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Course description

Henry James (1843-1916) came to be referred to as "The Master" by early critics of his fiction, 
and there is certainly much to admire about his craft:  elegantly sinuous sentences, characters 
with ambiguous motives, plots that resist devolving into pat dramas.  Yet in addition to 
exhibiting his famous style, James's writings serve as an archive of his engagement with the 
intellectual ideas streaming around him, ideas that would launch the twentieth century.  As the 
nineteenth century drew to a close, Sigmund Freud was arguing that our mental activity is 
largely unconscious; Karl Marx was proposing that material conditions determine individual 
subjectivity; and Friedrich Nietzsche was insisting that language remains untethered to the 
world.  In this course, we will study James as he responded to these new ideas about mind, 
matter, and meaning.  By examining key pieces of relevant philosophy and criticism, as well as 
representative works from James, we will aim to understand how his fiction thinks through the 
major issues of his time.

Student learning objectives

This course aims to have students:  

1. Understand the critical interventions of key nineteenth-century theorists.

2. Learn how to identify and interpret literary criticism influenced by their theories.

3. Become familiar with the challenges of reading an important American novelist.

4. Undertake a researched paper that exhibits careful literary analysis and theoretical 
sophistication.

 

Texts

Available from Off-Campus Books on Campbell Road and the on-campus bookstore:

Required texts:

 Sigmund Freud, Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis 

Gerald Willen, A Casebook on Henry James's The Turn of the Screw 

Henry James, In the Cage

Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady

Henry James, The Spoils of Poynton

Henry James, What Maisie Knew

Helpful background texts:

Hans Bertens, Literary Theory: The Basics

Lois, Tyson, Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein, They Say, I Say


