‘My charming work was just my life with Miles and
Flora, and through nothing could I so like it as through
feeling that I could throw myself into it in trouble. ’

The Turn of the Screw
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the story of the young children . . . left to the care of
servants in an old country house. . . . The servants,
wicke’d

and depraved, corrupt and deprave the children,

the children are bad, full of evil, to a sinister degree.
/

1

The servants die . . . and their apparitions, figures,
1
return to haunt the house and children.

F.O. Matthiesen and Kenneth B. Murdock, eds. The Notebook of Henry

James (New York : Oxford Press, 1947) 178.
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governess as a reliable interpreter of events, and you
have one story. Take her

as an unreliable neurotic

fabricator of non-existent ‘ghosts of the mind’ and you
are reading a diametrically opposed narrative.

2

Wfl (Setting)

I remember as a thoroughly pleasant impression the
broad clear front, its open windows and fresh curtains

and the pair of maids looking out;. . . . The scene had
a greatness that made a different affair from my own
scant home, (7;

2

ch. 1)

Shlomith Rimmon, The Concept of Ambiguity - the Example of James

(Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1977) 19.
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According to it (the sexual element), the governess
exceeds her authority with the children because she is
in love with the master and wishes to impress

him.4

The governess is unconscious; she is doing this, because
she is sexually repressed and cannot admit her sexual
motives

to

herself.

She therefore thinks she is

protecting the children against an actual, outside evil,
which happens to have come along providentially to
supply her with the occasion she needs to demonstrate
her heroism and devotion to the master.’
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I was so determined to have all my proof ‘that I flashed
into ice to challenge him.
‘Whom do you mean by ‘he’?’
‘Peter

Quint -you devil!’ His face gave again, routid

the room, its convulsed,supplication.
‘Where?

(121, ch. 24)

Wfh75d (Critical Commentary)

I write it into a fantastic fiction which, first intended to
be of the briefest, finally became a thing of some
length, and is now being ‘serialized’ in an American
periodical.
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‘Slb%k g $4 (Robert Lee Wolff) flkl3~%1
The Turn of the Screw has been perhaps the most
widely read and discussed of the stories of Hemy
James. 7

The Turn of the Screw is a very mechanical manner, I
honestly think- an inf:ction,

a merely pictorial subject

and rather a shameless pot- boiler.

?Robert Lee Wolff, “The Genesis of the .Turn of the Screw,” American
Literature, XIII (March, 1941) 1-8.
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It may seem odd, in a search for the amusing, to try to
steer

wide

of

the

silly

by

hugging

close

the

‘supernatural’ . . . and I am prepared with the
conf&sion

that the

‘ghost-story, ’ as,

we

for

conveniehce call it, has ever been for me the most
possible form of the fairy-tale.*

R

Henry James, “Preface to the Altar of the Dead,” The Novels and Tales

of HenryJames,
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’

XVII (1909) 15-21.
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that is she- always she herself--who sees the lurking
shapes and heralds them to her little world.

The young governess who tells the story is a neurotic
case of sex repression, and the ghost are not real ghost
at all but merely the governess’s hallucinations.

243

EN 471
.

‘The moral of which was of course the seduction
exercised by the splendid young man. ’

‘She saw him only twice. ’
‘Yes, but that’s just the beauty of her passion. ’
‘She mentioned to me that when, . . .
he held her hand, thanking her for the sacrifice, she
already felt rewarded. ’
‘But was that all her reward?’ one of the ladies asked.
‘She never saw him again. ’ (13 - 14; prologue)

She had picked’ up a small ffat piece of wood, ivhich
happened to have in it a little hole that had evidently
suggested to her the idea of sticking in another fragment
that might figure as a mast and make the thing a boat.
(44; ch.6)
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The Turn of the Screw, which I found then and find
again to be the most powerful, the most nerveshattering ghost story I have ever read.’

Henry James’s ghosts have nothing in common with the
violent old ghost-he blood stained sea captains, the
white horses, the headless ladies of dark lanes and
10

windy commons.

9

William

Lyon Phelps, “Henry James,” The Tale Review, V( July,

1961) 794.
10
Virginia Woolf, “Henry James’s Ghost Stories,” Granite and Rainbow
(New York : Harcourt, Brace &World, 1921) 65-72.
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I had to decidk in fine between having my apparitions
correct and having my story ‘good’- that is producing
my impression of the dreadful, my designed horror.
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M’Kh(i;lBpd

(Excerpt)

Her thus turning her back on me was fortunately not, for my just
preoccupations, a snub that could check the growth of our mutual esteem.

We

met, after Z had brought home little Miles, more intimately than ever on the
ground of my stupefaction, my general emotion : so monstrous was Z then ready
to pronounce it that such a child as had now been revealed to me should be under
an interdict.

Z was a little late on the scene, and Z felt, as he stood wistfully

looking out for me before the door of the inn at which the coach had put him
down, that Z had seen him, on the instant, without and within, in the great glow
of freshness, the same positive fragrance of purity, in which Z had, from the first
moment, seen his little sister. He was incredibly beautiful, and Mrs. Grose had
put her finger on it : everything but a sort of passion of tenderness for him was
swept away by his presence. What Z then and there took him to my heart for was
something divine that Z have never found to the same degree in any child -his
indescribable little air of knowing nothing in the world but love.

It would have

been impossible to carry a bad name with a greater sweetness of innocence, and
by the time Z had got back to Bly with him Z remained merely bewildered- so
far, that is, as Z was not outraged- by the sense of the horrible letter locked up
in my room, in a drawer. As, soon as Z could compass a private word with Mrs.
Grose Z declared to her that it was grotesque.
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She promptly understood me. ‘You mean the cruel charge-?’
I

‘It doesn’t live an instant. My dear woman, look at him! ’
She smiled at my pretension to have discovered his charm.

‘I assure you,

Miss, I do nothing else! What will you say, then?’ she immediately added.
‘In answer to the letter?’ I had made up my mind. ‘Nothing. ’
‘And to his uncle?’
I was incisive. ‘Nothing. ’
‘And to the boy himself?’
I was wonderful. ‘Nothing.’
She gave with her apron a great wipe to her mouth.

‘Then I’ll stand by

you. We’ll see it out. ’
‘We’ll see it out!’ I ardently echoed, giving her my hand to make it a
vow.
She held me there a moment, then whisked up her apron again with her
detached hand. ‘Would you mind, Miss, if I used the freedom-’
‘To kiss me? No! ’ I took the good creature in my arms and, after we had
embraced like sisters, felt still more fortified and indignant.
This, at all events, was for the time : a time so full that, as I recall the
way it went, it reminds me of all the art I now need to make it a little distinct.
What I look back at with amazement is the situation I accepted. I had undertaken,
with my companion, to see it out, and I was under a charm, apparently, that
could smooth away the extent and the far and difficult connexions of such an
effort.

I was lifted aloft on a great wave of infatuation and pity. I found it

simple, in my ignorance, my confusion, and perhaps my conceit, to assume that I
could deal with a boy whose education for the world was all on the point of
beginning.

I am unable even to remember at this day what proposal I framed for

the end of his holidays and the resumption of his studies. Lessons with me
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indeed, that charming summer, we all had a theory that he was to have; bllt I
now feel that, for weeks, the lessons must have been rather my own. I learnt
something-t first certainly-that had not been one of the teachings of my small,
smothered life; learnt to be amused, and even amusing, and not to think for the
morrow. It was the first time, in a manner, that 1 had known space and air and
freedom, all the music of summer and all the mystery of nature. And then there
was considerationand consideration was sweet. Oh, it was a trapnot
but deep-o

designed,

my imagination,to my delicacy perhaps to my vanity; to whatever,’

in me, was most excitable. The best way to picture it all is to say that 1 was off
my guard.

They gave me so little trouble-hey were of a gentleness so
1
extraordinary. I used to speculate -but even this with a dim disconnectednessas
to how the rough future (for all futures are rough!) would handle them and might
bruise them.

They had the bloom of health and happiness; and yet, as if I had

been in charge of a pair of little grandees, of princes of the blood, for whom
everything, to be right, would have to be enclosed and protected, the only form
that, in my fancy, the after-years could take for them was that of a romantic, a
really royal extension of the garden and the park. It may be, of course, above
all, that what suddenly broke into this gives the previous time a charm of stillness
-that hush in which something gathers or crouches. The change was actually
like the spring of a beast.
In the first weeks the days were long; they often, at their finest, gave me
what I used to call my own hour, the hour when, for my pupils, tea-time and
bed-time having come and gone, I had, before my fina$ retirement, a small
interval alone. Much as I liked my companions, this hour was the thing in the
day I liked most; and I liked it best of all when, as the light faded-or rather, I
should say, the day lingered and the last calls of the last birds sounded, in a
flushed sky, from the old tress-l could take a turn into the grounds and enjoy,
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almost with a sense of property that amused and f7attered

me, the beauty and

dignity of the place. It was a pleasure at these moments to feel myself tranquil
and justified; doubtless, perhaps, also to reflect that by my discretion, my quiet
good sense and general high propriety, 1 was giving pleasureif he ever thought
of it!--to the person to whose pressure I had responded. What I was doing was
what he had earnestly hoped and directly asked of me, and that I could, after all,
do it proved even a greater joy than 1 had expected.

I dare say I fancied myself,

in short, a remarkable young woman and took comfort in the faith that this
would more publicly appear.

Well, I needed to be remarkable to offer a front to

the remarkable things that presently gave their first sign.

It was plump, one afternoon, in the middle of my very hour : the children
were tucked away and I had come out for my stroll.

One of the thoughts that, as

I don’t in the least shrink now from noting, used to be with me in these

wanderings was that it would be as charming as a charming story suddenly to
meet someone.

Someone would appear there at the turn of a path and would

stand before me and smile and aapprove. I didn ‘t ask more than that--l only asked
that he should know; and the only way to be sure he knew would be to see it,

and ihe kind light of it, in his handsome face.

That was exactly present to me-

by which I mean the face was-when, on the first of these occasions, at the end
of a long June day, 1 stopped short on emerging from one of the plantations and

coming into view of the house. What arrested me on the spotand with a shock
much greater than any vision had allowed for-was the sense that my imagination

had, in a flash, turned real. He did stand there!-but high up, beyond the lawn
and at the very top of the tower to which, on that first morning, little Flora had
conducted me. This tower was one of a pair-square, incongruous, crenelated
structures-hat were distinguished, for some reason, though I could see little
difference, as the new and the old.
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They flanked opposite ends of the house and
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