuries. There was therefore, among the
cultivated classes, much relish for the utterances
of a writer who would help one to take a picturesque
view of one’s internal possibilities, and to find in
the landscape of the soul all sorts of fine sunrise

and moonlight effects. (383)
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Judge Pyncheon is an elaborate piece of description,
made up of a hundred admirable touches, in which
satire is always winged with fancy, and fancy is
linked with a deep sense of reality. It is
difficult to say whether Hawthorne followed a model
in describing Judge Pyncheon; but it is tolerably
obvious that the picture is an impression—a

copious impression—of an individual. (416)
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Puritanism, in a word, 1is there, not only
objectively, as Hawthorne tried to place it there,
but subjectively as well. Not, I mean, in his
judgment of his characters, in any harshness of
prejudice, or in the obtrusion of a moral lesson;
but in the very quality of his own vision, in the
tone of the picture, in a certain coldness and

exclusiveness of treatment. (404)
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His /talian Note—Books are very pleasant reading,
but they are of less interest than the others, for
his contact with the life of the country, its people
and its manners, was simply that of the ordinary
tourist —which amounts to saying that it was

extremely superficial. (439)
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The plastic sense was not strong in Hawthorne; there
can be no better proof of it than his curious
aversion to the representation of the nude in
sculpture. This aversion was deep—seated; he
constantly returns to it, exclaiming upon the
incongruity of modern artists making naked figures.
He apparently quite failed to see that nudity is not
an incident, or accident, of sculpture, but its very
essence and principle; and his jealousy of undressed
images strikes the reader as a strange, vague,
long—dormant heritage of his straight—laced Puritan
ancestry. Whenever he talks of statues he makes a
great point of the smoothness and whiteness of the
marble—speaks of the surface of the marble as if
it were half the beauty of the imageE. (441)
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1t [7he Marble Faun] has a great beauty, of interest
and grace; but it has to my sense a slighter value
than its companions, and I am far from regarding it
as the masterpiece of the author, a position to which
we sometimes hear it assigned. The subject is

admirable, and so are many of the details; but the

whole thing is less simple and complete than either
of the three tales of American life, and Hawthorne
forfeited a precious advantage in ceasing to tread
his native soil. Half the virtue of 7he Scarlet
Letter and The House of the Seven Gables is in their
local quality; they are impregnated with the New
England air. (444)
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The character of Hilda has always struck me as an
admirable inventionE . She has done no wrong, and
yet wrong—doing has become a part of her experience,
and she carries the weight of her detested knowledge
upon her heartl . She has passed the whole lonely
summer in Rome, and one day, at the end of it,
finding herself in St. Peter’s, she enters a
confessional, strenuous daughter of the Puritans as
she is, and pours out her dark knowledge into the
bosom of the Church—then comes away with her
conscience lightened, not a whit the less a Puritan
than before. (446)
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