GEOFFREY HARVEY

(Other) World and Book: Metafiction and
the Supernatural in The Turn of the Screw

RY JAMES'S FAMOUS STORY of 2 young governess left in
arge of Bly, an isolated country house, where she encounters the
ghosts of two former servants pursuing the souls of the children in her
care, has established itself as a classic ‘case’ in literary criticism. Until
comparatively recenly, all interpretations of the story told by the govern-
ess had been based on one of two assumptions, cither that both of the
ghosts are real, or that both are figments of her imagination. This debate
between apparitionists and non-apparitionists has been long and fiercely
contested. The classic apparitionist essay, Robert Heilman's “The Tiorn of
the Screw as Poem, ™ which subjected this text for the first time to the New
Critical methodology, reads the story as a complex morality play. Edmund
Wilson's landmark non-apparitionist essay, “The Ambiguity of Henry
James,” which launched the traditional psychoanalytic approach, secs the
governess’ story as a “neurotic case of sex repression,” since she is clearly
in love with her employer, the master and the children's guardian, who
keeps his distance from Bly. Post-new criticism, however, has transcended
this debate by asserting the tale's ambiguity as being utterly impenetrable.
- Among its approaches, Shoshana Felman's Lacanian study regards the text
equivalent © a patiencs unconscious mind, and a wap for the reader,’
Christi p ity of the TS rext”
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and therefore does nor “argue for the ghosts or for the hallucinations, but
rries] to show that the text i structured on pocric principles that function
in both hypotheses,” while T.J. Lustig examines its structural ambiguity
in terms of James’s concepeion of “the relarion berween the real and the
romaniic or the fumiliar and the strange in terms of charged circuirics,
double dynamics, tensions and fusions.

James's enigmatic tale of the supernarural stil possesses an extraor-
dinary capacity to spring eritical surprises, however, particularly, 1 wish to
argue, if we read it as an exercise in metafction. Clucs to James's meafic-
tional intentions may be found in his remarkable Preface to this novella,
isimagination “sbsolute
frzudom of hand” in “playing the gume” of fiction (37).¢ For James it was
a serious game, for he talks in his Preface about reconciling in this “study”
the imaginative freedom and “chaos” of “anccdote,” with the achicvement
of “absolute singleness, clearness and roundness” ( 38). His formal choice
of the tale of the uncanny, with an unreliable narrator as its centre of ex-
perience and sole recording medium, who describes her daring bartle with
two ghosts for the souls of her charges, afforded him the opportunity to
investigate the fundamental tension in fiction berween authenticity (the
“chaos” of “anecdote”) and artistic completeness (“absolute singleness,
clearness and roundness”). The Turn of the Serew, then, should be read as
a story about the uncanny, bur equally as a sory about story cling itself.
lndud The T ofte Serew deliberately dravws acention at every turn 0

ltllmg of stories; its centre of interest is a narraror obsessed with her rolc as
storyteller, who reveals a highly self-conscious awarencss of bath her reader
and her cffects; whilst the narrative’s meanings are amplified by a web of
inter-textual references, from the gothic fictions beloved of the governess
t0 the embracing frame of Panadie Los. tis a narrative thar fulfils Patricia
Waugh's succinct desciption of metafction s pursuing quescions of “how
human bings e, constrctand mediste i expericce ofthe word

metaphor
ufrh: world as book.”” Howrvu. in I'he Turn of the Serew ames complicates
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this endeavour by including experience of the ‘other’ world, and by means of

the frame narrarive, the telling of ghost tories at Christmas around the fire

inan old h popular g hich our end

comprehend the mystery of evil through story is tradicionally embodied.
‘The reading | propose, authorized by a text whose overt subject is

P ot : o

T dioond b i

li Bly
of the former valet, Peter Quint, but on a simultancous recognition that
the apparirion of Miss Jessel, the former governess, is the product of her
successor’s psychological and narrative imperaives. Whilst the frame nar-
ative provides the credible basis for the story of Peter Quint, at the same
time it serves to foreground fictionality as the text’ cenral subject. If, as

e inth i i i

in y ;
children gives two turns to the screw, then a corresponding second turn to
iveis g 2 i intensified

¥ g
logic, in order for the second child to be included within the circle of evil,
p che desired ficti letion, the binary p lrcady
e dssiertion, Riwah il ki

ity in presenting a “credible statement of such strange matters” (40), about
‘which James was anxious in his Preface, is initially endorsed by Douglas,
and is confidently sustained in her ancedotal response to the apparition of
Quint, her story of Miss Jessel is interrogated and deconstructed by the

ghost story genre in which the frame has cast it
What has been overlooked in previous readings of The Tirn of the
Serew s the face that its unreliable narrator, the governess, constructs not
but two quite different narratives, each demandi reading.
Establshed carly in the text as an imaginist, the governess claims that with
the apparition of Peter Quint her imagination has suddenly “turned real”
(164). The story of Pecer Quint, which concludes with the death of young
Miles h : ith evil perceived asa metaphysi-
lreality “adumbrated,” as James describes, with chilling conviction. This
narrative, in which the governess is predominantly a recording medium
b i he infl isitant, docs indeed
possess the chaos of anccdore to which James alludes. However, in obedi-
 ence 1 a fundamental instinct to universalize the experience of evl, she
* seeks a measure of comprehension and control through the creation of the
sty of Miss Jessel,an alternative fiction in which she may defeat her sil
potent tival and achieve a sense of closure. What is more, she links it ©
the story of Quint by an extraordinarily tight binary pattern thar accords
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with James's simultaneous preoccupation with clearness and roundness of
narratie form. It follows thac fthe frst nasrative involves the gumms

pion by Quint, th Josl
st tohed o evil oFFlor. The generic indebyedness of chis
second narrative o the ;udw: and melodrama, by which evil is trivialized
and contined, draws atenion o islf,and funcrions n cffct 1. arody
of the Qui
bewen icion and el The et of T T of e Seew s works n

pposition becween th

nfl’eletQ‘ ’s pursuit of

Miles,and the tightly il
battle with her dead predecessor, resurrected out of a powerful cockail of
hysteria, insecurity, and sexual jealousy.

different strategics. Whercas the story of Peter Quint is the record of a se-
quence of unexpected visitations, that of Miss Jessel i crafied from gossip,
hints and inferences. Evidence presented to the reader for the apparition
of the dead Quint is thercfore of a different order from that adduced for
the subsequent manifestation of Miss Jesel. As has often been pointed out,
Quines fre appearance occurs, not when the governcs s in emotional
turmoil, b
evening stroll in the grounds at Bly, which is why she describes the event
retrospectively as like “the spring of a beast” (163). And her fist response
t0 the shock is to seck a rational explanation, belicving that she has simply
been subjected to the impudent gaze of an uninvited visitor. But at this
juncture in the narrarive two evenrs occur that confirm the presence of
the supernatural in the text: Quine’s appearance looking in through the
window of the “grown-up® dining-room on a Sunday, when s he would
have known, the children habitually took their tea there, and the fact thac
against her will and judgment the stolid, unimaginative housckeeper, Mrs
Crose fcl Jled to identify th 7s decailed desceipion of el

intruder as belonging to Quint:

He b e b, vy ey dﬂkmdmg, and a pale face, long in shape, with

His

¥4
dudy that xhryn- m!wr nm:ll and very ﬁxnl Hu ‘mouth’s wide, and his lips

archin o aep for il whiskes he i s shaven. e gives me
S e of ki s s, O79) |
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Up to this point the governess has known nothing about the former
valt, but she responds to his apparition with acute intuition. Quint’s hov-
cring by the dining room indicates to her that he has come for Miles; and
the reality of the presence of evil is associated thereafter very particularly
with Miles, whenever the governess secks to challenge its power over him.
It s confirmed most dramatically when she speaks to him of confession
afier his night escapade; the chill air shaking room, and loud noise are ac-
companied by Miles’s apparent cry of exultation and subsequent uncanny
calm. And it is fele with progressive intensity as the governess comes across
Quint on the staicase, as she observes him again outside the window, and
when he is finally identified explicitly by Miles at the moment the boy is
finall snatched from her gras
‘The governess's authentic experience of evl through the visitations
of Quint finds its formal parody in her account of Miss Jessel, whose ap-
pearances occur only after the governess has learned of her history and her
death and who, as the tex clerly sgrals, belons o fictional seercorype,
Morcover, the governess's narrative of a sccond apparition in pursuit of
the sesond child syseematclly decomstruts ielf through a proces of
d evasion, The
overnsss e nghung nme ]&d by the ke is ot the dcaild picure
of Peter by

ot what she has learned from Mirs Grose of her pmdmzﬂors beauty and
B i i ok s it n bk, pale and
H dreadful” (182) with “a kind of fury of intention” and “wonderfully hand-
"

some. Buti  (184). And Mrs Grose is finally

forced to identify Quine, it is the plicidly

d glibly names
the female apparition as her dead przd:cﬂmr Significantly she withdraws
her suggeseion that they appeal for corroboration to Flora, who “saw” Miss
Jesel, claiming thar che girl wil li (183). The narrator's tenuous hold on
ealty is just sufficient for her to realize that Floras denial (absorbed in a
geme she had her back to the alleged appariion) willthreaten her ficion.
And in a similar way the governess’s subscquent assertion that it was her
dlse desciptionsof borh Pecer Quint and MissJesseltha convinced the

herown discourse which n

e .
apparition, and her firm denial of it to the ﬁiglwennd Flora.

In contrast to the Quinc story, in which she is passive, the governess
isable to control every aspect of her own narrative, so that whilst the reader
s offered only random sightings of Quint on the tower, on the staircase,
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and outside the window, Miss Jessel is presented specifically in relation to
the governess's own domain, appearing in places where she most threatens
her status and identity: by the lake (che Sea of Azofin her geography les-
son), and in the schoolroom. Sgniicandy to, whereas Qi e &
slent figure, the g invents Miss Jessel’s d bue
confession that “she suffers the torments,” whnln simultancously qualify-
ing i to the point of retraction: “It came to that” (223). For the sake of
her plor, the governess is willing to manipulat her raw material in several
ways. She infers thar because Quint has come for Miles, Miss Jessel muse
have returned for Flora, an assumprion that runs counter o Mrs Grose's
clear implication thar if Miss Jesscl were to return for anyone, it would be
for Quint. The governess also distorts the narrative model provided by the
housckeepers revelation that Miles used to go offin the company of Quint,
whil Flora remaincd with Mis esel, when she caims that the four now
In fact much ded in trying
to force even trivial incidents into the pattern prescribed by the require-
ments of her plot. With increasing desperation, she offers as evidence of
Flora's aim of diverting her artention from Miss Jessel behaviour which she
has suppressed in her previous conversation with Mrs Grose, to whom it
might mercly confirm a heightened normality—"the perceprible increase
in movement, the greater intensity of play, the singing, the gabbling of
nonsense and the invitation to romp” (188).
“The doubling effect created by the governesss presentation of the
two apparitions is mirrored in her construction of the two children. Both
the goveness and the housekeeper, o whom the e year-od Miles and the

eight-year-old Fls 1, romantic
notions of childhood innocence. However, although Miles alm displays
the precociy of the Jamesian child, he is not like Maisie

unnatural in its massive assurance. This is how he meets the governess's
challenge for an explanation when he has been caught outside on the lawn
at midnight:

“Well,” e sid a Lt juse cxacely in arder tha you should do this.™
whae”
“Think me—fora change—bad!”  shall never forget the sweetness and gaicty

i b g o it o, K g o b b e
and kissed me. It was practicaly the end of everything, (204-

His moral wrong-fotin of his interogato, is poise,and his disaming
il “ltle
firy prince” (204) vhelm her nnuna.l ncglects th
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obvious fc ha is badncsscould sy hav b confimed by a simple
confession of hi

stk ot h i he
i understanding of how the adulc -mld works, and a sophunnmd
language reister clearly beyond the scope of a ten year old:

“You know, mydur that for a fellow 0 be with a lady alugy—1"
“And always with the same lady?”  recurned.

'Ahn!:wneﬂ\(nwllypﬂfuhdy-buuﬁnzlll'ma&“wdnm‘yw
S whs vl gecting on.” (216)

The stcepening curve of Miles's maturation leads t the extraor-
dinary scenc at night in his bedroom, when he attempts to blackmail the
governess into lctting him go away by threatcning to expose to his uncle
dhevay shehas “leccalldrop” ac By (227). Her increasingly desabiliing

‘Quint, which b gly apparenc in the
mlmmann! episode of his conflict with the governess. In spite of Flord's
sequestration from him from the moment she lefi che lake afier the alleged
encounter with Miss Jessel, Mrs Grose blushingly admits the possibility
that brother and sister have me. This indeed seems to have been the case,
for Miles' reaction to the governess's imprecation to a vision outside the
window is to assume tha her fictional Miss Jesselis indeed as real as the
presence of Peter Quint, whom it appears he has been expecting. Miles’s
angelic sweetness gives way first to uncase and then to “white rage” until
nally he identifics the governess in demonic terms (*you devill” [261]),
lsiming her as a fellow victim of their uncanny visitant.

Whereas Miless behaviour throughout is unnervingly odd, Flora
temains sweet and biddable. Indeed ironically her incorrigible normality
ot only resists the governess’s increasingly violent attempts to mould her
character to it the plot of her own narrative, that of Flora's corresponding
cortupion by Miss Jessel, but effectively subverts it. Most obviously, while
the governess secks to place a sinister construction on Floras nocturnal
amblings, the childs account of them s charmingly apposite. The resson

in the, ds
and her explanation that she concealed her abscnce to avoid alarming her
governess s a convincing instance of her childlike tact. Morcover, the dis-
tinction within the text between the Jessel narrative, which decolmm:ls

itelf,and the Q ive, which offers a

uncanny eaiy is made apparent hre by he disunction becween he
(tha Flora is ich Miss Jesel from her
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bedroom window) and the esliy (¢ha she s warching th dscan figur of
heads).

of course s that while the governess i pursuing her banal icive obsession

with Miss Jesel, she is oblivious to the full nature of the evil represented

by Peter Quint.

s response to Quint’s infernal pursuit of Miles is

recorded in wholly credi ical terms, fously parodi
i f: i Floraand i

overtly fct hout, cven movi jonally into the realm of farce,

i . ,

harless, the governess assumes that she has a tryse with the equally hatless
and abandoned Miss Jessel, and then has o face Flords artless questions
about her own ironically hatless condirion. Equally, because her narrative
demands ir, Flora's rowing the small boar across the lake is regarded as an
extraordinary fear. The governess also descends with comic desperation to
trivia, finding explanation for the appalling language that Mrs Grose has
heard Flora use in the influcnce of Miss Jesscl, rather than more prosaically

inthe companyoferbrorbes.

question by ch lake, ~Where, my et s MissJessl” (237, Her sugges-
tion that Flora reacts to this challenge by looking suddenly old and ugly
is simply an imaginative claboration of fictional detail, and tells s more
about her than it does about Flora. We know from James' prescntation of
the narrator's changing response to Miss Tina in The Aspern Papers who

has nvgd Jeffcy Aspe's pricees ppers for i, and then od and dowdy
when h thatorJamesthe

o & ot
aibjeciiy o mhabm In fact, namn]ly bewildered and rngmned Hont
wants to be taken away, clinging meanwhile to Mrs Grose, who is also un-
abl o se the appariton and denies it presencein forthright terms.

e governess’s compulsion to fictionalize, to transform the inex-
plicable terrors and loose ends of life into the comforting discipline of art,
is not, however, confined to her own account of Miss Jessel. It involves,
in different ways, both narratives. That of Quint and Miles uafolds in an
unpredictable fashion. et it also offers the governess the possibility of at-

salvation,in which she may fulfil the functi d pries,
but also a narrative of romance, in which she may play a heroine who is
by love and by marriage to the master—the sustaining drcam, in
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i Fthe u I !
a hdy. Her fancasizing imaginaion hijcs the fighteningly ral spiiul
James's

pﬂbkefdwﬁllm : land
social needs. Indeed her narrative always has one cye ulf-cnmcm\lsly on
the master. She refrs o het “joy in the extraordinary flight of heroism the

occasion demanded of me.,” which she would like to be known “oh in the
it quarcer” (179), she speaks of her magnificent behaviour “had there
been any one to admire it” (195), and her desire to please the master by
not troubling him s, she says, one aspect of “the fine machinery I had st
inmotion to attract his artention to my slighted charms” (208). Butin the
random development of the Quint narrarive that she inhabirs, she finds
hersef struggling to anticipate and comprehend events, and in the end it
il her.

i lin the creation
Fa paralll scory, which i fed dis 1
owsis the governcs incressingly comes 5 to beleve that i in order o secure

butalso defear her predecessor and rival. Initially e Bt govermea s prov
sened o the inexperienced young girl from a rural parsonage as an ideal,
unequivocally endorsed by the master as “a most respectable person” who
. did for the children “quite beautifully” (150). But when Mrs Grose hints
thac Mis Jesel had been artracted by the master, and that the master in
thand beauty, sheis “Ah then T hope
heryouth and her beauty helped her!' I recollect throwing off. ‘He secms to
like us young and pretry?™™ (159). This strange sexual rivalry reinforces her
sectet fear that she is a “bad governess” (193). Itis pechaps no surprising,
then, that her hysteria finds as irs main focus the tale of Miss Jessel, who
gave way to sexual desire in a liaison with a man of low class, betrayed her
charges, recreated from her role, and died dishonoured and alone: a story
that offes the governess a more personal, corroborative instance of the
workings of evil.
Clealy thestory of Miss Jese represcnts  sub-consciousy epressed
reality, a distorted mirror image of the governess's own half-
sexual and social fantasies, which has to be exorcized. Her preoc-
don with social class and issues of hierarchy reflects the ambivalent
of governesses in Victorian England," and its most obvious resule
confusion of evil with alleged sexual peccadillo and social transgres-

T, Lusci, Henry Jumes and she Ghostly 150.
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sion. She builds her increasingly obsessive narrative o the scraps of gossip
that she gleans from her interrogation of Mrs Grose, who is never allowed
to complete a statement before interpretation is forced upon her, and in
chis way she convers her role model into a debased woman, creating out
of Mrs Grose's distaste for a relationship between “a lady” and someone
“s0 dreadfully below” (185) evidence for an affir between Miss Jessel and
Peter Quint. She is clearly disgusted by her rival's social lapse with  “base
menial” as she terms Quint (191), but gives this narrarive material a further
sexual turn by postulating the complicity of Miles, and then adds for good
measure the probable involvement of Flora. While James's method of “ad-
umbration” encourages the reader to infer from the story of Miles and Quint
the pracice of homosexualchild abuse,also appalin s ch incvitble vy
in which th hip with Flora becom

destructive.

The traditional metaphor of the world as book that informs James's
metafiction is apparent not only in the governess's narrative strategies but
also in her use of models from fiction. Shortly after Peter Quins frst
appearance, she muses about the possibility of a “secrer” at Bly, as in The
Mystery of Udolpho o Jane Eyre, novels which play with the borders berween
the raional and th 1, and critcs h on her
fecling that she has enered a “castle of romance” (155), a “charming story”
(163). An imaginist, whose grasp of the boundaries between reality and
fiction is ordinarily somewhat tenuous, the governess adopts for her own
narracive of exorcism the gothic mode and the binary form belonging to
the fictions with which she is familiar, 7he Mystery of Udolpho, Jane Eym,
and Amelia.

Indeed this binary patern s crucial to our understanding of the
complex relationship between the two narratives. As critics have frequeny
pointed our, not only the frame but also the main narrative works through
an extensive and precise system of pairing. Quint is seen twice outside
the same window, two apparitions arc obscrved on the stairs, each appari-
tion gives rise to discussions between the governess and Mrs Grose, the
governess twice comes across Flora out of her bed at night, she also has
two conversations with Miles in his bedroom, and so on. This claboraie
pastern serves o draw the reader’s arcention o the exts fictonalit,buc

also has the binary
the governess's own imagined struggle with Miss Jessel, and sl
victory over her. Repearedly the unexpected appearances of Quint outside
windows and on staircases demand corresponding manifestations of M
Jessel. But the differences are significant. Whereas Quin clearly wishes o
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avoid encountering the governess, Miss Jessel is made to appear in con-
o et 4 : 2P

carly morning mecting with Quint on the staircase, which s masked by a
long gaze of mutual antagonism, calls up by binary reflex the apparition of
Miss s on the same saicse. s feional qualiy is underlined by e
face that th forebear th

the *dreadful face” which she lso tellingly confesses that she cannot in fut
see (199). In this carefully constructed tableau, Miss Jessel i not scanding
on the landing like Quint, but seated near the foot of the staircase with her
back o her rival, and bent i a submissive attitude of woe. This visitation is
given il narrarive space, vanishing the moment it has fulfilled is function
of einforcing the governesss perccived moral and social hicrarchies.

Miss Jessel's final appearance occurs, with narrative incvitability, at
the governess’s moment of crisis. Bested by Miles' assertion that he will
bring his uncle down to sectle his fture, she cannot bear the ugliness of
the encounter, and she wants to “bolt” (220). Immediately following this
tempration, she finds herselfsitting in # state of exhausted dejection on the
greie spor on the sircasepreviousy occupid by | h:r hated predecesor

Fwomen” (220), whoalso bol
Miss Jesse scated at her own table in the e

Dishanoured and tragic, she was all before me; but even s I fixed and, for
dit, the s

doem b boggand by and berunsabe e, he b loked t e ong
g o s o m e g 1 o bl e 1 o
wsitat hers. (221

In this culminating episode the governess, in thrall to her imagina-
tion, perceives herself 1o be the intruder in the story she has creared, and
the “wild protest” of her attempr to exorcize the alien spiri—"You terrible
miserable woman!” (220)—is an endeavour to suppress this competing
image of her own darker self. The crisis of decision is resolved in this scene,
not by the danger that Quint poses to Miles, but ironically by the threat
that her imaginative resurrection of the former governess has offered to
ber own sense of identity. And she feels compelled to stay. Within James’s
fiction, melodram has turned the screw of the metaphysical plot. And yer,
’ihﬂ!ﬂﬂmmgﬁ f s naraie,cis l

I ts very moment of i ‘The narraror not
S

t ion and i interprera-
tion, b dismi
sexual upmma: and social fall in terms of melodramatic stercotype and
cliché.
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“The governess’s whole nasrative impulse is to bind her experience
acsthetically into one unified whole. But ironically, while for much of the
text her ale of Miss Jessel replicates in its essentials the realicy of Quint's
visitations—he appears o the tower,she is scen by the lke, and her ap-
pearance on th
respec fact follows fon. The governe filurs when the confronts
Flora with thei the dead Miss Jessel, thereb
che child' love and rust,leads crucialy o the true confronation with evil
in the presence of Quint. She does not learn from the collapse of her own
fction, but blundersugcally nco the same urgent confessonal scation
in the Quint story that sh
ends. Her assumption of the roles of heroine, saviour and exorcist esults in
her sending the master a psychologically damaged nicce, and the appalling
news of his nephew' sudden death.

When Douglas says “The story won' tell ... not in any literal vulgar
way” (147), he i effectively preserving the text’s ambiguity by ruling our

fusi dit h s h i Bly, cithe

as a tale of the uncanny, or as psychological revelation. Indecd, the frame
narrative,in which Douglas plays a crucial role, with its doubly ambiguous
emphasis on fictions about the uncanny and on the governess’s authority
as narrator, alerts the reader to the text’s processes of formal sclf-examina-
tion. James plays the metafictional ‘game’ in two main ways. There is the
doubling effect of the figures of Douglas, the authoritative 'eller, and the
governess whom he endorses, but who i interrogated by the generic domi-
nation of the frame. And there are also the two narratives for which she is
responsible—the metaphysical, chaotic narcative involving Peter Quint,
and the highly literary narrative of Miss Jessel, which strives for aesthetic
completion, but which si itself. ions d
o el in any lerl, vlgar et and dhe wring of this cxmndiony

y to explore, ina
unlquely unwlmmn:d manner, gk pychological parameters of
the permanendy unstable relationship berween world and book. Indeed,
rities who have been tempted to se James as deliberately placed in the
text as the master, or even as Quint, might equally consider him figured as
the governess,the imaginis,struggling with borth the mysery of evil and
the ‘game’ of fction.
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