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Peter Kemp did not mention another novel about Henry

James which had been published in November 2oo2 and was

reissued as a paperbackin the spring of zOOq, Emma Tennant's

Felony, which spliced together an account of James's relation-

ship with the American novelist Constance Fenimore Woolson

and a speculative retelling of the source story of his novella,

The Aspern Papers. Nor did Kemp mention - probably he was

not aware of its existence - yet another novel about James,
by the South African writer Michiel Heyns, which was being

offered to London publishers in2oo4. Entitled TheTypewiter's

TaLe, ar,d narrated from the point of view of James's secre-

tary, it concernedJames's involvement, in the years 1907-10,

in a love affair berween two of his closest friends, the novel-

ist Edith Wharton and Morton Fullerton, bisexual journalist

and man of letters. We know all this about a book which is

sti1l unpublished because Michiel Heyns wrote an eloquent

and poignant article in the magazine Prospect in September

2004 about coming last in the procession of James-inspired
novelists. These were its opening words:

My agent forwards to me another polite letter of rejection:
'I am so sorry but timing is all - and there has been a spate

of fiction based on the life of HenryJames published here.

I don't know how such coincidences happen . . . something

in the atmosphere? So regretfully I must say no.'

Henry James was unkindly portrayed, thinly disguised as

Jervase Marion', by Vernon Lee in her story 'Lady Tal' in
1893, and there may have been other fictionalised portraits
in his lifetime, or after his death in1916, but as far as I am

aware he never appeared as a character in a novel under his

own name prior to Emma Tennant's novel in 2002. Yet

within two years of the appearance of FeLont

novels about him were published and a third ri
for a publisher.* It can be inferred from th
evidence that the preparation and composition
books overlapped chronologically and that nr

authors was aware of the projects of the others

own was under way or actually completed. On

it, this convergence of novelistic attention is a

phenomenon, and the anonymous publisher u-ho

declined Michiel Heyns's novel is not the on-i\

have wondered what could explain it. Somer}

atmosphere - or, to use a more philosophucai

Zeitgeist? Needless to say I have given the que

thought myself, and have come to the conclusio:
a coincidence waiting to happen.

Although Henry James's reputation suffere,

ecLipse in the decades immediately following fr-is c

been firmly established as a major modern u-ntei
rhe last sixty years, required reading for anv sen,

of the English andAmerican novel, and the subjeci

stream of scholarly books and articles. He has a1r

q'riter's writer because of his technical skil-l and i
his art, a critic's writer because of the challenge h:.

ents to interpretation, and a biographer's w-nte:

rhe rntriguing enigmas of his character and persol

ships. The facts of his private and professional lr
available in rich detail since the completion of .

' There might have been a fourth I was reliably informed h rle -:
:e publishers of the American novelist David Leavirt were ere.:
:; be about HenryJames, but when it was delivered it turne d o:: ::
:e discovered that Colm T6ibin was working on the same sur-::
I rresume Leavift's novel was The Body of Jonah Boyd. pu'ci .:=:
\,faY 2004
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massive five-volume biography, published berween 19fi arrd

1972. So what's new that would explain the appearance of a

clutch of novels about him in quick succession between 2002

and zooq?

There have been two fairly recent developments in the

academic study of literature which have some bearing on

this question: feminism and so-called Queer Theory.
Probably no male novelist of the period cieated so many
memorable women characters as Henry James, from Daisy

Miller and Isabel Archer at the beginning of his career to
Milly Theale and Maggie Verver in his late, 'major phase'.

Feminist critics, or critics influenced by feminism, have taken

a keen interest in this aspect of his work, and they have also

been intrigued by his intimate personal relationships with
women, notably his cousin Minny Temple, who died young
of consumption in 1870, his sister Alice, who died of cancer

in 1892 after years of neurasthenic illness, and Constance

Fenimore Woolson, who took her own life in 1894. Although

James was attracted to Minny, and enjoyed close compan-

ionship with Fenimore (as he called her), he never commit-
ted himself emotionally to either of them, and there is

evidence that he felt some guilt on this account after their
deaths (he had less with which to reproach himself in his

treatment of Alice). The most thorough and persuasive inves-

tigation of this aspect of James's life and character is Lyndall
Gordon's A Pivate Life of Henry James, published in 1998,

which may have inspired Emma Tennant to write Fel,ony. She

states that she is 'deeply indebted' to it in a prefatory note
to her novel. I too am deeply indebted to this remarkable

book, but I read it fairly late io -y preparatory research for
Author, Author. It convinced me that I would have to find
room in my novel for extensive treatment of James's

relationship with Fenimore, but it was not one c

inal stimuli of my projecr.

James's ambivalence towards women is inevit;
ated with the belief of most of his biographers

Edel, that he was a repressed homosexual who proi

admitted this orientation explicitly to himself or ;

in a physical relationship. Not surprisingly Jame
the object of intense interest from exponenrs

Theory, which asserts the centrality to literaru
human condition of forms of sexualiry traditional

as deviant or transgressive. They have combed h
rhetorical clues to suppressed homoeroticism iEr
Sedgwick's claim to have discovered imagery of
in the Prefaces to the New York Edition of James ,

Tales being a notable example),1 and are sympatl

view that he may not have suppressed it after ali

raphy, Henry James: the Young Master (2000 . S

Novick argued thatJames was initiated into sexua-

spring of rses by the jurist Oliver Wendell HoLm

Colm T6ibin and Alan Hollinghurst are identified

ers and are interested in this aspect of James's lfe
T6ibin has a scene in which the young James is

sharing a bed with Holmes, both being naked th
rng happens between them), and deals with _'[a:

later and better documented attraction to rL

Hendrick Andersen (an episode in his life sluc
outside the chronological scope of my o\\ n :

comments and asides of both novelists in artlcles .

suggest a certain scepticism about the efforts of (
rists to co-opt James into their cultural missron.

has stated that for him the initial stirnulus ro s:
about James came from reading Edel's biograpl-'
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picked up at a writers' colony where he was working on a

quite different subject.3

In short, although these currents in the stream of critical

and biographical commentary on Henry James may have

contributed something to the almost simultaneous composi-

tion of several novels about him, they do not wholly explain

the phenomenon. Each of the novelists had their own 'take'

on the subject, and their own starting point. A more impor-
tant factor, in my view, is that the biographical novel - the

novel which takes a real person and their real history as the

subject matter for imaginative exploration, using the novel's

techniques for representing subjectiviry rather than the objec-

tive, evidence-based discourse of biography - has become a

very fashionable form of literary fiction in the last decade or

so, especially as applied to the lives of writers. It is not of
course a totally new phenomenon. Anthony Burgess wrote a

novel about Shakespeare, Nothing Like The San, in 1964, ar.d

later published Abba, Abba (1977) ar,d A Dead Man in Deptford

(1995) about Keats and Marlowe, respectively; Peter Ackroyd's

second novel was The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde (1986) and

he subsequently produce d Chatterton (1987), Mi.lton in Ameica
(1996) ardTheLambs of London (2004), a novel about Charles

and Mary Lamb. But both these novelists are, among their
contemporaries, distinguished by a consistent interest in
historical and biographical subjects of all kinds as sources for
fiction. What is notable about the last decade or so is the

number of novelists who have taken up the biographical novel

at a relatively late stage of their careers, and their focus on

witers as subjects. Emma Tennant published such a novel

about Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes, The Ballad of Sylvia and

TeA (2001), before she turned her attention to James and

Constance Fenimore Woolson. Other examples which come

to mind include J. M. Coetzee's Ma.ster of PetersL

Penelope Fitzgerald's The BLue Flower (t996
Cunningham's The Hours (t999), Malcolm Bradb,.

Hermitage (2000), Beryl Bainbridge's According
(2001), Edmund White's Fonny: afiction (2003). Ka

Winteing (2003), Alberto Manguel's Steyenson uu.
Trees (2004), C. K. Stead's Mansfield (2004), Andrer
The Iwention of Doctor Cake (2009 and Julian Barr
and George (2005), novels about Dostoevsky, Nor-ar

Woolf Diderot, Dr Johnson, Mrs Frances TroLlr

Plath, Robert Louis Stevenson, Katherine Manstl
and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, respectively. It is ur
distinguish the biographical novel fiom the rom
raphy, a once popular but now somewhat discrec

which purports to be history but insinuates a gc

authorial invention and speculation into the nai:
biographical novel makes no attempt to disgu-us.

narure, though each writer sets himself or herse

rules about the relationship of fact to fiction. Som.

ciosely to the historical record, as I did in Author. .
others invent freely, sometimes to the point of ra
erample, Lynn Truss's amusing Tennyson's Gifi 19

bnngs together on the Isle of Wight in July 1EE

laureate and his wife, Charles Dodgson (Lern-is C

painter G. F. Watts and his sixteen-year-old u-de.

Terry), and the pioneering photographer, Julia
Cameron, with farcical consequences thar ar

tlctitious.

Why the biographical novel should have recer::-

so many writers as a literary form is an interesmi
:o u,hich there are several possible answers. k cor
as a symptom of a declining faith or loss of confia,
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pov/er of purely fictional narrative, in a culture where we are

bombarded from every direction with factual narrative in the

form of 'news'. It could be regarded as a characteristic move

of postmodernism - incorporating the art of the past in its
own processes through reinterpretation and stylistic pastiche.

It could be seen as a sign of decadence and exhaustion in
contemporary writing, or as a positive and ingenious way of
coping with the 'anxiety of influence'. The same trend is

observable in contemporary drama - for example: Tom

Stoppard's Travesties (1975), about James Joyce, Lenin and

Tristan Tzara, and The hwention of Love (1997), about A. E.

Housman and contemporaries; Michael Hastings's Tom andViv

(1985), about T. S. Eliot and his first wife, Vivien, and Calico

(2004), aboutJames and NoraJoyce, Samuel Beckett andJoyce's

daughter, Lucia; Alan Bennett's Kafta's Dick (1987), and April
de Angelis's ALaughingManer (2002), about David Garrick, Dr

Johnson and Oliver Goldsmith.

In short, the biographical-novel-about-a-writer has

recendy acquired a new status and prominence as a subgenre

of literary fiction, and it was only a matter of time before

this kind of attention was turned on Henry James. That is
what I meant by saying that the decision of several novelists,

independently but at approximately the same time, to write
novels about James was a coincidence waiting to happen.*

Speaking for myself, I would certainly not have thought of
writing a book llke Author, Author twenry years ago; not
because I was uninterested in James - I have been reading,

teaching and writing criticism about him since I was an under-

* I might have realised this earlier, inJanuary 2003, when I was deep into my own
novel, and my friend, fellow novelist and Birmingham resident, Jim Crace, guessed

its subject with astonishing ease and the minimum of clues ('Historical? Late 19th

cenrury early 20'h? A writer? HenryJames'). But I did not.

graduate - but simply because my concept of u-

tuted a novel, especially my own kind of nove1, di

include the possibiliry of writing one about a rea

person. The fact that for much of my life I pursr

career, split between writing fiction and literan' sr

publishing books of each kind in alternation.
delayed my perception of the possibiliry of comb

kinds of interest and expertise in a biographicai

the same reason I perhaps overlooked the professic

of such a project.

There is a sense in which all literary novels publis

sarne year or season compete with each other - t,

for sales (not quite the same thing, though the r

course connected), for critical approval, and ,'a

phenomenon, this) for prizes. The proliferation
few decades of literary prizes like the Booker.

published shordists and (more recently) longlists

sified and institutionalised the element of compen

e'nting and publishing of fiction - a development'
have been good for the Novel, inasmuch as it ha:

public interest in literary fiction, but not for the e

of novelists, publishers and agents. Normally, hou-e

compete in all these ways as independent worlis
as different treatments of the same subject m
happens that fwo new novels have a theme rn cc

rhe same historical background, they are lih
compared and contrasted more directly Wnters
uncomfortable when they find themselves in th:.

because it threatens to detract from the original
*'ork - originality being a highly valued qualiw
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