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          1When, in 1927, Marie-Reine Garnier published her thesis, Henry James et la France, at the University of Strasbourg, the field was still unexplored and provided ample ground for study. Mlle Garnier drew up an inventory of all that referred to France in James’s life and work but unfortunately her book is perverted by nationalistic prejudices and betrays a strong sense of personal outrage at James’s picture of the French characters; she attributes their distortion to James’s personal failure with the French and insists on reducing his reaction to France to mere personal retaliation. In 1929 Morris Roberts published his Harvard dissertation, The Criticism of Henry James, which contains a penetrating analysis of James’s criticism of the French. Miss Cornelia P. Kelley’s pioneer study on The Early Development of Henry James appeared in 1930. For this book Miss Kelley had patiently collected her material in the dusty volumes of the Nation, the Atlantic Monthly and the North American Review, in which James had published his first tales and reviews. She was mainly concerned with James’s work itself and deliberately ignored the nationalistic criticism of her compatriots who, like Van Wijck Brooks, could not forgive James for having given up his American citizenship in the last year of his life. For her research work she was entirely dependent on Le Roy Phillips’ A Bibliography of the Writings of Henry James (1906) and, for information on James’s life, on his own letters and autobiography. Interest in James waned during the thirties, but the centenary of his birth, in 1943, marked the beginning of a revival in James criticism.

          2In the sixties the critic of Henry James no longer makes his hands dirty with the dust of old magazines. Most of the early reviews have been collected in books, the complete tales have been edited in twelve volumes by Leon Edel, and Scribner’s is now re-issuing the monumental New York Edition. The pioneer bibliography of Le Roy Phillips has been replaced by A Bibliography of Henry James (1957), compiled by Leon Edel and Dan H. Laurence, and the former’s remarkable biography of the Master is a most useful complement to the sometimes hazy statements made by James himself in his autobiographical writings. Some older studies have survived this tidal wave in Jamesian criticism, and Miss Kelley’s The Early Development of Henry James, which has recently appeared in the paperback dress of our time, is one of them. By now her suggested parallels between James and George Sand, Balzac, Mérimée, Musset, and Turgenev have been completely absorbed by the critic and have stimulated the researches of those who are interested in James’s indebtedness to European writers.

          3The influence of Balzac has been noted by Eliot Fay in “Balzac and Henry James” (French Review, XXIV [Feb. 1951], 325-330) and by Percy C. Adams in “Young Henry James and the Lesson of his Master Balzac” (Revue de Littérature Comparée, XXXV [1961],458-467); the latter critic develops Miss Kelley’s suggestions and points out new parallels between James and Balzac. Maurita Willett has drawn attention to a source for The American in Le Père Goriot (Revue de Littérature Comparée, XLI [1967], 204- 227). The relation between James and Zola has been stressed by Robert J. Niess in “Henry James and Zola: A Parallel” (Revue de Littérature Comparée, XXX [1956], 93-98) and by Lyall H. Powers in “Henry James and Zola’s Roman Expérimental” (University of Toronto Quarterly, XXX [Oct. 1960], 16-30). P.R. Grover has lately written a note entitled “Mérimée’s Influence on Henry James,” in The Modern Language Review, LXIII [Oct., 1968], 810-817. In 1941 Daniel Lerner wrote an excellent article on “The Influence of Turgenev on Henry James,” in the Slavonic Yearbook (XX, 28-54); more recently Sylvia E. Bowman drew a parallel between “Les Héroïnes d’Henry James dans The Portrait of a Lady et d’Yvan Tourgueniev dans A la Veille” (Etudes Anglaises, XL [1958], 136-149), while Oscar Cargill discussed the relation between the two writers in The Novels of Henry James (1961). Other interesting parallels were pointed out by I.D. McFarlane in “A Literary Friendship: Henry James and Paul Bourget” (Cambridge Journal, IV [Dec, 1950], 144-161), one of which prompted me to compare James's In the Cage with Bourget’s Posre restante. Daisy Miller has also been compared with Victor Cherbuliez's Paule Méré by Edward Stone in The Battle and the Books : Some Aspects of Henry James (1964) and The Awkward Age with the contemporary bestsellers, especially with Gyp’s Le Bonheur de Ginette and Bijou, by Elizabeth Owen in “‘The Awkward Age’ and the Contemporary English Scene” (Victorian Studies. XI [Sept., 1967], 63-82).

          4All these essays—to which must be added separate chapters on James’s criticism of the French in general studies—testify to the interest in James's relation to French writers, but apart from unpublished dissertations there is no detailed study on his general relation to France except for Melle Garnier's outdated thesis. Christof Wegelin’s The Image of Europe in Henry James (1958) aims at tracing James’s relation to the traditional American attitudes towards Europe and his gradual emancipation from those conventional views, but it deals with Europe as a whole and not specifically with France.

          5My own concern in trying to fill this gap was not to discover new French sources for James's work, first because I could hardly improve upon Miss Kelley's achievement, second because I agree with Leon Edel that this is “a form of speculation least relevant when we deal with an imagination as creative as James’s, an imagination so saturated with literature that all the writings of the past may be said to have provided the soil for his own work.”1 My aim is to place James against the French geographical, artistic, and moral background, and thereby to provide a new focus for an explication of his mind and fiction. James indeed defined himself through his attitude to the French mind and through his criticism of French writers just as his own Anglo-Saxon heroes define themselves through their reaction to the French environment.

          6The first part of the present study deals with James’s attitude to France as it appears from his travel sketches, letters, and autobiography. Leon Edel’s biography was of course a most helpful companion piece to James’s own writings. Though used in its literal sense—James travelled in France and wrote travel sketches in the American tradition of his time—the word tourist is not devoid of the superficial connotation usually attached to it. That is why I have purposely included in this first chapter most of James’s occasional remarks on French painters and sculptors instead of making them the subject of a separate chapter in the second part. Indeed his judgment on painters was rather amateurish ; it was that of a “tourist” rather than that of a serious art-critic.

          7James’s criticism of French writers is the object of the second chapter. This includes not only the novelists but the critics, poets, and playwrights whom James discussed or reviewed. In the case of Dumas and Bourget I have illustrated his theoretical views by comparing one of his own works with one of theirs, but I have avoided doing this systematically. Like all great writers, James reshaped old or contemporary stories, and these are only mentioned nowadays because he used them as models. He borrowed the plot, that is, the external and, for him, less interesting part of these works, and made it pass through the “simmering cauldron” of his imagination and moral sensibility. Whenever he read a novel whose subject appealed to him he wanted to re-write it and he usually did. Yet James and such novelists as, say, Octave Feuillet, Victor Cherbuliez, or Gyp, have so little in common that these writers’ “stories” hardly mattered more to James than the anecdotes told him by society hostesses at London dinners. It was tempting to compare The Portrait of a Lady with Madame Bovary, The Bostonians with L'Evangéliste, The Last of the Valerii with La Vénus d’Ille. The Madonna of the Future with Le Chef-d'Œuvre Inconnu, or What Maisie Knew with Chérie ; but James was too different from the French realists for their works to be fruitfully compared with his. If I have drawn a parallel between James and Dumas the Younger it is because the relation between Le Demi- Monde and The Siege of London had never been noticed before, and because James deliberately set out to satirize French “morality” by writing an American ironical counterpart to Dumas' play. Bourget, on the other hand, was dissatisfied with the French writers' exclusive interest in the external world, and the fact that he shared James’s moral concern brings out the more clearly his own difference from the American novelist.

          8My third chapter deals with the novels and stories in which James uses France as a setting, presents French characters, or exemplifies French attitudes. These works are examined in their chronological order. The interest of this third part is that it presents a succession of works linked together solely by their being more or less connected with France. From the early Merimean A Tragedy of Error (1864) to the symbolical The Velvet Glove (1909), similarities appear that would otherwise have remained unnoticed, recurring patterns are brought out that might never have struck the reader in a more familiar arrangement. Besides, the analysis of James’s attitude towards the French and particularly towards French writers in the preceding two chapters throws light on his deep concern with form and life at the time of his year in France. This has enabled me to see some of his novels in a new perspective.

          9Most studies dealing exclusively with either James’s life, criticism or fiction fail to show the interplay of his personal experience, intellectual acumen, and creative imagination. I have tried to avoid this mistake by encompassing in the same study James’s “undigested” impressions in his letters and travel sketches, in his criticism and in his fiction, and by attempting to show the unity of his life and literary production. The works of James the tourist, the critic or the novelist are only separate chapters of the same book which do not have their full significance until the whole is known. Only then can his insistence on form, whether in nature, in a writer’s life, or in a story be seen as resulting from his dislike of “unfiltered” reality.

          10In a book dealing with James’s reaction to a European country I might have been expected to enter the once much-discussed question whether he was a renegade American or an uprooted European. I have not done so, because this question does not seem to me to be worth discussing at all. “One doesn’t give up one’s country any more than one gives up one's grandmother,” Ralph Touchett says in The Portrait of a Lady. “They’re both antecedent to choice—elements of one’s composition that are not to be eliminated.”2 For James America was never eliminated, and his naturalization was the gesture of an angry old man who wanted to give a lesson—it was not the first—to his compatriots. He was American at heart and saw his own world all the better for having known its opposite.

        

        
          Notes

          1  Leon Edel Henry James. A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs,, N.J., 1963). Introduction, p. 9.

          2The Portrait of a Lady, I, 111. Unless otherwise specified all references to James’s novels are to the Macmillan edition (1921-1923).

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          I. The Tourist

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Paris
          

        

      

      
        
          
            Paris… is a sort of painted background which keeps shifting and changing, and which is always there, to be looked at when you please, and to be most easily and comfortably ignored when you don’t.
            
              1
            
          

          
            1
            James was barely one year old when he first went to Europe with his family, and in one of his late works he confesses that he was then “pierced by the sharp outland dart” and was to move till his death “with the shaft still in [his] side.”
            
              2
            
             Although we might be tempted to believe that a man has no recollection of what happened to him as a baby, we have James’s testimony to the contrary. Riding through Paris in 1844 and sitting as a baby in long clothes on somebody’s lap opposite his parents, he had been quite clearly impressed with the view “framed by the clear window of the vehicle as we passed, of a great stately square surrounded with high-roofed houses and having in its centre a tall and glorious column.”
            
              3
            
             This was James’s very first memory of Paris. The “square” was the place Vendôme and the glorious column in its centre the Colonne Vendôme. Whether this first memory of Paris related in 
            
              A Small Boy and Others 
            
            is due to the imagination of an old man who turns to his past and stirs “the imponderable dust” of his childhood, or to the imagination of an artist who wants to “round” his own life as he rounds the story for his tales, forcing the truth a little in order to reach his aim, is difficult to say. What is certain, is that James had been taken to Paris at a very early age and that he had become a nostalgic cosmopolitan even before he was conscious of it:
          

          
            
              The nostalgic cup had been applied to my lips even before I was conscious of it—I had been hurried off to London and to Paris immediately after my birth, and then and there, I was ever afterwards strangely to feel, that poison had entered my veins. This was so much the case that when again, in my thirteenth year, re-exposure was decreed and was made effective and prolonged, my inward sense of it was, in the oddest way, not of my finding myself in the vague and the uncharted, but much rather restored to air already breathed and to a harmony already disclosed.
              
                4
              
            

          

          
            2
            James’s consciousness had waked very early to the sense of Europe, which as a boy he associated with art and culture as much as he did with “soldiers and lodgings and concierges.” He knew there was Art in Europe at a time when he also knew that “there were practically no hot rolls and no iced water,”
            
              5
            
             and from what he wrote of those early years it is easy to see that for him “Europe” meant France and that France meant Paris.
          

          
            3
            In his home country James had received a foretaste of French grace, charm, and civility when he admired the French acrobats, dancers, and pantomimists who performed at Niblo’s. He had listened with the greatest interest to everything that was told him about Paris. He had often accompanied his father to the office of the 
            
              New York Tribune 
            
            (of which he was later to become a correspondent), where one of the elder James’s friends used to speak of Paris and the Parisian stage. Long afterwards James remembered a scrap of gossip there in which the name of Madame Judith occurred and which sank into him “turning [his consciousness] to the Comédie with an intensity that was long afterwards to culminate.”
            
              6
            
             Thanks to his parents’ fond interest in their children and to their liberal view as to what children might see James soon found himself at home among the theatres and showed a precocious interest in actors. But even then he had heard so much about the Théâtre Français that he looked forward to the day when he would have the opportunity to applaud French actors on a Parisian stage. The main interests and preoccupations of the adult writer were latent in the child, and James’s life, seen in retrospect, appears as a long pilgrimage to things and places already known.
          

          
            4
            In June 1855 the whole family sailed again for Europe and after a short stay in London went on to Paris, Lyons, and Geneva. Henry was happy to revisit the French capital, and when an old man the impression it had made on him from a balcony hanging over the Rue de la Paix was still fresh in his mind. It was as though he could take possession of a picture whose original he had long wanted to behold and that now fell in its place, fitting the frame ready for it:
          

          
            
              I recover what I felt as so much relation and response to the larger, the largest appeal only, that of the whole perfect Parisianism I seemed to myself always to have possessed mentally—even if I had but just turned twelve!—and that now filled out its frame or case for me from every lighted window, up and down, as if each of these had been, for strength of sense, a word in some immortal quotation, the very breath of civilised lips.
              
                7
              
            

          

          
            5
            The elder James had grown more and more dissatisfied with the New York schools and placed the boys in Mr. Roedinger’s “polyglot pensionnat” near Geneva, where he hoped to have them taught foreign languages. But the instruction given there having proved less fruitful than he had expected he took the family back to London through Lyons and Paris again and finally settled in Paris in June 1856. In his autobiography James evokes the time when they were hotel children, floated from one institution to the other and from one country to the next:
          

          
            
              The literal played in our education as small a part as it perhaps ever played in any, and we wholesomely breathed inconsistency and ate and drank contradictions.
              
                8
              
            

          

          
            6
            In Paris the boys first listened to M. Lerambert in a pavilion overhanging the Avenue des Champs-Elysées between the Rond-Point and the rue du Colisée, but the “warm somniferous mornings by the windows that opened to the clattery, plashy court”
            
              9
            
             were replaced at the end of the winter by lessons at the Institution Fezandié, rue Balzac. The James family remained in Paris from June 1856 to the summer of 1857, when financial difficulties compelled them to sublet their Paris residence in the rue Montaigne and to move to Boulogne-sur-Mer; there the boys attended the local 
            
              collège. 
            
            That year in Paris was to leave its mark on their sensitive and maturing minds. Henry was never to forget the rich and vivid Parisian scene that he saw from their 
            
              premier 
            
            in the rue d’Angoulême:
          

          
            
              What faced us was a series of subjects, with the baker, at the corner, for the first—the impeccable dispenser of the so softly-crustly crescent-rolls that we woke up each morning to hunger for afresh, with our weak 
              
                café-au-lait, 
              
              as for the one form of “European” breakfast-bread fit to be named even with the feeblest of our American forms. Then came the small 
              
                crêmerie, 
              
              white picked out with blue, which, by some secret of its own keeping, afforded, within the compass of a few feet square, prolonged savoury meals to working men, white-frocked or blue-frocked, to uniformed cabmen, stout or square, but all more or less audibly 
              
                bavards 
              
              and discernibly critical; and next the compact embrasure of the 
              
                écaillère 
              
              or oyster-lady, she and her paraphernalia fitted into their interstice much as the mollusc itself into its shell; neighboured in turn by the 
              
                marchand-de-bois, 
              
              peeping from as narrow a cage, his neat faggots and chopped logs stacked beside him and above him in his sentry-box quite as the niches of saints, in early Italian pictures, are framed with tightly-packed fruits and flowers. Space and remembrance fail me for the rest of the series, the attaching note of which comes back as the note of diffused sociability and domestic, in fact more or less aesthetic, ingenuity, with the street a perpetual parlour or household centre for the flitting, pausing, conversing little 
              
                bourgeoise 
              
              or 
              
                ouvrière 
              
              to sport, on every pretext and in every errand, her fluted cap, her composed head, her neat ankles and her ready wit. Which is to say indeed but that life and manners were more pointedly and harmoniously expressed, under our noses there than we had perhaps found them anywhere save in the most salient passages of “stories.”
              
                10
              
            

          

          
            7
            The varied scenes offered by the streets of Paris and watched from a balcony were to recur more than once in Henry’s fiction. The budding novelist tried to lose nothing of the show. He was never tired of walking, now with William, now with Mademoiselle Danse, the most Parisian of all his French governesses, in the animated streets of Paris or along the quays. The Paris of the time, before Baron Haussmann had started transforming it, had less the air of “a great shining conspiracy to please,”11 and everything in it appealed to the boy, to his senses, to his sensibility, to his imagination. His emotion always increased when they went up the rue de Seine. It was as though mysterious words were trembling in the air: “Art, art, art, don’t you see? Learn, little gaping pilgrims what that is!”12 and as though the beautiful old houses of the rue de Tournon were whispering: “Yes, small staring jeune homme, we are dignity and memory and measure, we are conscience and proportion and taste, not to mention strong sense too: for all of which good things take us—you won’t find one of them when you find (as you’re going soon to begin to at such a rate) vulgarity.”13
          

          
            8
            What Henry liked best was to accompany his elder brother to the art galleries and to discover with him the treasures of the Louvre and the Luxembourg. He was still too young to have more than a vague idea of art. He was aware of an enormous mystery surrounding him, of things unknown in his own country and dispensed with profusion in Paris, but he was not yet aware of style. When he entered the Louvre he was at first overwhelmed by the “deafening chorus” of the pictures gathered there, and unable to distinguish anything. But then he felt himself “most happily cross that bridge over to Style constituted by the wondrous Galerie d’Apollon.”
            
              14
            
             The discovery of the Louvre, young though Henry was at the time, may be said to have been the most important experience in his life. Its rooms, as so many fountains at which his young fancy drank, were “educative, formative, fertilising, in a degree which no other ‘intellectual experience’ our youth was to know could pretend, as a comprehensive, conducive thing, to rival,”
            
              15
            
             and his repeated visits there were as “so many explorations of the house of life, so many circlings and hoverings round the image of the world.”
            
              16
            
             The Louvre was not only a miniature Paris, it was life in a nutshell, life expressed more harmoniously and more beautifully than anywhere else, and from there his young mind could start on infinite discoveries and extensions:
          

          
            
              I had looked at pictures, looked and looked again, at the vast Veronese, at Murillo’s moon-borne Madonna, at Leonardo’s almost unholy dame with the folded hands, treasures of the Salon Carré as that display was then composed; but I had also looked at France and looked at Europe, looked even at America as Europe itself might be conceived so to look, looked at history, as a still-felt past and a complacently personal future, at society, manners, types, characters, possibilities and prodigies and mysteries of fifty sorts.
              
                17
              
            

          

          
            9
            Such was Paris for Henry James’s hungry young mind, and before leaving Europe in September 1860, after another brief sojourn in Switzerland and Germany, he once more haunted the arcades of the glass galleries of the Palais Royal in order to make his provision of culture. He knew that his sole nourishment in America would be the 
            
              Revue des Deux Mondes 
            
            and he endeavoured “to store up… treasures of impressions that might be gnawed, in seasons or places of want, like winter pears or a squirrel’s hoard of nuts, and so perhaps keep one alive, as to one’s most vital faculty above-mentioned, till one should somehow or other be able to scramble back.”
            
              18
            
          

          
            10
            James was right to store up as much as he could since he was not able to “scramble back” until the autumn of 1872, with his sister and his aunt. But it was not until the autumn of 1875, when he was engaged as a regular correspondent in Paris for the 
            
              New York Tribune 
            
            that his old desire was fulfilled. The letters James wrote to the American newspaper
            
              19
            
             throw some light— however feeble—on his reaction to the French. We follow him to the numerous exhibitions in Paris, we visit the Salon of 1876, the Durand-Ruel’s gallery, where the early Impressionists were being laughed at, we admire the cathedral at Chartres or simply rest on the beach of Etretat; we listen to Johann Strauss conducting his waltzes or to Victor Hugo addressing the communal delegates; we see Rossi play Macbeth or Romeo; we smile at the British tourist appearing on the boulevards on the first day of the Easter holidays, and from time to time we get some hints at French politics and at the progress of the young Republic, together with ironical remarks on the French love for controversy in general and for politics in particular.
          

          
            11
            James seems to note his impressions as they come to him, without apparent order. He charges the French with a certain lightness and irresponsibility. He finds their national conceit extremely disagreeable and not to be matched anywhere else. On the other hand, the outward aspect of Paris on Christmas Eve, 1876, suggests to him some reflections on the mystery of the thrift, energy, and good spirits of France, on the amazing elasticity of a country which has just been beaten and humiliated and is yet as radiant for Christmas as if her sky had never known a cloud. He admires their ability to hide, under elegance and charm, wounds that are still bleeding. We find the same admiration in 
            
              Transatlantic Sketches 
            
            when, listening to Molière and Alfred de Musset on a beautiful evening in the early summer, he cannot help wondering “that the tender flower of poetry and art should bloom again so bravely over blood-stained pavements and fresh-made graves.”
            
              20
            
             Charm and good taste are to be found at every turn: in the music of the language, in the elegant acting of Céline Chaumont, in the shop fronts of the Rue de la Paix, in the good dinners served by smiling young girls in black dresses or by quick, zealous waiters. Even when he dines in the country in the company of “voyageurs de commerce” James feels that when paying his three francs fifty centimes he is paying for more than his dinner.
          

          
            12
            The letters dealing with art express the writer’s admiration for the seriousness of the French and help us to understand his early objections to realism. He hates Barye’s animal miniatures and speaks with disgust of his 
            
              Lion au repos, 
            
            with which the “unclean, prowling, muscular beast of the jungles and deserts made his entrance into sculpture.”
            
              21
            
             Carpeaux’s group 
            
              La Danse 
            
            does not appeal to him either. The “poor, lean, individualized bodies” of his figures are “pitifully real.”
            
              22
            
             He opposes their aggressive nakedness to the unconsciously naked heroes of Greek art and their individualized bodies to the idealized beauty of the Greeks. Though we cannot help thinking of Hawthorne’s similar objections to naked statues, it would be too easy to attribute James’s to Puritan prejudices: after all the French reaction was violent too and 
            
              La Danse 
            
            would probably have been removed from the Opera House, had not the sculptor died shortly afterwards. At the exhibition of the Impressionists James’s reaction is hardly different from that of the French public: he does not find among them any artist showing signs of first-rate talent. He reproaches them with advocating bare reality, refusing selection and arrangement and ignoring the beautiful, which, he says, was to them “what the supernatural is to the Positivists—a metaphysical notion.”
            
              23
            
             He compares them to the English Preraphaelites, which leads him to reflect on the moral differences between the French and the English; the Preraphaelites were at least laborious in their treatment of reality but the Impressionists “who, I think, are more consistent, abjure virtue altogether, and declare that a subject which has been crudely chosen shall be loosely treated”
            
              24
            
            : the English were pedants, the French are cynics. Strangely enough, James did not understand immediately that the Impressionists were doing exactly what he himself wanted the novelist to do, i.e., combine the truth to nature with the colouring of their own mind, fuse observation with imagination. He could detect promising young writers, and most of them proved him to have been right; but he was not so sure a critic of the visual arts.
          

          
            13
            For all this James was probably undergoing the influence of France, like Newman, his American, who did not realize, until everything was over, that he had been changed and definitely marked with the stamp of Europe. James was to develop towards a better understanding of French art and the day would come when he would be able to appreciate the Impressionists. In 
            
              The American Scene 
            
            he relates that strolling in the New England country on a beautiful autumn evening he had come to an old house where he had the pleasure and surprise of discovering modern “impressionistic” pictures by Manet, Degas, Claude Monet, and Whistler. They struck him as “a large slippery sweet inserted, without a warning, between the compressed lips of half-conscious inanition.”
            
              25
            
             He had not realized how starved he was and—although he adds that any other art form would have had the same effect—the sight of these pictures “made everything else shrivel and fade: it was like the sudden trill of a nightingale, lord of the hushed evening.”
            
              26
            
             His comments on other painters reflect some of his general ideas about art. He objects to Meissonier’s 
            
              La bataille de Friedland 
            
            because it contains no “ideas.” The details are minutely depicted but the picture as a whole does not convey anything:
          

          
            
              The parts are admirable, and the more you analyze them the better they seem. The best thing, say, is a certain cuirassier, and in the cuirassier the best thing is his clothes, and in his clothes the best thing is his leather straps, and in his leather strap the best thing is the buckles.
              
                27
              
            

          

          
            14
            Decamps, on the contrary, pleases him because he has a certain independence of fancy that is quite personal and can be learned in no school. He does not paint according to the canons which had lately come into fashion, but James ranks individual talent higher than dependence on a group or school. Decamps, James says, will always find admirers “among the people who cannot help believing that the great charm of art is in its being a change from life, and not a still narrower consciousness of it.”
            
              28
            
             He likewise praises Munkacsy’s 
            
              Intérieur d’Atelier, 
            
            the picture he liked best in the 1876 Salon, because the painter treats this simple subject in his own way and suffuses it with his imagination; the vision is entirely his own.
          

          
            15
            Even if we consider that James was far less gifted as an art-critic than as a critic of literature we should not underestimate his reflections on the visual arts for they have their counterpart in literature—at least at an early stage. He rejects a method whose sole purpose seems to be to render the subject with the utmost precision without caring at all for the principle of composition. His objection to much of French art is that through what he calls a “skeptical cleverness” it generally fails to render the intensity of life. It is clever and lifeless like the novels of Flaubert and lacks the Anglo-Saxon naïveté that would make it more human.
          

          
            16
            Some of his letters to the 
            
              Tribune 
            
            are devoted to the theatre. In Paris the theatre is not, James writes, a mere amusement as it is in other countries. It is “an institution, connected through a dozen open doors with literature, art, and society.”
            
              29
            
             James had already explained in 
            
              Transatlantic Sketches 
            
            that the theatre played an important part in French culture and that it was the best place for anyone to go who wanted to get copious information about French manners and philosophy:
          

          
            
              The stage throws into relief the best gifts of the French mind, and the Théâtre Français is not only the most amiable but the most characteristic of French institutions.30
            

          

          
            17
            He says that any foreigner “leaves the theatre an ardent Gallomaniac”
            
              31
            
             and that he, for his part, never listened to the traditional toc-toc-toc at the beginning of a play without murmuring to himself that the French were prodigiously great and that their talent could only imply the existence of every virtue. What always struck him in Paris was the number of 
            
              honnêtes gens 
            
            for whom the theatre was one of the necessities of life, and he came to the conclusion that
          

          
            
              in the theatre the French mind 
              
                se reconnaît, 
              
              according to its own idiom, more vividly than elsewhere. Its supreme faculty, the art of form, of arrangement and presentation, is pre-eminently effective on the stage.
              
                32
              
            

          

          
            18
            The perfection depends almost exclusively on arrangement and ingenuity because the substance of the plays is often extremely meagre and the actors are usually much better than the authors. But in spite of the superficial perception of life and of the conventional adultery theme which has become a mere 
            
              ficelle in 
            
            French plays, James does not hesitate to say that “to an ingenuous American the Théâtre Français may yet offer an aesthetic education.”
            
              33
            
          

          
            19
            Dumas’ 
            
              L’Etrangère, 
            
            with its highly improbable plot, struck James as a disagreeable play, saturated with loose living and indecent people. He looked in vain for a trace of personal emotion in Sardou’s plays which “seem to have been produced in a sort of mental vacuum.”
            
              34
            
             On the other hand, he enjoyed 
            
              Les Danicheff 
            
            because of a “certain imaginative good faith and naïveté which offer a grateful change from the familiar gyrations of that terrible tough and lean old performer, 
            
              l’esprit parisien.
            
            ”
            
              35
            
             Naïveté, freshness, sincerity are words that often recur in the letters, as qualities definitely lacking among the French and therefore purely American. France also possesses qualities of its own, quite as delightful, but they are...
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