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Four Times Henry James: What’s New in Henry James Studies

[The following is a condensed version of a lecture I gave at
Doshisha University on 24 May 2025. GZ]

Preliminary: Henry James and Anglo-American
Modernism

We recall especially from the work done by John Carlos Rowe
in the 1980s and 1990s how Henry James was recast from Leon
Edel’s “Master” to a writer who anticipated several of the
theoretical movements of the later twentieth century. Thus now
might be a time to recall how, before Edel, the first generation of
Anglo-American writers of the early twentieth century regarded
Henry James as their literary predecessor.

Hugh Kenner, for example, used James in the opening of The
Pound Era to illustrate the passing from James’s generation to
Pound’s of “not only a life but a tradition [. . .] of effortless high
civility” (3—7). Kenner’s “effortless high civility” carries the
meaning Pound himself expressed about James in the Little
Review’s Henry James memorial issue. In that issue Pound
named James, “the hater of tyranny; [the author of] book after
early book against oppression” (“Brief Note” 7). Pound
celebrated James’s “great labour, this labour of translation, of
making America intelligible, of making it possible for
individuals to meet across national borders” (7). What James
meant to those early twentieth-century artists also illustrates his
significance to them. The following outlines some areas of
Henry James scholarship that I believe were important for that
earlier generation and also are important for Henry James studies

today.

First Part: Henry James and Modern Drama

James’s interest in modern drama, especially Ibsen, is rather
well known. But it’s not as well known that James participated
with a relatively small group of Londoners whose ambition it
was to identify and promote the best modern drama from nations
around the world and have it produced for the London stage.

James might have been brought into the group by an American

Greg Zacharias

(Center for Henry James Studies, Creighton University)

actress, Elizabeth Robins, whom James sought to play Claire de
Cintré, one of the leading roles in the dramatic version of his
novel, The American, for its London production in autumn 1891.
Robins had performed in Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler the spring before
she played Claire de Cintré for James. James noted Robins’s
Hedda performance in his 1891 essay, “On the Occasion of
Hedda Gabler, 1891,” where he wrote that “nothing could be
more vivid than Dr. Ibsen’s account of the incalculable young
woman into whom Miss Robins so artistically projects herself”
(250). But most striking about James’s essay is that James tells
us that Ibsen’s work was for him (and presumably his colleagues
in London in the early 1890s), a measure of what was, without
negotiation, modern drama and thus modern literature overall.
Ibsen, like the best modern drama and literature, helped James
understand where he was “in the thickening fog of life” (243).
James not only promoted Robins in Hedda Gabler and then in
The American. He assisted Robins and Marion Lea, another
American actress in Britain, with the development of their
Robins-Lea Joint Management company, which was formed so
that Robins and Lea could have greater control of their bookings

and thus their acting careers (Robins 58—62, 71-72).

Second Part: Henry James and Public Identity

Henry James’s long 12 February 1891 letter to his brother
William indicates the extent to which one’s public identity
concerned him. At issue was the name of his nephew, his
brother’s son, whom William James and his wife, Alice, were
considering naming “Francis Tweedy Temple James.” Henry
was troubled most by the inclusion of “Temple.” James wrote to
his brother and sister-in-law: “Nothing would induce me to let it
appear to a ‘“Temple’ that | wished to make my child seem to be
connected with them by THAT strain in his blood; which is what
any Temple w[oul]d inevitably assume!” (Correspondence 2:
172). Thus the signals that represented one’s identity mattered to
Henry James, both in how the identities of others, such as his

nephew, as well as his own, were read.



Henry James was motivated at least in part to work to bring
the best modern drama from around the world to London
because for some time he had seen himself as part of the cultural
vanguard of the modern world and wanted to be seen that way
as well. Being a modern artist was part of his identity. He first
satisfied his need to represent himself as a modern artist from his
first days in London in the late 1870s as an elected foreign
member of the Reform Club, a leading institution for liberal
English men. The Reform Club gave an immense boost to
James’s own self-esteem, confidence, and literary career
(Zacharias).

Crucial to James’s professional success, self-esteem, and
decision to make London his home was his relatively rapid
acceptance by members of London men’s clubs, who ran
important British literary periodicals and publishing houses and
regarded club membership as a sign of James’s socio-
professional worth. It was through relationships formed in and
enabled by those clubs that James met the “rich dilettanti,” who
could work “gratis” as well as editors who needed to be paid for
their efforts (Complete Letters 1876—1878 1: 38). At the Reform
and other men’s clubs James conducted what he called
“club=business” (2: 141).

James’s coined word, “club=business,” conveys the proximity
of his overlapping club and business lives through which he
expressed his identity. That members often belonged to more
than one club extended the reach of the social networking that
James could build. By placing himself in liberal London and by
making it his home, our author “became” Henry James, whose
ambition, he wrote in Notes of a Son and Brother, was to be “just
literary” (294).

But to settle himself into the role of a professional author, into
being “just literary,” James had to learn and perform the role.
Philip Waller’s survey of practices of literary culture in later

nineteenth-century Britain offers a way to begin to imagine more
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that many of those performance practices not only appear in

thoroughly what James’s “just literary” meant. It is important
James’s life, but that he pursued and cultivated them. To
recognize James’s participation with those practices is to
understand better what it was for him to be “just literary.”

One of those practices in which James participated
was courting reviewers who would write positively on one’s

behalf (Waller 414-20). A second practice expected of those who

were “literary” was managing money responsibly, so that one

could become known as “a businessman of letters” (405ft.). A
third practice was having a portrait taken by Elliott and Fry and
using it for advertising (354, 355, 416). James had at least two
of these taken. A fourth practice that helped James represent
himself as being “literary” was having his picture included in
periodicals and illustrated newspapers (350-52). A fifth practice
for the “literary” person was having a portrait painted by
Jacques-Emile Blanche (357, 360), which James accomplished.
A sixth practice described by Waller was employing a recognized
literary agent (623ff.). James had two, A. P. Watt, who is thought
of as the first literary agent in Britain, and J. B. Pinker.

Waller's work, which I used to review James's practices as a
professional author, and which describes the cultural
expectations for authors and authorship, especially in the United
States and England, at least, offers broad and important areas for
further what James and  his

investigation  into

contemporaries recognized as being “just literary.”

Third Part: James and the Female Artist Community

Elizabeth Robins and Marion Lea were not the only women
whose artistic work Henry James admired and supported. Here
are some others, some of whom you know and others who might
be new to you.

Edith Wharton (1862-1937)

Edith Wharton, author of The House of Mirth, The Age of
Innocence, and many other novels and stories, met Henry James
in the late 1880s (Backward Glance 171). They became close
friends by the turn of the twentieth century. Wharton called
James “first on the list of friends who composed my closest
group” during the years she lived at her country home, The
Mount (171). He was, Wharton wrote, “the most intimate friend
I ever had” (173). James might have thought of Wharton in the
same way. He chose Wharton as one of those few to whom he
sent end-of-the-year greetings. Wharton came from the United
States in 1910 to be with James in England at the depth of his
terrible depression of that year. James was a great friend and
booster of Wharton herself, and Wharton certainly admired
James as a fiction writer. He and Wharton discussed their mutual
profession at some length (199). In James’s later life, Wharton
seems to have taken a more protective role in their relationship.
She promoted James (unsuccessfully) for the Nobel Prize and
worked to supplement his income during his later days (Edel

476-78).



Constance Fenimore Woolson (1840-1894)

Constance Fenimore Woolson and Henry James published in
many of the same magazines, such as the Atlantic Monthly and
Harpers. In 1884, James wrote to William Dean Howells that
only Howells and Woolson were novelists writing in English he
read (Complete Letters 1883—1884 2: 31). Woolson was the only
female writer other than George Eliot James included as a
chapter subject in Partial Portraits. When Woolson died in
January 1894 in Venice, probably from suicide, James travelled
there at once from London to comb through her possessions.

Sarah Orne Jewett (1849-1909)

Novelist, short story writer, poet, and dramatist, Sarah Orne
Jewett exchanged letters with Henry James regularly, though
probably not frequently, between at least 1899 and 1915. Jewett
and James had mutual friends, such as Sara Norton and novelist
Mrs. Humphry Ward (Silverthorne 178, 179). To Mrs. Ward
James wrote on 22 September 1898:

Mrs. Fields + Miss Jewett did come [to his home]—+ Mrs.
Fields took me back to my far-away youth + hers + when
she was so pretty + I was so aspiring. Read, if you
haven’t Miss Jewett’s Country of the Pointed Firs (I will

send it you if you possess it not) for the pleasure of
something really exquisite.

During this visit, James gave Jewett and Fields a tour of Lamb
House, including his work room, which he told the guests
“laughingly” he had named, “The Temple of the Muse.” James
praised Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs, telling its
author that in it “not a word [was] overdone—such elegance and
exactness.” With James’s pet terrier the three departed James’s
home for a tour of the towns near Rye in Sussex. At Hastings
Jewett and Fields took the train back to London and James went
in the opposite direction back home to Rye (Silverthorne 179—
80).

James not only admired Jewett as an author and enjoyed her
company as he enjoyed that of Mrs. Fields, he used at least one
of Jewett’s stories as inspiration for his “Flickerbridge”
(Complete Notebooks 181-82).

Violet Paget (Vernon Lee) (1856-1935)

Henry James met Violet Paget in London, probably in social
circles, sometime in the mid-1880s. James was taken by Paget’s
composure and maturity. On 27 February 1887, he wrote to
Grace Norton that Paget was “The most intelligent person in

Florence” (Complete Letters 1887—1888 1: 58). Violet Paget was

a person James wanted to know.

Paget wanted to show her appreciation for James’s attention.
With considerable enthusiasm, she dedicated her first novel,
Miss Brown, to him. While James was taken by Paget’s gesture,
he wasn’t fully ready to be named as the inspiration for this
writer’s early work. Nonetheless, as a good mentor does, he
continued to support Paget.

Ellen Gertrude (Bay) Emmet Rand (1875-1941)

Bay Emmet was Henry James’s cousin. She was also an
important painter (some 800 portraits of many important people
of her day) and magazine illustrator. With James’s
encouragement, she painted his portrait in 1900. Artistically
gifted Bay, who began illustrating for Vogue magazine at 16,
became the family’s breadwinner (Boylan 13). In 1896, partly
with the support, encouragement, and various personal
connections of Henry James, (James, for example, secured a
letter of support for Bay from John Singer Sargent, whose early
career James had also promoted), Bay was accepted into art
school (Boylan 5). Thus Bay Emmet left the secure world of
magazine illustration to become a successful portrait painter. The
official presidential portrait for Franklin Roosevelt was probably

her most prestigious work (Boylan 6).

Fourth Part: Henry James and Money

James, always careful with money, having no children or
nearby relatives to care for him, kept an eye on the future,
especially as he grew older, and put aside enough money to
support himself after he passed the best years of his life for
earning and income. He died about two months short of his
seventy-third birthday and never lost status as an independent
and responsible person. At the same time, James seems either not
to have been content or was anxious with the amount of money
he was able to accumulate. He displayed admiration and even
envy for those, such as John Singer Sargent, John Everett Millais,
and Sir Frederick Leighton who earned more than he did (7he
Complete Letters 1883—1884, 2: 83—84).

James’s close friends seem to have worried about his financial
health late in his life. Perhaps his frugality seemed to them a
necessity rather than a choice. Ahead of James’s seventieth
birthday in 1913, Edith Wharton organized an effort to raise
$5,000 (roughly equivalent to $150,000 today) for her friend
Henry James from their mutual acquaintances. Wharton must

have believed that James would run out of money. A year earlier,



she succeeded at having Scribner’s, which published both
authors, take $8,000 from her royalties and offer it to James as if
it were Scribner’s advance on an “important American novel”
they knew James was planning. The novel became the never
completed The Ivory Tower. The “advance” was the largest
James had ever been offered. He accepted it and seemed never
to have realized that it was from Wharton (Edel 476-78).
Henry James’s estate was valued at £8,961 or $44,805 (2024
$=81,312,980, westegg.com) just after his death in 1916 (“Mr.
Henry James’s Estate”). Quite unlike so many people, it seems
that James had in fact reconciled his earning and saving with his
spending—though I believe that he always wanted to have

earned more.
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Translating the Second-Person Pronoun
in James’s The American and The Portrait of a Lady

Many years ago, Yeo Kyung-woo, professor at South Korea’s
University of Incheon, contacted me. He was translating The
Portrait of a Lady into Korean, and from time to time, he would
write me an email, asking about the possible meanings of a
particular passage in the original English. I still remember
vividly a particular query. It had to do with the most appropriate
way for Pansy and Isabel to address each other. In Korean,
explained Professor Yeo, there are four different levels of forms
of address, depending upon the relative age and social standing
of the people concerned. Since Pansy and Isabel are relatively
close in age, which of the four levels did I think was most
appropriate for them to use?

My answer was probably not very helpful: I suggested that he
should ask himself how two young Korean women in a similar
situation might address each other. Feeling, though, that my
suggestion would not be very useful, I offered to look at the
French translation of The Portrait of a Lady. Whereas in modern
English there is only one form of the second-person singular
pronoun (you), in French, as in other Romance languages, there
are two forms: fu (and its various grammatical forms) is used by
intimates and children, or by adults addressing children, or—
when addressing a stranger—to register contempt. Vous (which
is also the second-person plural pronoun) is normally used by
strangers; it signals respect and is commonly used, for instance,
when the interlocutors are of different ranks or ages. Adult
strangers, as they become closer, may agree to switch from an
initial vous to tu. The opposite, switching from fu to vous is
unusual, but I do know of one instance: a friend of mine knew
Emmanuel Macron when he was still just a businessman, and

they used fu when they communicated. But when Macron

Pierre A. Walker
(Salem State University)

became President of France, my friend switched to vous. As he
said, “it is respect for the office; I used to say fu and call him
Emmanuel, but now I cannot help but say vous and call him
Monsieur le President.”

In order to assist Professor Yeo with his query about how
Pansy and Isabel should address each other, I looked at Un
Portrait de femme, the 1933 translation by Philippe Neel, and 1
was able to report that in it, Pansy and Isabel consistently use the
formal vous. Neel’s solution implies that as much affection as
Pansy and Isabel may have for each other, they express that
affection in formal language. This implication, though, is not an
obvious reflection of the original English text, but rather the
result of the unavoidable choice that the translator must make to
use either fu or vous.

The English-language author does not have to choose between
different second-person singular pronouns and therefore does
not have to be concerned by what might be implied if characters
use more or less formal pronouns. The translator in French does,
however, have to make this unavoidable choice, as there is no
neutral alternative. In a French translation, if two characters say
tu to each other, that pronoun implies things about their
relationship. If one says fu and the other says vous, that implies
something different. And if they both say vous, then something
else is implied. But what is implied in the translation is absent
from the original English-language text’s universal use of the
singular you. Because the French translator has to make choices
that the original author did not, the translation introduces an
element of characterization that is not in the original. (Though
the translator might, through the choice of pronoun, be able to

reinforce what the original English is already offering, say if a



daughter addresses her parents as mama or papa rather than
Mother or Father, then fu might appear to be the appropriate
pronoun rather than vous.)

What fascinates me about translating the second-person
singular pronoun is that the translator has to choose, but the
choice is imposed more by the language of the translation than
by the original English text.

In L’Américain a Paris, Léon Bochet’s 1884 translation of
James’s The American, for instance, all characters use vous when
addressing each other, except on two occasions. One such
occasion occurs in chapter 3, when Tom Tristram, who
elsewhere in the book addresses his wife with vous, uses tu.
When Mrs. Tristram offers to help Newman find a wife, her
husband teases her that they “don’t keep a matrimonial bureau”
and that Newman “will think you want your commission” (47).
Bochet renders “will think you want your commission” as: “va
croire que vous voulez une commission” (1: 50, italics added).
Yet two pages later, when Tristram asks, “Who the deuce is it,
darling, that you are going to put upon him?” (49), Bochet’s text
makes the “you” into a fu: “Que, diable, vas-tu lui proposer, mon
amour?” (1: 52, italics added). Bochet, therefore, was not
consistent in his use of vous throughout for the Tristram couple’s
dialogue. Perhaps he was careless, or perhaps he wanted to
emphasize the sarcastic familiarity of Tristram’s “darling”
(translated as “mon amour,” my love). Bochet may also have
been struck by James’s “Who the deuce,” translating it with an
even more vulgar “Que, diable” (or, what the devil), which the
familiar fu complements.

The other exception occurs in the first chapter, when Noémie
converses with her father, Monsieur Nioche. These two would
have spoken in French, as Noémie does not know English. As a
result, James, in the original English, took the unusual step (for
19th-century English) of having them use a mix of you and thou.
Noémie says, “Perhaps he [Newman] will help you,” to which
Nioche replies to her that Newman, “says thou art very clever”
(14, italics added). And when they raise the idea of giving
Newman French language lessons, Nioche exclaims: “To take
lessons, my daughter? From thee?” she replies: “From you!” (15,
italics added). James, here, clearly wanted to use “thou” and
“thee” to register in English that Noémie would say vous to her
father while he would say u to her.

Bochet did not recognize or at least did not care to reproduce

faithfully the distinction James created in the Nioches’

conversation. He has both father and daughter address each other
with tu, so that “will help you” and “thou art very clever”
become: “t’y aidera-t-il” and “tu es trés habile,” and “lessons
[...] From thee” and “From you” become: “lecons [...] de toi”
and “de toi” (1: 12).

Otherwise, Bochet uses vous all throughout his translation.
Claude Bonnafont, in L’Américain, her 1994 translation of The
American, uses tu and vous for James’s thou and you in the same
chapter 1 conversation. As a result, “will help you” and “thou art
very clever” become: “vous aidera-t-il” and “ton art est trés
savant” (17), and “lessons [...] From thee” and “From you”
become: “lecons [...] Avec toi” and “Avec vous” (18).

By translating the original’s thee in this conversation as fu and
you as vous, Bonnafont renders the distinction James made:
having Noémie say “you” to her father and having him respond
with “thee” reflects the reality in many French families then,
especially middle- and upper-class ones, where a parent used the
familiar fu when addressing the children but the children
responded with vous. James’s distinction here implies that the
Nioches maintain a pretense of bourgeois respectability, which
Bonnafont captures nicely.

In other instances, though, Bonnafont is obliged to make the
same unavoidable choices that other Romance-language
translators have to make: whether to translate you as the familiar
and intimate fu or as the more formal vous. Throughout her
translation, Bonnafont plays it safe by having almost all
characters address each other with vous. This includes all the
married couples in the novel: both the older and the younger
Bellegardes and the Tristrams (Bonnafont does not allow
Tristram to slip in a fu, as Bochet did in chapter 3). Bonnafont,
like Bochet, even has Claire and Valentin use vous at all times.
That Urbain would use vous when addressing his mother or his
siblings or his wife is not surprising, for its use corresponds with
the formality of his character and of his personal relations. But
it would not have been too surprising to have Valentin and Claire
address each other with the more intimate fu, for fu would further
emphasize the closeness of their relationship, which Valentin
compares to that of “Orestes and Electra” (136). As with Pansy
and Isabel in Neel’s 1933 translation of The Portrait of a Lady,
Claire’s and Valentin’s mutual vous, therefore, suggests that the
force of the formality that reigns in the House of Bellegarde is
even greater than their sibling love.

The one place where Bonnafont differs from Bochet is in



having Newman and Tristram use fu to address each other. This
is the case from their very first exchange, in chapter 2 (24). This
choice signals to readers that the two men had been on familiar
terms when they had known each other “eight or nine” years
before (21) and had not forgotten it. In spite of their not having
seen each other in “these six years” since Tristram had been in
Paris (21), the two men immediately use the familiar 1. A French
reader would conclude that the two men had had a very intense
friendship, for if they had met as adults, it would require a high
degree of familiarity for them to use fu. Or their use of fu is a
result of their more plebian origins. Either way, French readers
end up filling in the back-story of Newman’s and Tristram’s
acquaintance differently from how readers of the original
English-language text do. Newman and Valentin also rapidly
develop a close and intense friendship, but they continue to use
vous at all times. This could be because they do not have time to
become familiar enough, or it could be because Valentin’s
upbringing constrains him from addressing people with fu (as
with his sister). In any case, the contrast would not be lost on
readers of Bonnafont’s French version of the novel.

Like the French translators of The American (and of James in
general), translators of English into any language that requires
different forms of second-person address cannot avoid having to
choose which forms are most appropriate for the characters they
are translating. It is not even just a matter of what pronoun to use,
as other grammatical forms may also depend on the translator’s
choice. For instance, in chapter 15 of The American, when
Newman finds the Nioches at their neighborhood café, Noémie
says to her father: “Ask monsieur to sit down” (255). There is no
pronoun here, but the imperative verb form has to be translated
(into French) in either the fu or the vous form of the verb. As
Noémie addresses her father with vous in both translations,
Bonnafont has her say: “Priez monsieur de s’asseoir” (236) and
Bochet has: “Demandez a monsieur de s’asseoir” (2: 24); “Priez”
and “Demandez” are the formal versions of the verbs that
Bonnafont and Bochet use to translate James’s “Ask.”

It would be nice to conclude this short account of French
translations of The American with a report on the solution
Professor Yeo adopted for his Korean translation of The Portrait
of a Lady (and on the solutions adopted in two more recent
Korean translations, by Ch’oe Kyong-do and Yu Myeongsuk),
especially when Pansy and Isabel address each other.

Unfortunately, being unable to read Korean, I have to wait for a

Korean reader to enlighten me. However, the French translations
provide an interesting contrast. Neel uses vous for almost all of
the interchanges in Un Portrait de femme. He makes exceptions
for Ralph and his parents and for the Ludlows (Isabel’s older
sister and her husband); they all consistently use fu when
addressing each other. Osmond uses fu to address Pansy, but she
uses vous to address her father, unlike with the Touchetts, who
reciprocate Ralph’s fu with their own fu. Osmond’s sister, the
Countess Gemini, also addresses Pansy with fu, and her niece
responds, as to her father, with vous. Neel has Osmond and his
sister address each other with fu in chapter 24 (308, 312) but with
vous in chapter 50 (633). The contrast is interesting. It implies,
perhaps, that Osmond and his sister have lost affection for each
other, or perhaps that in one or both cases, they were being
ironical when addressing each other. Nevertheless, the contrast
is purely the result of the translator’s choice. All the other
characters in Un Portrait de femme address each other with vous:
Henrietta and Isabel, Warburton and Ralph, Ned Rosier and
Pansy, and Isabel and Pansy.

In Portrait de femme, her 1995 translation of The Portrait of
a Lady, Claude Bonnafont varies her use of fu and of vous as
well. Parents (Lydia Touchett, Daniel Touchett, and Gilbert
Osmond) address their children with zu, but the children (Ralph
and Pansy) use vous when speaking to their parents. The two
pairs of good friends: Ralph and Warburton on the one hand, and
Henrietta and Isabel on the other all use fu to each other. The
only married couple that use fu are the Ludlows. These choices
are all defensible, but they each say something that isn’t in the
original English text (or at least not as apparent). Ralph is well
brought-up; that is why he says vous to his parents, even though
he clearly loves them (especially his father) very much. Pansy is
also well brought-up, or at least strictly brought-up, but her
saying vous to her father also registers something of how
intimidating he is. The use of fu, when it comes to the two pairs
of friends, Ralph and Warburton and Henrietta and Isabel,
implies that their friendships go far back in time—although
Henrietta’s is an “acquaintance she had made shortly before her
father’s death” (Portrait 48), which had occurred not long before
the story begins. That the Ludlows use fu while other married
couples in the novel do not can suggest their intimacy or their
relative crudeness, or both. Like Neel, Bonnafont introduces the
same contrast in how Osmond and his sister address each other:

with fu in chapter 24 (299, 303) and with vous in chapter 50
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(618-19). Other characters, even very affectionate ones, use
vous: Ned Rosier and Pansy when declaring their shared love to
each other, and Pansy and Isabel.

The Italians have a saying: traduttore, traditore, or: translator,
traitor. The saying signifies that a translation can never be as
good as the original (though fans of Charles Baudelaire’s
translations of Edgar Allan Poe might disagree), that a
translation is always a betrayal of the original. If betrayal is
inevitable, though, it is not necessarily because the translator is
not up to the task, but sometimes because the original and

translated languages impose unavoidable choices, such as what

form of address to use.
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