
the real thing henry james

the real thing henry james is a renowned short story by the eminent American-British author
Henry James, known for his intricate narratives and psychological depth. This story delves into
themes of art, authenticity, social class, and the complexities of human nature. Through an
exploration of characters who embody "the real thing," James critiques the relationship between
reality and representation in art. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of "The Real Thing" by
Henry James, including its plot, characters, themes, and critical interpretations. Furthermore, it
examines the story’s place within James's broader literary oeuvre and its enduring relevance in
literary studies. Readers will gain a detailed understanding of how James uses narrative techniques
and symbolism to convey nuanced ideas about identity and artistic representation.
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Overview of "The Real Thing" by Henry James
"The Real Thing" by Henry James is a short story first published in 1892, which presents a nuanced
exploration of the relationship between art and reality. The narrative centers around an artist who
hires a couple claiming to be the quintessential English aristocracy to serve as models for his
illustrations. However, despite their authenticity in social status, the couple proves unsuitable as
artistic subjects. This paradox forms the core of the story’s conflict. The story unfolds through the
artist’s perspective, capturing his growing frustration and reflection on the nature of representation
and authenticity. "The Real Thing" serves as a critique of both social pretensions and the challenges
of capturing truth in artistic expression.

Main Characters and Their Significance

The Artist (Narrator)
The protagonist and narrator of "The Real Thing" is an unnamed artist who specializes in creating
illustrations, often for publications. His character embodies the tension between artistic idealism
and practical challenges. Through his eyes, readers experience the complexities of dealing with



models who represent social reality but fail to capture the essence required for artistic
representation. The artist's internal conflict highlights the difficulties in balancing literal truth with
the demands of creative interpretation.

The Monarchs: The Real Thing
The Monarchs, a couple of supposedly genuine aristocratic descent, are central to the story’s
exploration of authenticity. Mr. and Mrs. Monarch present themselves as the epitome of "the real
thing," embodying upper-class elegance and demeanor. Despite their social status, they are unable
to adapt to the artist's needs, revealing how rigid adherence to social identity can hinder artistic
expression. Their presence challenges the artist's assumptions about reality and illusion.

Miss Churm and Oronte
In contrast to the Monarchs, Miss Churm and Oronte are professional models who lack aristocratic
pedigree but possess the flexibility and skill to embody various roles. Their adaptability makes them
invaluable to the artist. These characters underscore the story’s message that true artistic
representation often requires transformation beyond mere physical or social reality. They represent
the artist’s ideal of what effective modeling entails.

Themes in "The Real Thing" Henry James

Authenticity versus Representation
A central theme in "The Real Thing" henry james examines is the tension between authenticity and
artistic representation. The story questions whether being "the real thing" in social terms is
sufficient for effective representation in art. James suggests that authenticity in life does not
automatically translate to authenticity in art, as art demands interpretation and adaptation. This
theme reflects broader concerns about the nature of truth and illusion in literature and visual arts.

Class and Social Identity
The theme of class and social identity is intricately woven into the narrative. The Monarchs
symbolize the English upper class, and their struggle to fit into the artist's vision reveals the
limitations imposed by rigid social roles. The story critiques how social status can both define and
confine individuals, impacting their ability to express themselves beyond societal expectations. This
theme also highlights tensions between appearance and substance.

The Role of the Artist and Creativity
James explores the artist’s role as a mediator between reality and imagination. The artist must
transform reality into art, often requiring a departure from literal truth. This creative process



involves selecting, altering, and sometimes rejecting aspects of the "real" world to produce
meaningful art. The story reflects on the challenges artists face when confronted with subjects who
resist transformation, emphasizing the necessity of artistic vision.

Narrative Style and Literary Techniques

First-Person Narration
The use of first-person narration in "The Real Thing" henry james allows readers to delve into the
artist’s psyche, providing intimate access to his thoughts and conflicts. This narrative choice
enhances the story’s psychological depth and emphasizes subjective experience over objective
reality. The narrator’s reliability is nuanced, inviting readers to interpret the story's themes through
his perspective.

Symbolism and Irony
James employs symbolism extensively, particularly in the characterization of the Monarchs as
embodiments of "the real thing." Irony pervades the narrative, especially in how the supposedly
authentic models fail to meet the artist’s needs, while the less socially prestigious models excel. This
ironic contrast underscores the story’s critique of social hierarchies and artistic conventions.

Detailed Descriptions and Psychological Insight
The story is marked by James’s characteristic detailed descriptions and psychological insight. The
artist’s observations of the Monarchs and other models reveal subtle nuances in behavior,
appearance, and social interaction. These descriptions contribute to the story’s exploration of
identity and artistic perception, enriching the reader’s understanding of character dynamics and
thematic concerns.

Critical Reception and Interpretations
"The Real Thing" by Henry James has been widely studied and interpreted in literary scholarship.
Critics often emphasize its metafictional elements, viewing the story as a commentary on the artistic
process itself. The narrative’s exploration of authenticity has been linked to broader modernist
concerns about representation and reality. Moreover, the story is appreciated for its subtle social
critique and exploration of class dynamics. Diverse interpretations focus on the interplay between
reality and illusion, as well as the role of art in mediating human experience.

Legacy and Influence within Henry James’s Work
"The Real Thing" holds a significant place in Henry James’s body of work, exemplifying his mastery
of psychological realism and narrative complexity. The story reflects recurring themes in James’s



literature, such as social class, identity, and the nature of art. Its influence extends to later writers
and scholars interested in the relationship between life and art. The story remains a vital text for
understanding James’s literary philosophy and his contribution to the development of the modern
short story.

Exploration of authenticity in art

Critique of social class rigidity

Insight into the artist’s creative challenges

Use of irony and symbolism

Contribution to literary modernism

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Henry James's short story 'The
Real Thing'?
The central theme of 'The Real Thing' is the contrast between appearance and reality, exploring how
genuine aristocratic figures may not always be the most effective models for artistic representation
compared to professional models.

Who are the main characters in 'The Real Thing' by Henry
James?
The main characters are the artist-narrator, the Monarchs (an aristocratic couple who pose as
models), and the professional models who work for the artist.

How does Henry James explore the concept of authenticity in
'The Real Thing'?
Henry James explores authenticity by contrasting the Monarchs, who are the 'real thing' in terms of
social status, with professional models who, despite being less 'authentic,' are more adaptable and
effective in helping the artist create his work.

What is the significance of the title 'The Real Thing' in Henry
James's story?
The title 'The Real Thing' is ironic, highlighting that the genuine aristocratic couple, despite being
the literal 'real thing,' are less useful to the artist than the working-class models who better serve his
artistic needs.



How does the artist-narrator's perspective evolve in 'The Real
Thing'?
The artist initially welcomes the Monarchs as ideal models but gradually realizes that their rigidity
and self-importance hinder his work, leading him to appreciate the flexibility and skill of his
professional models.

What social commentary does Henry James provide in 'The
Real Thing'?
James critiques social class and the notion that aristocratic status equates to artistic value,
suggesting that true merit and utility in art come from adaptability and skill rather than social rank.

In what literary style is 'The Real Thing' written?
'The Real Thing' is written in a realist style, characteristic of Henry James, with detailed
psychological insight and nuanced characterization.

Why is 'The Real Thing' considered an important work in
Henry James's bibliography?
It is considered important because it encapsulates James's exploration of art, reality, and social
class, showcasing his mastery in psychological depth and irony within a concise narrative.

Additional Resources
1. The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James
This classic novel follows the spirited and independent Isabel Archer as she navigates the
complexities of society, love, and personal freedom. Set against the backdrop of Europe and
America, the story delves deeply into themes of identity, choice, and betrayal. Henry James’s
intricate prose and psychological insight make this a cornerstone of literary realism.

2. The Turn of the Screw by Henry James
A chilling novella that explores the supernatural and ambiguous nature of a governess’s experiences
at a remote estate. The story’s tension and psychological depth create an eerie atmosphere that has
fascinated readers for generations. It remains one of James’s most famous works, known for its
open-ended interpretation.

3. The Ambassadors by Henry James
This novel centers on Lambert Strether, a middle-aged American sent to Paris to retrieve a wayward
young man. The narrative explores themes of cultural clash, self-discovery, and the contrasts
between European sophistication and American innocence. James’s rich character development and
subtle irony shine throughout the book.

4. Washington Square by Henry James
Set in New York City, this story focuses on the shy and wealthy Catherine Sloper and her troubled
relationship with her domineering father. The novel examines themes of love, trust, and social



expectations, highlighting James’s keen eye for human psychology. It is one of his more accessible
and emotionally engaging works.

5. The Real Thing and Other Tales by Henry James
A collection of short stories showcasing James’s mastery of narrative and exploration of reality
versus appearance. "The Real Thing" itself is a poignant tale about art, authenticity, and the
complexities of representation. This anthology offers a diverse look at James’s themes and styles.

6. The Wings of the Dove by Henry James
This novel explores the moral dilemmas and emotional entanglements of a young woman, Milly
Theale, who is terminally ill. Through complex characters and intricate plotting, James examines
issues of love, sacrifice, and social ambition. The book is celebrated for its psychological depth and
narrative sophistication.

7. The Europeans by Henry James
A shorter novel contrasting the manners and values of European visitors with those of their
American relatives in New England. The story humorously and insightfully explores cultural
differences and the clash between Old World refinement and New World practicality. It is a lighter,
more satirical work in James’s oeuvre.

8. What Maisie Knew by Henry James
This novel is told from the perspective of a young girl caught in the middle of her parents’ bitter
divorce and custody battle. James uses the child’s viewpoint to reveal the complexities of adult
relationships and the loss of innocence. The narrative is notable for its psychological depth and
subtle social critique.

9. The Beast in the Jungle by Henry James
A haunting novella about a man obsessed with the idea that a momentous event is destined to
happen in his life. The story explores themes of fate, missed opportunities, and existential fear.
James’s subtle storytelling and exploration of human consciousness make this a compelling read.
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