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			HENRY JAMES

			AMERICAN WRITER

			
					Born in New York in 1843.

					Died in London in 1916.

					Notable works:	The American (1877), novel

	The Portrait of a Lady (1881), novel

	The Aspern Papers (1888), novella

	The Ambassadors (1903), novel




			

			Henry James was an American writer who was known for his psychological fiction and literary criticism. He came from a wealthy family and was educated in both America and Europe, where he spent most of his life from 1876 onwards, teaching and writing fiction and literary criticism. He moved in affluent circles in England and gained an insight into the passions and motivations of the upper classes, which influenced his work. He lived in New York, Paris, Geneva and Sussex, before finally settling in London. He acquired British citizenship in 1915 in protest at the USA’s refusal to enter the First World War (1914-1918) on the side of the Allies.

			James’s writing style developed over the course of his career: it was initially direct and clear, but later came to be characterised by long descriptive passages with extended digressions. This is the style he is best known for, and is the style used in The Turn of the Screw, which blends real and supernatural elements, features long and sometimes incomprehensible passages of description, and provides detailed psychological insight into its characters. 


			Did you know?

			James had a slight stutter, but he managed to overcome it through long speeches with plenty of pauses. It has been suggested that this influenced the change in his writing style, especially since he dictated his works to an assistant towards the end of his life.



		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE TURN OF THE SCREW

			A CLASSIC GHOST STORY

			
					Genre: Gothic novella

					Reference edition: James, H. (2008) The Turn of the Screw and Other Stories. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

					1st edition: 1898

					Themes: innocence, knowledge, ghosts, hallucinations, sexuality, social class

			

			The Turn of the Screw tells the story of a young governess who is placed in charge of two orphaned children in a remote country house called Bly in Essex, and is instructed by their uncle, who is also their legal guardian, not to tell him anything about what happens there. The young woman sees this as an excellent opportunity to explore the surrounding countryside, but before long this apparently idyllic situation turns into a feverish nightmare.

			The novella’s use of internal focalisation gives us access to the narrator’s viewpoint and state of mind, and makes detailed psychological analysis possible, which was groundbreaking for the time. We do not know whether the novella’s characters are lying, insane or possessed, which means that a wide range of interpretations are possible and has sparked lively critical debate.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			THE STORY IN THE MANUSCRIPT

			An unnamed narrator is attending a Christmas celebration in the countryside, where the guests are telling ghost stories. A man named Douglas tells the story of a governess whom he claims to have known, but who died 20years earlier. The listeners are eagerly awaiting the story which, as we will see later on, is much more complex than a typical ghost story.

			The other guests are on tenterhooks as they ponder the mysteries that the governess tried to solve with the help of the mansion’s housekeeper Mrs Grose. Specifically, they wonder how the previous governess died, what exactly the terms of the current governess’s contract with the children’s wealthy but distant uncle were, who the governess was in love with, what it was that made working at Bly so dangerous, and how the mystery could be solved. 

			ARRIVAL AT BLY

			After their parents died in India, leaving them orphaned, Miles and Flora were placed in the care of their uncle, who has decided to send them to the countryside, not only because he thinks that they will be better off there, but because he does not want to look after them. He is looking for a governess to raise and educate his niece and nephew, and the narrator of this part of the novella applies for the post. She is drawn to Flora and Miles’s attractive uncle, and when she accepts the job, she thinks that she might get the chance to see him again. In fact, she only sees him on one more occasion.

			The governess arrives at Bly in June and is immediately impressed by the mansion and by Flora’s beauty, kindness and innocence. Miles has been at school in London, but his uncle sends the governess an unopened letter which turns out to be from the headmaster saying that he has been expelled. Miles himself arrives shortly afterwards, and the governess is immediately struck by him:

			“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 I then and there took him to my heart for was something divine that I have never found to the same degree in any child – his indescribable little air of knowing nothing in the world but love.” (p.132)

			A SERIES OF STRANGE INCIDENTS

			It is not long until strange incidents begin taking place at Bly. The governess witnesses two inexplicable apparitions: first, she sees a red-haired man on one of the building’s towers, then she sees the same man staring at her from the dining room window a few days later. When she summons up the courage to go and look for the intruder, she does not find him and ends up scaring Mrs Grose. She then describes the strange man to the housekeeper, who tells her that he looks like Peter Quint, the master of the house’s deceased valet. At this stage, the governess still believes that she and Mrs Grose can face whatever evil or supernatural entity is haunting the mansion by themselves.

			As time goes by, the governess realises that Quint more or less did as he pleased in the house and was close to the former governess, Miss Jessel. His relationship with Miss Jessel enabled him to spend a great deal of time alone with the young Miles, and it is implied, although never stated explicitly, that he may have had a sexual relationship with the boy.

			One night, the governess is reading Henry Fielding’s (English novelist and dramatist, 1707-1754) novel Amelia (1751) when she gets the strange feeling that something is amiss and goes out into the corridor. She finds herself face to face with Quint, who promptly vanishes. She then goes to Flora’s room and finds the girl staring out of the window; she does the same thing for the next 11nights. On the 11th night, the governess looks outside and sees Miles outside, looking up at one of the towers. The next day, she asks him why he went outside, and he replies “in order that you should […] [t]hink me – for a change – bad!” (p.179). In the novella up to this point, goodness has always been associated with childhood, while badness has been linked to adulthood, and the governess is left wondering exactly what her young charge is referring to. She begins to believe that the children can see the ghostly apparitions, even when she herself cannot, which means that they understand the situation better than her.

			One day, while the governess and Miles are standing outside a church, he tells her that he would like to go to a new school. He asks her very politely whether she could write to his uncle, but given that the child’s guardian has made it very clear that nobody from the house is to contact him, we get the feeling that the boy could be trying to lure her into a trap. After this conversation, the governess is determined to leave Bly for good, but when she goes back to her room to gather her things, she finds Miss Jessel sitting at her desk. She does not know what to make of this apparition, but decides to remain at the house.

			The two children are thriving in their lessons. One day, while the governess is captivated by Miles’s beautiful piano-playing, she realises that it has been a while since she last saw Flora. She tells Mrs Grose, and when the two women cannot find her in the house, they look outside. The governess has a kind of premonition, and leads Mrs Grose to a lake where Miss Jessel once appeared. There does not seem to be anybody there, but the governess decides to walk around the lake, and they eventually find Flora. The governess then sees Miss Jessel, but Mrs Grose and Flora both claim to be unable to see her. She loses her composure and claims that Flora is lying about not being able to see the apparition. This is very out of character for her, as she is usually gentle and understanding with her pupil. She seems to be thrown into a state of desperation by the realisation that Flora is her own person, has become an adult and has her own thoughts that the governess cannot access. However, when the governess confronts her she behaves like a child, seeking shelter with Mrs Grose and asking her to take her away from the governess. It is unclear at this stage whether Flora just wanted to play by herself by the lake, or whether she is hiding a sinister relationship with the dead. Similarly, while her increasingly adult behaviour could just be a part of growing up, the governess sees it as evidence that she is possessed.

			Flora is falling ill, so the governess asks Mrs Grose to take her to London to see her uncle. This gives her the chance to ask Miles about the strange events that have been taking place at Bly (or in her head). After a long, intense conversation with the boy, she sees Peter Quint at the dining room window, as she did once before when she still thought that he was a living man. Miles asks if Miss Jessel is there, and when the governess says no, he asks whether “he” is there. The governess is pleased by Miles’s apparent confession, and throws her arms around him to try and protect him from Quint. However, when the ghost disappears, Miles dies.


			From page to screen

			The Turn of the Screw has been adapted for television and the cinema on numerous occasions. Perhaps one of the most interesting adaptations is the 1961 film The Innocents, directed by Jack Clayton and starring Deborah Kerr, Michael Redgrave and Megs Jenkins. The 1971 film The Nightcomers, directed by Michael Winner and starring Marlon Brando, Stephanie Beacham, Thora Hird and Harry Andrews, is a prequel to the events of the novella, and tells the story of the relationship between Peter Quint and Miss Jessel and their relationship with the children, which Mrs Grose disapproves of. The film ends with the lovers’ deaths and the arrival of the new governess, which marks the beginning of the story of The Turn of the Screw.



		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			THE GOVERNESS

			The governess, whose name is never revealed, is the narrator of the majority of the text. Although do not find out a great deal of concrete information about her, we get a sense of some of her underlying worries: for example, it is implied that she is very sexually repressed, which makes her latent attraction to Flora and Miles’s uncle all the more painful for her. This also helps to explain why she reacted so strongly when she became aware of the ambiguous relationship between Miles and Peter Quint. Furthermore, before she comes to Bly, she is anxious about the vast difference in social class between her and her new employers.

			The governess also appears to be extraordinarily sensitive to the supernatural: she feels the spirits’ presence in the house before she sees them. Given that we only have access to her point of view, it is difficult to tell whether the events at Bly really happen as she describes them, or whether they are simply figments of her imagination. Of course, these two interpretations of the story are not mutually exclusive: it is possible that the supernatural goings-on at the house serve as a catalyst for a kind of inner transformation, bolstering the governess’s courage and moulding her into someone who is capable of dealing with whatever life throws at her.

			FLORA

			Flora, the younger of the two children, is strikingly beautiful, and the governess is captivated by her from the first time she lays eyes on her. She has a close relationship with Mrs Grose, but was even closer to Miss Jessel, her former governess. She is a somewhat disturbing character, because although her beauty seems to denote innocence, she is completely independent and seems to have no need of Mrs Grose or the governess. The fact that her true thoughts are impenetrable to outsiders makes her seem frightening and mysterious, and the governess becomes convinced that she has been corrupted or possessed by Miss Jessel.

			MILES

			Miles is ten years old and has a cherubic appearance. He has had to return to Bly earlier than planned because he was expelled from his school. The governess finds him easier to understand and talk to than his sister, perhaps because he is older. 

			However, the governess does not always know how to respond to his exceptionally polished manners, which also prevent him from expressing or asking for what he really wants directly. Like Flora, he is highly intelligent, and has no difficulty talking to the governess as if he were an adult. He does not seem to be as innocent as we would expect a ten-year-old child to be. He openly expresses his desire to be “bad”, although he never specifies exactly what this bad behaviour entails. It could refer to his relationship with Quint, which some critics have suggested may have been sexual in nature, or to his interactions with the ghosts of Quint and Jessel.

			MRS GROSE

			The housekeeper Mrs Grose has worked for the family for a long
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			PETER QUINT

			
			
			
			FLORA AND MILES’S UNCLE
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