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HENRY JAMES ON THE ART OF FICTION
“The only reason for the existence of a novel is that it does attempt to represent life.”

On the fiction of Anthony Trollope: "In a digression, a parenthesis or an aside, he concedes to the reader that he and this trusting friend are only 'making believe.'" Such intrusions constitute "a betrayal of a sacred office."

"A novel is in its broadest definition a personal, a direct impression of life: that, to begin with, constitutes it value, which is greater or less according to the intensity of the impression."

Walter Besant said that a novelist should write from experience, that "a young lady brought up in a quiet country village should avoid descriptions of garrison life."  James replied: "Experience is never limited, and it is never complete; it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge spider-web of the finest silken threads suspended in the chamber of consciousness, and catching every air-borne particle in its tissue.  It is the very atmosphere of the mind; and when the mind is imaginative -- much more when it happens to be that of a man of genius -- it takes to itself the faintest hints of life, it converts the very pulses of the air into revelation.  The young lady living in a village has only to be a damsel upon whom nothing is lost to make it quite unfair (as it seems to me) to declare to her that she shall have nothing to say about the military."

"If experience consists of impressions, it may be said that impressions are experience, just as (have we not seen it?) they are the very air we breathe.  Therefore, if I should certainly say to a novice, 'Write from experience and experience only,' I should feel that this was rather a tantalizing monition if I were not careful immediately to add, 'Try to be one of the people on whom nothing is lost!'"

"A novel is a living thing, all one and continuous, like any other organism, and in proportion as it lives will it be found, I think, that in each of the parts there is something of each of the other parts....What is character but the determination of incident?  What is incident but the illustration of character?  What is either a picture or a novel that is not of character?  What else do we seek in it and find in it?  It is an incident for a woman to stand up with her hand resting on a table and look at you in a certain way; or if it not be an incident I think it will be hand to say what it is.  At the same time it is an expression of character."

"We must grant the artist his subject, his idea, his donnee: our criticism is applied only to what he makes of it." -- from "The Art of Fiction" (1885)

-----

"The house of fiction has in short not one window, but a million -- a number of possible windows not to be reckoned, rather; every one of which has been pierced, or is still pierceable, in its vast front, by the need of the individual vision and by the pressure of the individual will." -- from the Preface to The Portrait of A Lady
-----
"The balloon of experience is in fact of course tied to the earth and, under that necessity we swing, thanks to a rope of remarkable length, in the more or less commodious car of the imagination; but it is by the rope we know where we are, and from the moment that cable is cut we are at large and unrelated....The art of the romancer is, 'for the fun of it,' insidiously to cut the cable, to cut it without our detecting him." -- from the Preface to The American
-----

“Experience, as I see it, is our apprehension and our measure of what happens to us as social creatures – any intelligent report of which has to be based on that apprehension.” – from the Preface to The Princess Cassamassima
-----

For James the novel was "the great anodyne."  "Till the world is an unpeopled void there will be an image in the mirror." -- from "The Future of the Novel"

