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I
Henry James: An American Literary Critic

A practicing literary critic during most of his 
career/ Henry James believed literary criticism the 
cumulative and culminative literary art. As a "com- 
promise between the philosopher and the historian,"” 
James wrote, the literary critic "should unite in him
self the qualities which are required for success in 
every other department of letters." "Criticism is 

s positively and miraculously not the simplest and most 
immediate, but the most postponed and complicated of 
the arts, the last qualified for and arrived at, the 
one requiring behind it most maturity, most power to

James published French Poets and Novelists 
(hereafter FPN) in 1878, Hawthorne (hereafter H) in 
1879, Partial Portraits (hereafter PP) in 1888, Essays 
in London and Elsewhere (hereafter ELS) in 1892, and 
Notes on Novelists, and some other Notes (hereafter NN) 
in 19lip. James’s literary criticism, reviews, and 
prefaces have been published by others in Views and Re- 
views in 1908, Notes and Reviews (hereafter N&fT) in 
1921, The Art of the Novel (hereafter AN) in 193U, The 
Future' of the Novel ( hereafter FN) in 1956, The Ameri
can Essays of Henry James (hereafter AE) in 19565 and 
Literary Reviews and Essays (hereafter LRE) in 1957*

^Henry James, "A French Critic," N&R, ed. Pierre 
De Chaignon La Rose (Cambridge, Mass., 1921), p. 103.

3Ibid.
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understand and compare."^ A literary critic with these 
credentials possessed James's true critical sense: "a 
gift inestimably precious and beautiful . . .

The method of the literary critic responsible to 
his art was the confrontation of the strict secondhand 
experience in a work of literature with the critic's 
own firsthand experience of life. The peculiarity of 
the critic's art and a partial explanation of the ar
tistically cumulative and culminative requirements of 
criticism lay in James's interpretation of what ensued 
from this confrontation. The literary critic shares 
the firsthand experience commonly, but he alone is re
quired to resolve another’s chosen presentation of ex
perience into his own firsthand experience of life and 
produce art. To master his art the responsible lit
erary critic must undo the Gordian knot tied by the 
imaginative writer rather than cut it. Venturing only 
statements of the obvious direction and simple propor
tion of litersture--that is, failing to exercise the 
true critical sense--deprives criticism of its artist-

^•Henry James, "James Russell Lowell ( I819-I89I ) » " 
AE, ed, Leon Edel (New York, 1956), pp. 115-6.

^Henry James, "Criticism," SLE (New York, 1893)» 
p. 263.

^James, "Criticism," ELS, p. 265.
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ry. For, the health of any art, according to James, 
lies in its persistent precedence beyond its most ad-

g
vanced follower.

James expected no less of literary criticism be
cause it was American. And in writing of the art of 
criticism he singled out distinctly American miscon
ceptions and opportunities.

Americans, James cautioned, misconceived the true 
critical sense in believing that ambition and youthful

Qignorance could fulfill its requirements.' Laboring 
- under this misconception, criticism in America had de
generated to reviewing in the newspapers. Americans 
had accepted the "baser coin" of reviewing for the 
true critical sense, a sense squandered in review
ing. 'Lv' Criticism was an art, reviewing a trade, a 
trade James practiced and deprecated. In "Daniel 
Deronda: A Conversation," James defined reviewing:

7'James, "Journal of the Brothers De G-oncourt,"
ELE, p. 191.

O
Henry James, "The Future of the Novel," FN, ed. 

Leon Edel (New York, 1956), p. ipO.
Parties, "James Russell Lowell (1819-1891), " AE,

pp. 115-6.
10James, "Criticism," ELE, p. 263.

7
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"Trying not to understand . . ,
In "The Future of the Novel," he called it "an 

effort of intelligence as undeveloped as the inepti
tude over which it fumbles . . . ,"12 This quote and 
others culled from James's writing imply a reviewer's 
poisoning of the creative well in American literature. 
In contrast to the selective criticism of new publica
tions by French critics, the Anglo-American press in 
its practice of reviewing all new publications demon
strated its inability to distinguish between books 
worthy of criticism and those unworthy of it.^ The 
French possessed "the critical spirit, which knew 
where it is concerned and where not . . . The
pseudo-critics of the American press with their in
discriminate praise of American writers in their re
views failed to discourage poor writing and encourage 
good writing.1'’ American authors suffered from this 
want of discriminating critical guidance. Thus, Amer-

■^Henry James, "Daniel Deronda: A Conversation," 
PP (London, 1911), p. 69.

James, "The Future of the Novel," FN, p. 35.
^  James, "Criticism," SLS, pp. 262-3.
^James, "The Future of the Novel," FN, p. 35.

Henry James, H, in The Shock of Recognition, 
ed. Edmund Wilson (New York~i 1955 ) s p . bS 0.



ican misconceptions about the true critical sense
proved detrimental to American literary criticism as
well as American creative writing.

James believed an opportunity existed in the
United States unequalled anywhere else in the world
for the growth of criticism." The immense audience
in America for literature--a quantity noted later by
James that contributed to the distinctiveness of Amer-

17ican literature--provided much of this opportunity.. 
American critics had seldom measured up to James’s re
quirements. For example, Edgar Allen Poe, the fore
most literary critic in Hawthorne's time, had a single 
quality in his criticism for which James was sure 
Poe's criticism would be remembered: "It is probably 
the most complete and exquisite specimen of provin
cialism ever prepared for the edification of men."^

1 "James, "Local History: American Criticism," AE,
pp. 227-8 .

17Ibid.
James, H, pp. l+7i+-5-

Of Baudelaire's admiration for Poe, James granted 
"Poe was much the greater charlatan of the two, as 
well as the greater genius," but Baudelaire's enthusi
asm for Poe was "a mark of a decidedly primitive stage 
of reflection,"

Henry James, "Charles Baudelaire," FPN (New York,1961+), p .  60 .
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Among American literary critics James Russell Lowell 
alone measured up to James's requirements. From 
Lowell, James learned that literary criticism was the
mature and complicated culmination of the literary

. 19arts .
In his own critical career James took; advantage 

of the opportunity he recognized in America for a lit
erary critic. If American criticism is criticism 
written by an American about American literature--the 
sense in which American criticism is considered In 

x this paper--James during his life published one full 
volume of American literary criticism, Hawthorne, and 
included essays on Emerson, Lowell, Charles Eliot 
Norton, and Constance Fenimore Woolson in three other 
volumes of his criticism. Besides the essays on the 
above authors, James wrote of Whitman, Howells, Bret 
Harte, Francis Parkman, Hamlin Garland, Edith Wharton, 
and John Jay Chapman. He also wrote brief essays on 
the American novel and American criticism. Other es
says, "London" and "An Animated Conversation," while 
ostensibly English in subject, bear directly on Ameri
can literature. Still others, "The Art of Fiction,"

■‘■^James,
pp. 115-6.

"James Russell Lowell (1819-1891)," AS,
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"The New Novel," and "The Future of the Novel," in 
their generality apply equally to English, European, 
and American literature. Also, The American Scene, an 
account of James's American travels, contains criti
cism of American authors. Hawthorne, The American 
Scene, and the posthumously collected The American Es
says of Henry James comprise most of James's American 
literary criticism,

James criticized American literature during a
crucial period in the maturation of American criti-

20' cism. His career as a literary critic spanned the 
crucial period of a persistent debate over the inde
pendence of American culture. The debate arose with 
and possibly as a contribution to American political 
independence. As the primary manifestation of Ameri
can culture, literature was a major issue in the de
bate. Irving, Cooper, Channing, Bryant, Hawthorne,

20Most studies of American literary criticism 
consider James. Floyd Stoval includes him with Poe, 
Whitman, Lowell, Howells, and T. S. Eliot as the major 
literary critics. Robert P. Falk in the same volume 
judges James's criticism the best America produced in 
the genteel decades and the only American criticism of 
that time that measured up to world critical standards.

Floyd Stoval, "Introduction" and Robert P. Falk, 
"The Literary Criticism of the Genteel Decades: 1870- 
1900," in The Development of American Literary Criti
cism, ed. Floyd Stoval (Chapel Hill, N.C.~ 1955>), p. k- 
and pp. 132 and 156.



Melville, Poe, Emerson, Lowell, Longfellow, Whitman, 
Howells, Harte, Twain, Garland, all participated in 
the literary debate. The debate ranged between the

8

extremes of 
indigenous, 
ac teristics 
critics who 
a branch of 
the century 
occurred.

the nationalist critic who predicted an
independent American literature with char- 

21of its own and of the Anglomania of
argued that American literature was merely

22British literature. Around the turn of 
a shift of emphasis in the critical debate 

Floyd Stoval recounts this shift:
During the first century of American national 
independence the growth was, in general, 
away from the European tradition and towards 
the establishment of a cognate but independ
ent American tradition. Once such a tradi-

PI "It were better to have no literature, than 
form ourselves unresistingly on a foreign one. The 
true sovereigns of a. country are those who determine 
its mind, its modes of thinking, its tastes, its 
principles; and we cannot consent to lodge this sov
ereignty in the hands of strangers. A country, like an 
individual, has a dignity and power only in proportion 
as it is self-founded."

William Ellery Ghanning, "Remarks on National Lit
erature," in The Roots of National Culture, American 
Literature to 1830, ed. Robert E. Spiller and Harold 
Blodgett, revised edition (New York, 191+9), p. 731+.

^‘“"Now, as we are very like the English,--are, in 
fact, English under a different sky,— I do not see how 
our literature can be very different from theirs. 
Westward from hand to hand we pass the lighted torch, 
but it was lighted at the old domestic fireside of 
England."

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, "Kavanagh," in The 
Complete Writings of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,
Craigie Edition, VIII (Cambridge, Mass., 1901+), p. 1+27»
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tion was established our nationalism lost 
its aggressiveness, and since the beginning 
of the present century the lines of develop
ment of American and European criticism have 
converged and follow approximately parallel 
directions /■$

In time JamesTs critical career spanned this shift in 
emphasis from nationalism to cosmopolitanism. In 
critical doctrine James’s criticism bridged these two 
periods with their different emphasis. Evidence of 
his belief in a distinctive American literature can be 
culled from James’s criticism. As his nationalist 
predecessors in American criticism had done, James wrote 
of a distinctive literature produced in America and 
attempted to state the characteristics of this litera
ture. Evidence of his belief in an American litera
ture belonging to an Anglo-American literary tradition 
can also be culled from his criticism. These two 
areas of belief in James’s American criticism do not 
contradict each other. James offered a reconciliation 
of the two in his criticism and thus bridged the 
emphasis of two centuries of American criticism.

23stoval, "Introduction,” The Development of 
American Literary Criticism, pp. 12-3.



I I
James Among The Nationalist Critics

As a bridge from nineteenth to twentieth century 
American literary criticism, James's American criti
cism must first be founded in the previous century 
with its nationalist emphasis. In doing so, we will 
temporarily remove James from his own analytical and 
impressionistic school of American criticism and place 
him among Whitman, Emerson, and Howells with their 
"concept stemming from Taine that nationalistic and 
environmental factor weighed strongly in evaluating 
literary accomplishment."^'

21+fiphpee main schools of critical thought mani
fested themselves in the closing decades of the cen
tury. First, and most aggressive in their opinions, 
were chose critics who followed Whitman and Emerson In 
their close association of literature with the demo
cratic Idea. Howells was the champion of this group 
and many of the leading critics of the period shared, 
in some measure, his views--Higginson, Garland, Norris, 
Lanier, Stedman, and Boyesen. In varying ways these 
men gave expression to the idea of scientific progress 
in the arts, the faith in a successful union of scien
tific and artistic methods in fiction, and the concept 
stemming from Taine that nationalistic and environ
mental factor weighed strongly in evaluating literary 
accomplishment. Second, in contrast to these literary 
democrats and believers in progress, were the neo-hu
manist critics who sought a universal standard of ref
erence In the great tradition of world literature . . . . 
Third, in a class almost by itself, was the criticism 
of Henry James influenced by Sainte-Beuve and Edmond 
Scherer--impressionistic, objectively analytical, and



The salient points in the criticism of James's 
nationalist predecessors and contemporaries in America 
had been (1) a belief in the existence and distinc
tiveness of a literature produced in America and (2) 
the attempt to enumerate the characteristics of a dis
tinctive American literature. In his criticism of 
American literature James shared these concerns.

In an 1875 review of Howells's A Foregone Conclu
sion, James expressed his interest in a distinctive,

25though immature, American literature. He wrote of
' Hawthorne's "exaggerated, painful, morbid national
consciousness" existing in all Americans’3 and of the
peculiar situation of the American author allowed only
limited social position, unguided by discriminating
criticism, unsupported by association with other writ-

27ers and artists, and impelled to ladle tradition
concerned with matters of technique in the novel— en
deavoring to understand a work of art in terms of the 
background, development, and motivating 'center' of 
the author's mind."

Robert P. Palk, "The Literary Criticism of the 
Genteel Decades: 1870-1900," The Development of Ameri
can Literary Criticism, pp. l5)|-5.

2^Henry James, "Howells's A Foregone Conclusion 
(Second Article)," LRE, ed. Albert Mordell (New York, 
1957), p. 211+.

^James, H, pp. $¡±2-3.
^James, H, p. I4.50.

1 1
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from the melting pot America was becoming.
In his fiction James also exhibited this critical 

awareness of the American artist's uneasiness with his 
country. In Roderick Hudson a young sculptor's boast 
of the all-sufficiency of America for the production 
of art is exposed as thoughtless and insincere. Yet 
the character who exposes the boast, a boast similar 
to that encountered in much nationalist criticism, 
says of the same America: "It certainly has its mer
its, and some day when I'm shivering with ague in 
classic Italy I shall accuse myself of having slighted 
them." In the preface to Roderick Hudson James 
wrote of the New England setting that he had attempted 
to evoke a humane community incapable of providing for 
art.'50 A tirade on the inhospitability of America to 
art in "The Madonna of the Future," a story about an 
American painter who has migrated from America and 
never produces the art he sought to create abroad, is 
answered with the encouragement to work harder if the

p O
°Henry James, The American Scene (New York, 

1908), p. 13U.
29Henry James, Roderick Hudson, in The Novels and 

Tales of Henry James, New York Edition, I (New York, 
1935), P* 32. .

^°Henry James, AN, ed. Richard P. Blackmur (New 
York, 1937), p. 8.
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American environment demands more of the artist and to

31create something fine. In the preface to the volume
in which this story was collected James wrote that he
had attempted to indicate the cost to art of avoiding
the ever-present press of business and the market in 

32America. What is to be concluded from these two
stories of American artists if they are applied to
American literature? Contradiction abounds. James in
his fiction as well as his criticism was aware of the
uneasiness of the artist in America.

In parts of his criticism James could orate as
nationalistically as his predecessors in American
criticism. He likened Emerson and Thoreau to Goethe 

33and Schiller.' He foresaw for American literature 
the largest audience of any previous national litera
ture,-^ envisioned in the American business man an 
epic hero, a romance of fact, and a magnificent

-^Henry James, "The Madonna of the Future,'' in 
Stories of Writers & Artists, ed. F. 0. Matthiessen 
(Binghamton, New York, 19i;./} )', p. 21.

James, AN, p. 191+.
^James, The American Scene, pp. 251+-5.
-^James, "American Letters: Question of Opportun

ities," AS, p. 197.



theme. Whitman and Melville had earlier envisioned 
similar greatness in the future of American litera
ture. James, however, realized "that literature for 
the billion will not be literature as we have hitherto

o A
known it at its best'0 '" and that whatever the business
man might promise in theme and hero to fiction the
hope for American literature was the assertion of its
genius independent of the atmosphere dominated by

37business and the market. Among nationalist American 
critics in their concern for the existence and dis
tinctiveness of American literature, James exhibited 
an uncommon moderation and balance.

For the purpose of this chapter, discussion of 
James’s theory of a distinctive American literature 
will center about the term "soil." James used "soil" 
in criticism of other than American literature. 
Shakespeare savored of English "soil," Balzac of

ib

35̂James, "American Letters : Qu e s t i on of Opportun-
ities," AS, pp , 202-3.

3^James, "American Letters : Question of Opportun-
ities," AS, p. 200.

'James, The American Scene, p. 336.37
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French "soil,"^ and Turgenieff of Russian "soil."-^
As we s ha'll see later in a comparison of French and 
English literature, James believed that national lit
eratures had distinctive characteristics. Literature 
that James found exhibiting characteristics distinc
tive to its native land savored of "soil."

Literature of American "soil" requires hedging 
and lineage before venturing its characteristics.
Howard Mumford Jones writes that American "literature 
has developed characteristics of its own--perhaps more 
to be felt than to be particularized . . . qn
none of his criticism did James define American "soil." 
He found the "soil" of American literature easier to 
feel, taste, and scent than to particularize. The 
characteristics of James’s American literary "soil" 
must be extracted, distilled, and inferred from his 
criticism. After enumerating the items of European 
civilization absent in American life during Hawthorne’s 
career, James concluded: "The American knows that a 
good deal rema ins ;--wha t it is that remains--tha t is

^James, "Honoré de Balzac," FPN, p. 73.
^James, "Ivan Turgenieff," FPN, p, 220.
^Howard Mumford Jones, The Theory of American 

Literature (11ha ca, New Yorky;_i§'66T, pp-?3l4-l>.
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his secret, his joke, as one may say.”41 It is much 
of what James’s "soil" consists, also, one may say.

James’s discovery of a distinctive American lit
erature epitomized in his use of ”soil” harks back to 
Hippolyte Taine’s .theory of literature in History of 
English Literature. In an attempt to find the source 
of a distinctive national literature, Taine determined 
that race, milieu, and epoch were the master contribu
tors. Race was the richest of Taine’s master contrib
utors to national literature. He described it in 
words reminiscent of Jung’s collective unconscious.
Of milieu Taine wrote:

For man is not alone in the world; nature 
surrounds him, and his fellow-men surround 
him; accidental and secondary tendencies 
overlay his primitive tendencies, and physi
cal and social circumstances disturb or con
firm the character committed to their 
charge. Sometimes the climate has had its 
effect . . . .  Sometimes the state policy 
has been at work . . . .  Sometimes the 
social conditions have impressed their mark . . . .4̂

Epoch, the momentum and impress of past events on the 
present, was the least of Taine’s triad of master 
contributors.

^James, H, pp. 459-60.
42Hippolyte Adolphe Taine, History of English 

Literature, trans. H. Van Laun (Philadelphia. n.d.h T ,..19-20.
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Even among the influences of James’s literary 

criticism,^ a national literature with its distinc
tive qualities was not original with Taine. Matthew 
Arnold's "Literary Influences of Academies" in Essays 
in Criticism attributed distinctive qualities to 
French and English literature: "The power of French 
literature is in its prose-writars, the power of Eng
lish literature is in its p o e t s . T a i n e  distin
guished himself among James's critical influences by 
subjecting English literature to the most doctrinaire 
and voluminous treatment of the theory of a national 
literature with its distinctive qualities.

^James early became aware of the superiority of 
French criticism and patterned his method and style 
after it. Of the three French critics, Sainte-Beuve, 
Scherer, and Taine, James grew finally to admire 
Sainte-Beuve most. Matthew Arnold's Essays in Criti
cism impressed James tremendously when he first read 
it. Leslie Stephen and Edmund Gosse also influenced 
James's criticism. American influences on James's 
criticism resided alone in the essays of James Russell 
Lowell.

Rene Wellek, "Henry James's Literary Theory and 
Criticism," AL, x x x (November, 1958)» 293-321.

James repeatedly dealt a lower card of apprecia
tion to Taine as a literary critic. "M. Taine is not 
preeminently a critic . He is alternately a philosopher 
and a historian." (James, "The French Critic," N&R, 
pp. 105>-6.) Taine's criticism was "premature philoso
phy" pretending to be science. (James, "Taine's Eng
lish Literature," LRE (New York, 19^7), pp. 63-lq.)

^Matthew Arnold, Essays in Criticism: First 
Series (London, 1900), p.' 93.
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James used a single general term, "soil," to de
scribe a distinctive American literature, not Taine's 
triad nor a single member of the triad. Critics of 
Taine's theory note a similar unification of his triad 
subsequent to his History of English Literature. Wil
liam Van O'Conner writes of Taine's triad reduced to a 
milieu encompassing biography, "social, political, and
climatic environment as well as nationalism, regional-

j, qism, and traditionalism."1'' Austin Warren and Rene 
Wellek in Theory of Literature write of the indefi
niteness of Taine's race and of the dissolution of his 
epoch into milieu. They, too, note the all-encompass
ing nature of milieu and write that a study of it has

l /
become the study of the "general cultural 'climate' .""+ ~ 
A reduction of race, milieu, and epoch to "soil" seems 
as valid as a reduction to "climate."

Other critics find a direct Taine influence in 
James's criticism. Leon Ldel has James committing 
himself in his 1875 review of Taine's History of Eng
lish Literature to the idea of a distinctive national 
literature. James's suggested re-titling of Taine's

k5^William Van O'Conner, An Age of Criticism 1900- 
1950 (Chicago, 1952), p. k7 • W'

^Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Liter
ature, 3rd edition (New York, 1956), p. 105*
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work in this review to A Comparative Study of the Eng
lish Mind in the Leading Works of Literature meant, 
according to Edel, that "James would have us read not 
only between the lines of an artist's work but between 
the lines of an entire literature Edward Francis
Krickel writes that Taine influenced James's literary 
criticism most evidently in Hawthorne .aL' Of his crit
icism James's Hawthorne contained the most and the 
strongest statements about American literary "soil." 
Krickel has James in the eighties in a statement of
his mature critical principles rejecting Taine's 

ji9ideas. But according to R. P. Blackmur in his in
troduction to the collected prefaces that James wrote 
in 1907-9 to his novels, one of the two aspects in 
James's accounts of the construction of theme into 
novelistic drama was that of "theme in relation to 
society. Thus, James's most famous criticism and 
his criticism that should contain his greatest insight 
into creation of art testified to the persistent in-

k7
James," 

ij.8
America

1+9
50

Leon Edel, "The Literary Convictions of Henry 
MFS, III (Spring, 1957'), 7-8.
Edward Francis Krickel, Jr. "Henry James and 
" (Vanderbilt University, 1955)» pp. 285-6.
Krickel, p. 60.
Richard P. Blackmur, "Introduction," AN, p. x.
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fluence of Taine’s theory.
James's acquaintance with Taine extended beyond

his review of Taine's History of English Literature.
He met Taine in Paris. Between 1868 and 1879 James
reviewed separately Taine’s Ancient Regime, Italy,
Notes on England, and Notes on Paris. James reminded
Howells in a letter of Taine1s praise of Howells’s 

Blrealism, quoted Taine on Carlyle in "The Noble 
School of F i c t i o n , a n d  judged Taine's essay on 
James's beloved Balzac the only essay "with first- 
rate ability . . . .  worthy of its subject."-^

A correspondence to and reflection of Taine’s 
theory occurs in James's literary criticism. In the 
introduction to History of English Literature, Taine 
wrote of "England, with its intellect so precise, so 
well calculated to grapple closely with moral ques
tions, to render them exact by figures, weights and 
measures, geography, statistics, by quotation and by 
common sense; France, with her Parisian culture, with 
her drawing room manners, with her untiring analysis

^James, "Letter to William Dean Howells on His 
Seventy-fifth Birthday," AE, p. 161.

^James, "The Noble School of Fiction," N&R, p.6 5 .
James, "Honoré de B a l z a c , "  FPN, p .  6 7 .
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of characters and actions, her irony so ready to hit 
upon weakness, her finesse so practiced in the dis-

say on Daudet, James paraphrased Taine:
Like most French imaginative writers 
(judged, at least, from the English stand
point), he is much less concerned with the 
moral, the metaphysical world, than with 
the sensible. Me proceed usually from the 
former to the latter, while the French re
verse the process.'"’"'

In an essay on Emerson James noted influences that
correspond to Taine's milieu, epoch, and race:

Me seem to see the circumstances of our 
author's origin, immediate and remote, in 
a kind of high, vertical moral light, the 
brightness of a society at once very simple 
and responsible. The rare singleness that 
was in his nature . . . was also in the 
stock he sprung from, clerical for genera
tions, on both sides, and clerical in the 
Puritan sense.5°

And in 1908 in "An American Art-Scholar: Charles Eliot 
Norton," James revealed his grounding in Taine by not
ing "once more how race and implanted quality and as-

gysociation always in the end come to their own . . .

crimination of shades of thought " In an es-

"^Taine, I, pp. 9-10.
, "Alphonse Daudet," PP, p. 207

Norton

mes, "Emerson," AE, p. 5U •
mes, "An American Art-Scholar: Charles Eliot 
AE, p. 127.
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But James's most direct agreement with Taine occurred 
in James's review of History of English Literature:
"No real observer but perceives that a group of works 
is more or less the product of a 'situation,' and that 
as he himself is forever conscious of the attrition of 
infinite waves of circumstance, so the cause to which, 
by genius as by 'fate,' he contributes, is a larger 
deposit in a more general current."'5®

Taine's own figurative use of "soil" in explain
ing the influence of environment on a people and as a 
basis for the source of the distinctive qualities of a 
national literature is the final evidence of James's 
"soil" harking back to Taine's theory of literature.
In an extended organic metaphor defining epoch in the
English translation of History of English Literature,

goTaine used "soil.""" And in writing of the distinc
tive qualities of English and French literature, Taine 
wrote: "all have worked the same soil, we begin to

^®James, "Taine1s English Literature," LRE, p.
63.

^9"Thus it is with a people as with a plant; the 
same sap, under the same temperature, and in the same 
soil, produces, at different steps of its progressive 
development, different formations, buds, flowers, 
fruits, seed-vessels, in such a manner that the one 
which follows must always be preceded by the former, 
and must spring up from its death."

Taine, I, p. 22.
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understand that there is no region of history where it 
is not imperative to till this deep level, if we would 
see a serviceable harvest between the furrows."^0 
Here then is the last evidence that James's use of 
"soil” to designate American literature with its dis
tinctive qualities harks back to Taine.

As a reduction of Taine's race, milieu, and epoch 
into a single term, James's "soil" bears the meaning 
Taine gave his triad in his theory of national litera
ture and much of the critical meaning the triad accu
mulated subsequent to Taine's History of English Lit
erature . The characteristics James attributed to a 
distinctive American literature in his criticism per
mit formulation of an American "soil."

The possibility that New England rather than 
American may better be used to describe James's criti
cal "soil" pre-empts consideration of other character
istics of his American "soil." Besides the New Eng
landers, Hawthorne, Lowell, and Emerson, James's crit
icism of non-New Englanders, Whitman, Henry Harland, 
Bret Harte, Howells, and Hamlin Garland, qualifies his 
criticism as American. But if he used "soil" to de
scribe literature savoring of New England only, that

^°Taine, I, pp. 9-10 (underscoring mine).
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is, as a terra of New England regional criticism, then 
"soil" is the wrong terra about which to gather a dis
cussion of the characteristics James attributed to a 
distinctive American literature unless the concept of 
American literature current during his critical career 
compassed such regionalism.

While James's major essay on American "soil" was 
about the Russian born Henry Harland who emigrated 
from America to England and while James did write of
Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter as springing "from

6)1\ American soil," James's American "soil" predominant
ly described New England literature. For instance, 
James wrote of Hawthorne:

To talk of his being national would be to 
force the note and make the mistake of pro
portion; but he is, in spite of the absence 
of the realistic quality, intensely and viv
idly local. Out of the soil of New England 
he sprang . . . ."62

Lowell presented the other side of the New England re
gional spirit to which Hawthorne attested: "If Haw
thorne expressed the mysticism and gloom of the trans
planted Puritan, his passive and haunted side, Lowell 
saw him in the familiar daylight of practice and pros-

^James, "Nathaniel Hawthorne (180i_|. — 186ip ), " AE, 
pp. I k - 5 -

^ J a m e s ,  H, p .  iq29-
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f) ̂perity and good health." Charles Eliot Norton’s as

pirations to aesthetic and intellectual qualities of 
Europe, to style, to delight, and to imagination and 
free curiosity in his writings came through, according 
to James, as a plea for a Puritan sense of duty, sub
stance, and moral aspirations.^ In his use of "soil"
in his American criticism, then, James favored New

65England literature in sensitivity and sympathy.
Regionalism, not necessarily New England, James 

felt, invested American fiction with a distinctive 
x quality. In "The American Novel" James wrote: "This 

imagination will find for a long time, to my sense-- 
it will doubtless always— its most interesting busi- 
ness in staying where it has grown . . . ." The di
alect novel, an offspring of regionalism, seemed a pe
culiarly American growth. Neither English, French,

^James, "James Russell Lowell," AS, p. 90.
^James, "An American Art-Scholar: Charles Eliot 

Norton," AE, p. 197.
^"Even when he was absent from the region for 

long periods in Europe, New England was on his mind 
and in his heart . . . ."

Jackson ¥. Heimer, The Lesson of New England: 
Henry James and His Native Region, Ball State Univer
sity Publications in English, No. 5 (Muncie, Indiana, 
1967), p. x.

^ J a m e s ,  "The A m e rican  N o v e l , "  AE, p .  2 0 5 .
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nor German literature to James's knowledge manifested 
anything like its popularity in America. Of it he 
wrote: "if present signs are made good it would seem 
destined, in the United States, to be, for a period, 
more active and fruitful than any corresponding appre
ciation of the phenomena of the civilized soul."^
For the time, then, James feared for the enlargement

68of American fiction beyond regionalism. ' He shared 
with Whitman, Twain, Howells, Edward Eggleston, Hamlin 
Garland, and Joel Chandler Harris the critical belief 
that regionalism was the means through which an Ameri
can literature would be achieved and thereby was a 
characteristic of American literature and of James's 
American "soil."

The second characteristic of James's American 
"soil" is the studied perception by the reader. In 
The American Scene James wrote "of the quality to be 
'read into' the American view, in general, before it 
gives out an interest.Hawthorne's work required 
"reading into;" to discover "light that springs from 
It . . . the reader must look for his local and na-

^James, "The Novel of Dialect; William Dean 
Howells," AE, p. 25U.

^®James, "The American Novel," AE, p. 205>.
69t 'James > The American Scene, p. 358.
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tional quality between the lines of his writing and
in the indirect testimony of his tone, his accent, his

7 0temper, of his very omissions and suppressions."'
James further qualified this characteristic of Ameri
can "soil" in writing that much of the authority of 
Hawthorne's work lay in the reader's recognition of 
its latent savor of New England. The reader must have 
a knowledge of the scene to recognize the "soil" in 
it. If the reader lacked native recognition of "soil," 
James thought "it no more than just to say that what- 

' ever entertainment he [Hawthorne) may yield to those 
who know him at a distance, it is an almost indispen
sable condition of properly appreciating him to have 
received a personal impression of the manners, the 
morals, indeed the very climate, of the great region 
of which the remarkable city of Boston is the metrop- 
oils." Prerequisite to the recognition of American 
"soil" in a work of literature was the reader's stud
ied perception of the amorphous quality enforced by a 
native or acquired knowledge of the author's scene.

The third characteristic of "soil" lay in the 
cultural thinness of the American environment : "The

7°J ames, H, pp. 520-1 .
^James, H, p. lj.29.
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danger 'in Europe' is of their having too many things 
to say, and too many others to distinguish these from; 
the danger in the States is of their not having things 
enough--with enough tone and resonance furthermore to 
give them. "^ 2 James wrote of the artistic unproduc
tivity of Hawthorne's America: "The moral is that the 
flower of art blooms only where the soil is deep, that 
it takes a great deal of history to produce a little 
literature, that it needs a complex social machinery 
to set the writer in motion,Twenty-eight years 
later in The American Scene he repeated the sense of 
this in writing "that it takes an endless amount of 
history to make even a little tradition, and an end
less amount of tradition to make even a little 
t a s t e 7̂-

James specified where this thinness of history 
and tradition with its rationed stimulation of Ameri
can literature lay. In Hawthorne he sympathized with 
Hawthorne's plaint in the preface to The Marble Faun 
of America's absence of shadow, antiquity, mystery,

^2James, The American Scene, p. 3k5 •

^James, H, p. I4.28.
^James, The American Scene, p. l6i|.
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and w r o n g . T o  this he added his own list of things 
absent from America that would have appalled European 
literary imagination:

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 
houses, nor parsonages, nor thatched cot
tages, 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 politi
cal society, no sporting class— no Epsom nor 
Ascot

7^James, H, p. 358»
7^James, H, pp. [(.59-60.
In James’s criticism, Russian literature of 

"soil” shared this thinness of environment with Ameri
can literature. In an essay on Turgenieff, James 
wrote of Russians "waiting their turn, in the arena of 
civilization . . . (James, "Ivan Turgenieff," FT, 
pp. 292-3.) In another essay on Turgenieff, James 
wrote of Turgenieff's "poet's quarrel" with his native 
land, a quarrel for which Americans would have a pe
culiar appreciation. Later in the same essay James 
converged his paralleling of the thinness of Russian 
and American civilization into an implied similarity 
in the "soil" in Turgenieff and Hawthorne, "American 
readers of Turgenieff have been struck; with certain 
points of resemblance between American and Russian 
life. The resemblance is generally superficial; but 
it does not seem to us altogether fanciful to say that 
Russian young girls, as represented by Lisa, Titiana, 
Maria Alezandrevna, have to our sense a touch of the 
fairly acid perfume of the New England temperment--a 
hint of Puritan angularity," (James, "Ivan Turgenieff," 
FPN, pp. 220 & 230.)

79
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Part of the thinness of the American environment 
resulted from the brief history of America compared 
with that of England or France. American authors had 
the present to write about, owning no past and knowing 
no future. 11 Detrimental even to the short history of 
America, a "terrible American law" that repudiated the 
brief American past to give a chance to the untried 
potential of the future was recognized by James as one 
"of the strongest of native impulses."7® James ac
knowledged that much in the American past should be 
ignored and disowned, but he regretted the indiscrimi
nate repudiation and destruction of it that occur- 
red.'' In The American Scene he related an experience 
with this law. A visit to some houses in Boston had 
brought back memories of his youthful literary career. 
Returning to the scene a month later he found the 
houses destroyed: "It was as if the bottom had fallen 
out of one's biography, and one plunged backward Into

O ✓*>»
space without meeting anything."' u No base of tradi
tion existed nor was one being allowed to develop In

77James, The American Scene, p. 1 5 6.
7®James, The American Scene, pp. 2J+i;-5.
^James, The American Scene, pp. 5 1-2 .
^°James, The American Scene, pp. 220-1 .
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America from which literature could, draw conventional
material or derive dependable support.

The fourth characteristic of "soil” arose from
James’s belief in "the old notion that, to have a
quality of his own, a writer must needs draw his sap

8lfrom the soil of his origin." James generalized on 
this notion of "soil" bond in a review of Howells's A 
Foregone Conclusion: "A novelist is always safer for 
laying his scene in his own country . . . ,"0c- "Soil" 
bond requires some qualification. James does not seem 
to have attached to "soil" residence in one's native 
land while writing of it. He wrote that Turgenieff, a 
Russian emigrant, still reflected the quality of 
"soil" in his writing: "His works savor strongly of 
his native soil . . . ."®3 And James was struck by 
Bret Harte's ability to keep "in touch" with the scene 
of The Luck of Roaring Camp although far removed from

The migration of American literary talent--a
O n
"nJames, "The Story-Teller at Large: Mr. Henry 

Harland," AE, p. 186.
O p0iiJaraes, "Howells’ s A Foregone Conclusion (Second 

Article)," LRE, p. 211.
^James, "Ivan Turgenieff," FPN, p. 220.
^James, "Winston Churchill; Bret Harte," AE, p.

2 lip.
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breaking of the "soil" bond, not just a trans-Atlantic
change in an author's residence--troubled James.“'
Such a migration of talent would have required "the
feat of completely putting off one consciousness be-

86fore beginning to. take on another." James specu
lated widely on this in his American criticism. He 
wrote of Carlyle's contemplated immigration to New 
England that it would be "impossible to imagine what 
the historian of the French revolution, of the iron- 
fisted Cromwell, and the Voltairean Fredrick, would 
have made of that sensitive spot, or what Concord, 
would have made of Carlyle."®^ He wrote of Emerson 
that "It would require some ingenuity, the reader may 
say too much, to trace closely this correspondence be
tween his genius and the frugal, dutiful, happy but

ondecidedly lean Boston of the past . . . ."°° in at
tempting to break the "soil" bond in American Wives 
and English Husbands, Gertrude Atherton struck James 
"as looking for a situation rather than as finding

^James, "The American Novel," AE, p. 206.
^James, "Military Novels," AE, p. 230.
®7james, "The Correspondence of Carlyle and 

Emerson," AE, pp. 38-9.
®®James, "Emerson," AE, p. 57.
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one."°9 And should a regionalist such as Mary Wilkins
have attempted to break the "soil" bond, James wrote
of being willing to set the law on her to prevent her 

90from doing so.
Hawthorne strongly affirmed the "soil" bond. In 

The Scarlet Letter James found a direct connection be
tween the native scene and the quality of "soil" when 
he wrote "that the thing was absolutely American; it 
belonged to the soil, to the air; it came out of the 
very heart of New England. "Half the virtue of The

\ Scarlet Letter and The House of Seven Gables is their
local quality; they are impregnated with the New Eng- 

92land air." ~ Hawthorne contains James’s decisive 
statement on breaking the "soil" bond. In setting The 
Marble Faun in Italy

Hawthorne forfeited a precious advantage in 
ceasing to tread his native soil . . . .  he 
incurs that penalty of seeming factitious 
and unauthoritive, which is always the re
sult of an artist's attempt to project him
self into an atmosphere in which he has not 
a transmitted and inherited property.93

^James, "The American Novel,"
9°Ibid.
917 James, H, p. 511.
92 T7 James, H, p. 552.
93James, H, pp. 552-3.

2 0 6 .
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If American literature was to retain its distinctively 
indigenous national quality, American authors in 
James’s nationalist criticism must write of their 
native land, must maintain their "soil" bond.

The fifth characteristic of James's American 
"soil" concerns an author's reverence toward his 
native land. James's essays on James Russell Lowell 
best demonstrate this characteristic. Lowell's poetry 
testified to his personal circumstances and communi
cated "the savor of the mother soil."^ No poet be
fore Lowell, James wrote, had spoken so highly and 
eloquently in behalf of his country. Iiis poetry 
would transmit the historical throb of the nation to

95>the younger generation. "His America was a country 
worth hearing about, a magnificant conception, an ad
mirably consistent and loveable object of alle-

q /

giance." u An enthusiasm or reverence for one's 
country in a poet was not, however, sufficient for the 
resulting poetry to savor of "soil." In a review of 
Drum Taps James wrote that Whitman failed of being a

^James, "James Russell Lowell (1819-1891)," AE, 
p. 107.

^James, "James Russell Lowell," AE, p. 93.
9^James, "James Russell Lowell," AE, p. 79.
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national poet--a position we can assume would include 
the quality of "soil"--because he disregarded form and 
had insufficient respect for the American audience.^
A literary enthusiasm for America contributed to but 
did not qualify alone for James's American "soil."

A sixth characteristic of James's "soil" was the 
author's ability to perceive the essence of the life 
with which he dealt. James admired Hawthorne's in
stinctive perception of "the quaintness or the weird
ness, the interest behind the interest, of things, as 
continuous with the very life we are leading . . . 
round about him and under his eyes; saw it as soma- 
thing deeply within us . . . ."v Besides being a 
characteristic of "soil" this perception by an author,
"The power to guess the unseen from the seen," came to

99be what James valued most in experience.
The final characteristic of James's American 

"soil" is the artistic discipline to which the author 
subjected saturation in experience. To what extent 
did James's "soil" require this artistic discpline of

^James, "Mr. Walt Whitman," AE, pp. 136-7 .
^James, "Letter from Henry James to the Hon. 

Robert S. Rantoul," AE, pp. 27-8.
^James, "The Art of Fiction," FN, p. 13.
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experience? Whitman failed of becoming a national 
poet with that position's implication of "soil" 
through neglect of artistic discipline in his poet- 
ry.^^ And Howells, according to James, knew more 
about the American character than anyone else."'' In 
basing his work on this knowledge of his native land 
and its inhabitants, Howells's work was "fed from 
sources which play us no tricks.' Yet James did
not find Howells's work savoring of American "soil."^^ 

Let us walk a speculative plank with this charac
teristic to see why Whitman and Howells in their en
thusiasm for saturated experience may have failed of 
"soil." In writing of the unselective saturation of 
Arnold Bennett's Clayhanger, James asked:

Yes, yes--but is this all? These are the

100
101
102

Jame s, "Mr. Walt Whitman," AS, pp. 136-7.
James, "William Dean Howells," AS, P. llj.9
James, "William Dean Howells," AS, P. 156

^■^James was capable of ridiculing Howells's the
ory and practice of American literature. "If American 
life is one the whole, as I make no doubt whatever, 
more innocent than that of any other country, nowhere 
is the fact more patent than in Mr. Howells's novels, 
which exhibit so constant study of the actual and so 
small a perception of evil. His women, in particular, 
are of the best--except, indeed, of being the best to 
live with."

James, "William Dean Howells," AS, p. 153 •
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circumstances of interest--we see, we see; 
but where is the interest itself, where and 
what is its centre, and how are we to meas
ure it in relation to that?-*-®̂ -

James wrote of The Marble Faun that Hawthorne "at
tempted to deal with the actualities more than he did 
in either of his earlier novels . . . for all this, 
he incurs that penalty of seeming factitious and un- 
authoritive . . .  ̂ Clayhanger possessed detail
without artistic discipline; The Marble Faun possessed 
artistic discipline but only with a foreigner's incom
plete perception of the essence of the life. The bal
ance of saturation in detail and artistic discipline 
in this final characteristic of "soil" is struck in 
James's essay on Henry Harland:

He has, as I have sufficiently hinted, the 
sense of subject and the sense of shape, and 
it is when, under the coercion of these 
things, he really stops and begins to dig 
that the critic will more attentively look 
out for him. Then we shall come back to the 
question, of soil . . . .lOo

"Soil" required a merging of the "sense of subject and 
the sense of shape"--a successful quest for the point

'*'î'James, "The New Novel," NN (New York, 1911+),
p. 326.

-^^James, H, pp. 552-3.
■^^James, "The Story-Teller at Large: Mr. Henry 

Harland," AE, p. 193.
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at which saturation and artistic disciplina balance-- 
just as art requires it.

James's "soil" of American literature necessarily 
included (1 ) the regional approach, (2 ) a studied per
ception by the reader of the author's subject, (3 ) a 
tradition and history of civilization which has a pe
culiar thinness in America, (i|.) the author's setting 
the scene in his native land, (3 ) the author's rever
ence toward his native land, (6 ) a perception by the 
author of the essence of his subject, and (7 ) applica
tion of art to detail. The extraction, distillation, 
and inference by which the characteristics of James's 
American "soil" were arrived at evince themselves in 
the divergent critical orientation of the character
istics. The orientation of (1) and (2) are largely 
pragmatic, (3 ) mimetic, (1|), (5 )j and (6 ) expressive, 
and (7) objective .1^7 With these divergently ori
ented characteristics, American literature criticized 
by James was likely to savor of American "soil."

James's "soil" must not be equated with the lit
erature nationalist critics prescribed for America.
He distinguished between nationalist literature and

H. Abrams, The M i r r o r  and the Lamp (New
Y o r k ,  1 9 5 8 ) »
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literature of a nation’s "soil." James called The 
House of Seven Gables "the closest approach we are 
likely to have to the great work of fiction, so often 
called for, that is to do us nationally most honor and

*1 /-N O

most good." In the same essay The Scarlet Letter
was "the most distinguished piece of prose fiction 
that was to spring from American soil."10  ̂ His belief 
that Hawthorne would long be the greatest literary 
genius in America^® and his detection of American 
"soil" most often in Hawthorne’s works added force to 
this distinction. The best work of national litera
ture was not the best work of fiction, neither artis
tically nor In quality of American "soil." Thus, when 
James wrote of American literature savoring of "soil," 
he was both noting what was distinctive and praising 
what was artistically good In American literature.

•*-0®James, "Nathaniel Hawthorne (l80l|.-l86i).), AS, 
pp. 16-7.

•^^Jarnes, "Nathaniel Hawthorne (18Oiq — I86I4 ), AE,
pp. lif£.

■*-l°James, H, p. i|28.
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"Cosmopolitanism" In James's American Criticism

James, as has been said, bridged two centuries of 
American literary criticism. This chapter will found 
his criticism on the twentieth century shore emphasiz
ing the Anglo-American tradition to which American 
literature belonged.

Three essays, "The Story-Teller at Large: Mr.
Henry Harland" 1898, "London" 1888, and "An Animated 
Conversation" 1889, contain the fullest expression of 
James's Anglo-American cosmopolitan criticism. In con
trast to the small criticism of his nationalist empha
sis, these three essays in their generality verge on 
what James called great criticism.

James divided criticism into two kinds: great 
and small. Great criticism dealt in general princi
ples, ideas, and rules. The great critic possessed 
more of the qualities of the philosopher than of the 
historian in the compromise between the philosopher 
and historian that identified the literary critic. 
Goethe was a great critic. Small criticism propounded 
particular principles derived from the observation of 
facts and instances. In his use of pure criticism 
synonymously with small criticism James forestalled 
any subordination of small criticism to great criti
cism. Where great criticism might be a treatise on 
aesthetics, small or pure criticism would be an analy
sis of a work, an author's works, or a genre. James's 
small critic was more the historian than the philoso
pher in his methods and conclusions. Sainte-Beuve was 
a small critic.



Henry Harland was an American writer who fell 
under James's influence and who founded The Yellow
Book. In "The Story-Teller at Large: Mr. Henry Har
land," James concerned himself less with criticizing 
Harland's work than with the problem of breaking the

l l O"soil" bond. James in this essay cited Dickens,
Scott, Balzac, and Hawthorne as proof of the "soil"
bond. And in further support of it, he wrote of the
old and "deep incongruity of the novelist at large.
But times change, and he wondered if the old notion of
the "soil" bond should not be investigated. The "soil"
bond "may well be . . .  in course of modification. Mho
shall say, at the rate things are going, what is to be
'near' home in the future and what is to be far from 
£ 9 it 11̂4-

In his speculation on the breaking of the "soil" 
bond, James chose to call the previously incongruous 
concept of the novelist at large cosmopolitan. In ac-

James, "A French Critic," N&R, p. 103.
IIP-LX^Both Morris Roberts in Henry James's Criticism, 

p. 93 j and Edward Francis Krickel, Jr!! in "Henry James 
and America," p. L|.10, agree that James's main concern 
In this essay is with the expatriate writer.

James, "The Story-Teller at Large: Mr. Henry 
Harland," AS, p. 186.

H'^-James, "The Story-Teller at Large: Mr. Henry 
Harland," AE, p. 187.
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tuality James»s "cosmopolitan" in his criticism of 
American literature ventured no further than a com
mon Anglo-American tradition. He seldom used the 
term in its broadest sense in his criticism. He 
described Turgenieff with it in Partial Portraits, 
but Turgenieff had changed his residence only; he 
maintained his "soil" bond in continuing to write 
of his native Russia.1^  Henry Harland both changed 
his residence by migrating to and broke his "soil" 
bond by writing of England.

James concluded that Harland in Commedies and 
Errors failed artistically to break his "soil" bond. 
The conspicuous absence of any reference to America 
in Harland»s book and the presentation of a Europe 
existing only in American myth bfetrayed Harland»s 
American heritage. This failure to break the "soil" 
bond was also consistent with James»s general esti
mate of Harland»s ability:

If we are to watch the "cosmopolitan" paint- 
er /James here uses terms of visual art to 
describe literary artTZ on trial, it will 
always be so much to the good for him that 
he has mastered a method and learned how to 
paint. Then we may, with all due exhilara
tion, set down all his shipwrecks to his

■^5James, "Ivan Turgenieff," PP, pp. 292-3.
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”i "1 Lunanchored state. XD

Before Judging the success of a literary venture into 
cosmopolitanism just as before finding in American lit
erature the savor of "soil," James required that the 
author be master of his art.

In "London" James widened the "soil" bond by fit
ting it in a larger critical category. Speaking of 
himself as an adopted son of England, he wrote of "our 
capital as British . . . ,"117 James's "our" compassed 
the United Kingdom, the British Empire, America, and 
all English-speaking territories. And in "our capi
tal" being "British" James did not mean the nation of 
England as the capital of the English-speaking world. 
London was the sacred capital, allowing the most An
glophobic American "to admit with conscious pride that

11 8he has submitted to Londonization."
Then, reminiscent of the critical American "soil," 

James wrote of Shakespeare, Milton, Emerson, and Haw
thorne as artists cultivating the same medium. Here, 
then, Is the prime clue to James’s critical reconcili-

" I  " I  ¿L James 
Harland," AE,

James
ll8T, , .Ibid.

, "The Storv-Teller 
p. 189.
, "London," ELS, pp

at Large:

11-2 .

Mr . Henry
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ation of a distinctly nationalist American literature 
to an English language literature; Hawthorne, the 
American author whose work savored most strongly of 
’’soil,” cultivated as well the medium of a common 
Anglo-American literature. In this essay James's 
"soil" of American literature took its place in the 
medium of English language literature.

James enumerated the advantages of London as the 
capital of an Anglo-American literature: "It is the 
single place in which most readers, most possible lov
ers, are gathered together; it is the most Inclusive
public and the largest social incarnation of the lan-

119guage, of the tradition." ' He was to repeat the 
sense of these advantages four years later in "Wolcott 
Balestier." James concluded "London" with a paean to 
one Anglo-American literature: "I like to think how 
great we all are together in the light of heaven and 
the face of the rest of the world, with the bond of 
our glorious tongue, in which we labor to x̂ rite arti
cles and books for each other's candid perusal, how 
great we all are and how great is the great city which 
we may unite fraternally to regard as the capital of

blames, "London," ELE, p. 12.



our race . . . ." As literary criticism, then,
"London" was in praise of the Anglo-American tradition 
James speculated on in his essay on Henry Harland.

"An Animated Conversation" continued the thread 
of "London" in argument rather than praise. Leon Edel 
described it as "an early appeal for a merging of 
Anglo-American cultures." x Early in the essay one 
of James’s characters called the nationalist debate 
about two literatures of one language "the great silly 
schism of language, of usage, of litera ture In
contrast James praised the good sense of the French 
for calling all literature written in French part of 
a single literature, finding that "our [the English 
and American) insistence on international differences 
is stupid."'^23 Though he had yet to find specific 
evidence of a widened "soil" bond in practice, James 
seemed now to have made his decision in critical the
ory on his speculations in the essay on Henry Harland 
about a widened "soil" bond. America no longer pos
sessed anything distinctively different to bind her

-*-̂ 0jamas, "London," ELE, p. 32.

l^lLeori Edel, Henry James: 1882-1895 The Middle 
Years (New York, 19¿2 ), p. 21). 1.

322James, "An Animated Conversation," ELE, p. 273*
123Ibid.
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literature to her "soil" as Hawthorne had been bound.
James granted that in encountering new climate, 

soil, circumstance, institutions, and needs the Eng
lish settler in America produced a distinctive lan
guage and literature:

Clifford. And English is English.
Belinda. And America is American.
Belwood, Perhaps; but that's not the end of 

it, it's the very beginning .1214.
This beginning offered two possibilities to James.
Its lessening differences could be provoked by the
nationalist newspapers of England and America with
"the great silly schism" perpetuated into a wearisome
"matter of perverted effort and deluded duty."li:̂  Or
the beginning could be "the opportunity for two great
peoples to accept, or rather to cultivate with talent,
a common destiny, to tackle the world together . . . .
it will make life larger and the arts finer for each
of them." r~' The possibility of an Anglo-American
literature was to James a fine and new but difficult
opportunity.

12^Ibid0
■̂2^James, 

276-7.
"An Animated Conversa ti on," ELE, pp.

1 PAx<i0 James, 
277-8.

"An Animated Conversation," ELE, pp.
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Thus far James’s American criticism of cosmopoli
tan emphasis has been general. His references to au
thors have supported points he wished to make.
James’s small criticism of three American authors, 
Hawthorne, Lowell, and Wolcott Balestier, demonstrated 
the bridging of the nationalist emphasis to the more 
cosmopolitan emphasis in American criticism that this 
paper proposes to show he accomplished, finding in 
Balestier a practical confirmation of his belief in 
the Anglo-American literary tradition.

James’s criticism of Hawthorne was consistently 
and firmly nationalist. James called Hawthorne "the 
last of the old-fashioned Americans . . . ."127 and 
"the last pure American . . . ."I28 This terminal 
quality in Hawthorne arose from his being "the last 
specimen of the more primitive type of men of let
ters’’-*-̂  wit,h a ‘loyalty to a simpler and less encum
bered civilization."130 In his criticism of Hawthorne 
James wrote of a type of man no longer existent from a l

l22James, H, pp. 549-50.
12^James, "Hawthorne’s French and Italian Jour- 

nals," AE, p. 11.
129james, H, pp. 549-50.
180James, "Hawthorne’s French and Italian Jour

nals," AE, p. 11.



society that had disappeared. The "soil" James re
peatedly discovered in Hawthorne's work belonged to 
this disappeared society and man. The changing times 
that had allowed James to speculate on Henry Harland's 
breaking the "soil" bond may have doomed Hawthorne's 
era of American literature: "An American as cultivated 
as Hawthorne is now almost inevitably more cultivated, 
and as a matter of course, more Europeanized in ad- 
vance, more cosmopolitan.""1'' America or New England 
would produce no more American authors whom James 
would find distinctively American in the manner of 
Hawthorne.

James's criticism of James Russell Lowell, born 
twelve years later and dead twenty-seven years later 
than Hawthorne, fits Lowell into the role of James's 
more Europeanized and more cosmopolitan American.
James wrote that Lowell's intellectual curiosity pre
vented him from confining himself to New England and 
American horizons. Lowell crossed the Atlantic bear
ing his distinctive American savor with him: "If he 
was American enough in Europe, in America he was 
abundantly European ."^32 ip̂ g Anglo-American reciproc-

•*-3̂ -James, H, pp. 5i|9-50.
■*■32james,'fJames Russell Lowell," AS, p. 8l.



ity with which Lowell spanned the Atlantic was his 
gift to his time: "He had the immense advantage that 
the very voice in which he could speak--so much at 
once that of his masculine, pugnacious intellect, and 
that of the best side of the race--was a plea for 
everything the millions of English stock; have in com-
mon."^3

In 1892 James wrote an introduction to the post
humous publication of Wolcott Balestier’s The Average 
Woman James wrote of Balestier’s modern and cos
mopolitan spirit: "He struck; me as the bright young 
forerunner of some high common conveniences, some 
greater international transfusions ."̂ -35 in "The Amer
ican Novel" James was to write six years later of an 
"interesting symptom and a mark, moreover of something 
that we shall probably all, not long hence, be talking 
of as a 'movement' . ' : The movement was the inter
nationalism or cosmopolitanism in literature of which

Wjames,"James Russell Lowell (1819-1891), " M »  
p. 117.

•̂ ■̂An American brother-in-law of Rudyard Kipling, 
Balestier was best known for his collaboration with 
Kipling in Naulahka.

-35>James f "Wolcott Balestier," AS, p. 185.
-*-36james, "The A m e rican  N o v e l , "  AS, p .  205.
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James found Balestier a forerunner. In explaining 
Balestier's reason for moving to London, James re
peated the sense of what he had said of the city in 
"London:"

The field was largest in London because Lon
don was an extension without being a substi
tution. It "took in," as it were, the great 
agglomerations he (Balestier] had left be
yond the sea and added others to them. It 
had in a word--it always has--the advantage 
of being the biggest box in the theatre, the 
highest seat of observation of the English- 
speaking multitude as a whole--with nothing 
less than which was Wolcott Balestier 
prompted to concern himself.137

The theme of "London" and "An Animated Conversation" 
are here restated in James's small criticism to ex
plain Balestier's migration.

The cosmopolitanism that James attributed to 
Henry Harland in part, James Russell Lowell, and Wol
cott Balestier referred only to the English-speaking 
cosmos. "An Animated Conversation" and "London" are 
little more than a plea for Anglo-American provincial
ism. In James's nationalist criticism of American 
literature, regionalism was to be the source of an 
American literature; an Anglo-American literary tradi
tion was the goal towards which James believed Ameri
can literature was maturing.

•L3 7 ja m e s ,  " W o l c o t t  B a l e s t i e r , "  AE, p .  1 7 8 .
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That James’s criticism of Hawthorne, Lowell, and 
Wolcott Balestier were produced in this order is not 
the point of this paper, for a consistency is pre
sumed in James’s criticism. That Hawthorne, Lowell, 
and Balestier wrote in overlapping but respective his
torical order is pertinent. The three authors re
flected the widening vision of American society and 
literature. James's criticism of American literature 
of nationalist and cosmopolitan emphasis co-existed.
In showing an American literature to be psrt of the 
literature of the English language, James in his crit
icism bridged two eras.
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