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The Portrait of a Lady
by Henry James
· Some information about Henry James and his role as a 20th century novelist:
· Henry James was born in 1843 and died in 1916. He is considered one of the major 20th century novelists. He was born in America and acquired British citizenship later on in the years before his death; by doing that he was sending a political message to his country, America, showing his dislike and unhappiness with his country’s refusal to take part in WWI. 
· James was gifted in literature, psychology and philosophy. The James family was a wealthy and very cultured family. His father was a theologian who was interested in philosophy and was so acquainted with so many eminent figures of the time in the field of literature and philosophy. So, Henry James grew up in this environment where he was accustomed to contact with culture, theatres, literature, philosophy and at the same time he traveled a lot. The theme of travel is reflected a lot in his writing, especially The Portrait of a Lady. 
· As far as his writings are concerned, James was very productive in his writings and wrote very extensively; about 20 novels, 112 short stories, 12 plays and number of works on criticism. 

· Regarding the influences on Henry James from which he borrowed the techniques of writing literature, the ideas and philosophies of life that were reflected in his novels, James was influenced by French novels and writers (like Balzac, Emile Zola, Guy de Maupassant), Russian (like Henrik Ibsen), and other European writers. So as we can see, the influences in James’s writing were international, from different languages and cultures other than his own. This is also reflected in the international interest that shown in his novels; he was very much interested in international affairs, travel and communication between different cultures. 
· James was one of the founders and leaders in the school of Realism. His The Portrait of a Lady is an example of his works in Realism. James did not follow the same 18th and 19th century attitudes towards Realism, where they present in the novels a slice of life as it is. James had a different attitude regarding how to be realistic when presenting a character from real life or a theme. James was considered by critics the greatest master of modern novel and novella. 
· James was awarded two degrees in the field of literature by two very eminent academic establishments, Harvard and Oxford Universities, for his role in modern literature.

· Among his readings, some are referred to in his novel, are Robert Browning, Turgenev, Zola and Tennyson. So, the influences on James were very versatile and diverse. Again, his acquaintances and the readings he did among his contemporaries were also very versatile. Henry James himself influenced other writers. Some of his works were adapted to the stage and to the screen. 
· Regarding the topics and themes of his novels, he portrayed the encounter of America with Europe; he imported every current theme in his novels. America was referred to in many writings of the time, especially Henry James’s as the New World and Europe, was referred to as the old world. This topic theme of the relationship between America and Europe really occupied Henry James. 
· When we come to the plots of his novels, we can see that he usually centered on personal relationships, as the trend of modern novels of moving from society to centering on the individual. He also centered on the proper exercise of power; James was concerned with the theme of morality, what is right and what is wrong, and by what standards. So, the moral question was a very important theme in James’s novels. 
· As for his method of writing, whether it is his point of view of the characters, he was very particular. He was very particular when managing the narration of his novels and looking at the types of narrators in his novels. We are going to see how he has done that in The Portrait of a Lady. When he manages his point of view, or from which angle the theme is narrated in his novel, we come to something related to a basic idea in literary criticism which is consciousness and perception; how he sees things and how he makes us aware of how his characters look at different things around them. You must keep that in mind while reading the novel, especially when it comes to the protagonist, Isabel. Critics sometimes say that Henry James’ writing, in the field of novels, had passed through different stages. At the first stage, during which he wrote The Portrait of a Lady, his style was very direct and simple. 
· Because of the way he looks at things and because of his interest in perception, he reflects that in his writings, showing his impression of things. Sometimes, in the writings of the 19th century you see the influence of the artistic movements of the time. So, we can see the impressionistic type in James’ writing. 
· Henry James had managed his point of view in such a very restrictive way that is described as “Jamesian”. He can be considered one of the first modern novelists to manage point of view. He managed something called (interior monologue): the inner conversations inside the mind of the character. This can also be seen in Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Wolf, in which the interior monologue developed in to the stream of consciousness technique. This is the shift in modern novels from just narrating events to focusing on the thoughts and the psyche of the characters. So, modern novel moved from discussing poverty as a social theme or politics as the main theme in the novel to going inward inside the characters and showing their struggles; whether it is with a relationship, with feeling, with dealing with society, or being acquainted with a certain situation about life in the 20th century. So, the focus was on the individual, and especially the inner psyche of the individual. This can be seen in The Portrait of a Lady when James describes how Isabel regards things around her, her thoughts, and her feelings. 
· Another point that is very interesting and completely new here is the unreliable narrator. Usually we get the description of the imbalance and what takes place through the narrator; whether it is the writer, a first person narrator, a character in the novel. But, when it comes to the situation when the narrator tells you things that are untrue he is lying and is not telling the truth about things. That leads us to question and think. This was Henry James’s aim by using an unreliable narrator, who doesn’t really tell you the truth about things. James makes it your role as a reader to think about things and judge for yourself in order to find details that would make you understand the situation. This experimentation with new techniques helps readers enjoy the novel, characters, the inside and the wisdom given in those novels. 
· As we said earlier, James’ style was known to be simple and direct. He experimented with modern methods; he didn’t narrate from a conventional point of view. He wasn’t concerned with mass or social conflicts; rather his concern was with personal relationships, morality, and the sense of freedom. So, when we discuss Henry James as a writer we have to see samples of his works: 
· The Portrait of a Lady was the second work he had written. 

· Daisy Miller (published in 1878) was his first work. It was a novella, in which the young protagonist is very similar Isabel in The Portrait of a Lady. The protagonist here is an innocent American girl who finds her values in conflict with European sophistication. 

· The Bostonians (published 1886) was set in the era of the rising feminist movement. We see in it a bitter sweet tragic comedy. James tried to use what was known as the dramatic method; he tried to borrow from drama and put in into the field of novels. 

· What Maisie Knew (published 1897) depicted a preadolescent young girl. The protagonist here is still a female but of a younger age, who has to choose between her parents and a motherly old governess. 
· The Wings of the Dove (published 1902) is one of the most commented on novels by Henry James. It has been adapted and showed on TV so many times. In this novel, we can see how a heritage destroys the love of a young couple; it discusses the theme of money. Also in The Portrait of a Lady the inheritance that Isabel gets was the thing that started her travel and her search for freedom, and as we read in the novel, that was the cause for her making very wrong decisions in life. 
· The Ambassadors (published 1903) is regarded by James as his most perfect work of art. Since he had written many works of art and has experimented with new techniques, he felt that this was his best work ever. The novel is a dark comedy that follows the trip (again travel) of the protagonist to Europe in purse of his fiancée’s. 
· The Turn of The Screw (published in 1898) was his most important short story; a ghost story in which there is the question of child corruption by his governess. The story is full of suspense and adventure. 

· A general critical appraisal of The Portrait of a Lady: 

· The lady in the portrait is so much older than the protagonist of the novel who is supposed to be in the beginning of 18 or 19 of age. The title indicates an artistic representation of the protagonist. However, the portrait is not really a physical or artistic portrait; rather, it’s a psychological portrait of a young American protagonist who seems to be a very special character. We notice that because of the word (Lady); so there is a feminist element in the novel. So, the title indicates a woman trying to prove herself in the New World. 
· The novel draws a psychological portrait of a young, sensitive and intelligent American young lady, Isabel Archer, who lives out her fate. She travels and goes on adventures; she lives out her fate on the sophisticated, tradition bound and often publicity stage of life. She is a spirited young American lady going to Europe, trying to see how the way she was brought up would really help her in this confrontation with a novel, completely different culture. Isabel Archer confronts her destiny and finds it overwhelming. According to the plot, she inherits a large amount of money and subsequently becomes the victim of Machiavellian scheming of a true American. So, we have American expatriates living in Europe; most of the characters are American expatriates who are originally from America and are living in Europe. 
· The novel is just how James observes the differences between the new world and the old; it also covers themes of personal freedom, moral responsibility, betrayal, and sexuality. So, these are some of the important themes in the novel. We also see in the novel a clash of cultures, travel, money, marriage, loss; so many themes are discussed in the novel. 
· James examines the innocent mind of Isabel, where he concentrates on the individual and the interior part of a human being; he examines how she is flowering, developing, and maturing. The Isabel Archer we see in the beginning is completely different from the Isabel Archer we see by the end of the novel; she is going to be a dynamic character because she is going to grow up and develop through experience from a journey of inexperience and ignorance. So, when we look at Isabel Archer we notice that Isabel does not only represent a young female in the 20th century, but she also represents America, the young country and the young culture that is need of gaining more experience and learning from other cultures. So, the parallel to keep in mind is that not only Isabel represents a young woman, she also represents America. 
· The structure of The Portrait of a Lady:
· First we have the exposition at the beginning of the novel, and then we move to the complication where she inherits that sum of money left by her cousin and she wants to purse her freedom. We see then what she does with that money and her wrong decision of marrying the wrong man, the consequences of her action, and then the solution at the end when she has the choice of running away with the person she loves but she chooses to abide by morality, social rules and the sense of obligation towards her husband and her daughter in law, where she goes back to live with her unloving and deceiving husband. 
· The setting of the novel:

· As we travel with Isabel the action starts in England, but we are going to go back to America to see how she was born and why she came to England. The action in England is centered in London. She also makes a trip to Paris, to Rome, and there is also a trip she takes to the Middle East, to Greece, and to Turkey. The setting moves from one city to another and from one continent to another. This is again a nature of Henry James’s novels, in which the setting is the main concern or purpose for the novelist; he uses the setting to develop his plot, to say more about the themes he has, and to show his readers the reactions and the consciousness of the character as she moves from one environment to another. 
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