
THE "HALLUCINATION"
THEORY OF "THE TURN OF THE SCREw  د

The 'halluciuaDon' theory ot tbe ""The Tum of theScrew''
is best know in the discussion of it by MLr. Edmnund Wilson in

Tهh Trple Thinlers , thongh le disclaims luaving originated
it Iestates it :.tollow ته accordling to this theor, the young
goveIness who tells tle stoy i a ر neurotic rase of sex repression;
:nd the glosts ،r ni m ghsis at all wt merely thE halluci­
nations of the gurerss. 1nis theory has Heen argyed rit
such pevstasirEness that it is time to reFuie it, and it can h
r«futed Hoth by interna} :nl ly external eyidencE.

Mr. Wilson analyses the story at length, in the interests of
huis theory, 5o it will h wrell to provide an analysis of the story
on its face-valne. -

In tle prologe cue Iouنلg s introdyces tle govmess's
mnanuscript. Hc makes it clar that he completely believs in
her story, and regards her s ة ، pcrson ot thg greatest distincbion
f mind anc rharartcr. She i uhc danglter of a clergyman;
in ansWer to an advertisement shc cores up to Londan, and is
offered a post by a rich, young bachclor who wants a gowemess
or his orphaned niece nd nephew. The conditions attached
to the post are that she is to take complete responsibility, and
never to bother the guardian about his wards. She accepts; it
is admitted that she has fallen in love with her employer. She
g0es to Bly, his house in Essex, wwherc Flora, the little gitl has
been Left with tle housc-kccper, hIrs Grose, and some seIvants.

She learns tit the boy, ALile, has been expelled from his
school: no reason is given. She also learns frop Mrs Grose
that the former governess, Miss Jessel, went away, and died;
Mfrs Grose is obriously unwiling to pursue the subject.

In his analysis of this part of the story it is hard not to feel
that MLr Wilson has been sLightly disingenuoys, in his attenpts
to shewv the morbid mind of the governess. 'Tجh boy, she
finds, has been sent home from school for reasons into which
she does not inquire but which she colors, on no evidence atall,
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with a' siguificance sopehow sinister... She lears that the foraeT
goerTess left, and that she has since died, under circyج stances
which are not explained but which are made in the same way
to seem omيnous.'

After a period of halcyon days, when the children are at
their post charصing, and wben the governess thنnls a thatلل is
needed to complete her felicity is the presence of their guardian.,
approvig her <ndeavoyيrs for thep, there copes a change
actually like the spring of a beast.''

Tle fgure of a pan appears on one of the two towers of
Bly, firsF taken by ber for tne master, and then seen obviously
not to be hE. Later he appears at the outside of a gTound-Toor
window. bhe observes that he is yeaning sيart clothes, not
his own. Mrs Grose at once identfies the description: he i  ك ة
valet of the master's, Peter guint, who had once been left nز
charge at Bly, and ysed to wear his master's clothes - gyint
was dead Mrs Grose aلso reveaلs that he was a bad character,
and that he was "too free' with Mikes, and ''too free'' with
everyone. The governess believes that he has come back to
haunt the children, and that it is her duty to protect them.

Soon afterwards the governess is sitting by the side of the
lale, and Flora is playLg near her. She becopes aware of a
third person on the other side of the lake. Flor has her back
to the water: 'she had picked up a smal, 1lat piece of wood
which happened to have in it a litte hole that had evidently syg­
gested to her the idea of sticking in another fragpent that might
figure as amast and make the thing a boat. Thنs second morsel,
as l watched her, she was very markedly and intenty attempt­
ing to tighten in its place.'' 'Ffhe governess looks up and sees
a handsome but ei woman in black, whom she concludes to bu
her predecessor. Mrs Grose confrms that Miss Jessel was
'infamous'', reveals that she had an affair with guint, and

implies that she went home to hare a child by him, and died
in conseguence. The govemess believes, encouraged in this
belief by Mrs Grose, that the children knw of and connived at
the affair beteen guint and Miss Jessel, and had beeu in some
way comrupted by them; she further bglieves that they know
that their dead friends haunt Bly.

At this pointMr Wilson states, correcty, that there is as yet
n0 proof of anyone byt the govemess having seen the appaIi­
tons. Fe also caلls attention to the Freudian imagery : the
kittle girl's symbolic game with the pieces of wood, whicb so
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Held the govcress's ga2E, and the first appariton of the pale
spectre on a tower, of the fepale by a lake. These points will
be considered later.

The only circumstance ie admiاs as contradictory to  كنط
hypothesis that the ghosts are halucinations, is the fact that the
govcrness's description of the fنrst ghost is identified by Mrs
6rose as ,uint }ي of wlom she has nu ct ر heard. ,With great

- iagenuity he trius to shew tat sh has built him up out of a
chance hint irom JLrs Cros that there had been soReone else in
the place, other than th master, who "liked everyone young
and prutty. HloIever thc descriptin oF @uint is so circums­
tة ntial thai it ctaarot be so Easily explainEd anay. Purtherpore,
MLiss Jes-ul s ا so لة sccn disiiacuiy before the aew governess has

'',ny cletails about he, and she is convcod of her "infapyة 
although thr wort AIrs 6rUS; had evcr hinteD ws that she was
not sufficiently careful'' in some mnatters. Before her appear­
ance bchinc the lake, noihing was known to her syccessor of
Miiss Jcssel's affair with guint; we a eع expressly told that there
had been no servants' gossip. But the chief objection to the
'hallucination' thory is the charact of the governess herself,

t in the pIologue, and maintainedء o carefully sablisHذ 
throughout te stoTy, s نة that o1 :1 girl keeping her balance and
couragt in the must irihtfu] cireumstanccs.

After a @uonri, briet, hIaucyeu period 'there sudcenly c­
nne an hour' . the nartator tclls us, " attcr wvlich, as I kookd back,
the affair secms to me to havc been aا pure suffering.' There
is a third apPearance ot {pint, and the mysterious condyct of
the childran convinces the govemness that they ،are in touch with
the ghosts. Tley're husand hers... guint's and that woman's''
she tells MIr- Grose. Thcy want to get to them.' guint and
MIiss Jessel are coming back to keep the children safe for Evil.
MIrs Grosc wants thc governcss to write to thcir uncle, but she
decides that shc must lieep to hcr pledge, and not bother him.

The children keep up the Ficton that their uncle is coming
to see thsm. Jfiles asks his governess wvhen he is going to school
aain, and says that he will get his uncle to Uope down to By.
This plunges her in an agony of indecision, and she is tempted
to run anay from the situatiom, but decides that she must not
desert her post. Mr Wilson states at this point: "she is now
apparently in love with the boy'- but this is not apparent on
a natural reading ol the text.

There follows the second appearance of ،Miss ]essel, and a
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curious manifestation in Miles's room, where MI1 Wison admIts
that the supematral element can only be explained away by
throwing doubt not only on the governess's explanation of her
sensations, but also on her record of th sي nsatioDs themselve5.
"She has felt a 'gust of froaen air', and yet sees that the wim
dow is 'tight'. Are we to suppose she meIely fancied that she
felt it?'' We shall sce later the value of this admission.

Flora, having bcen lost, is found by the side of th lake.
The governess for the first imeا names the ghosts: 'where, my
pet, is Miss Jessel?'' she asks. The d;ad governes appears,
dreadfully, across the lake. ''She was there, so l wasjustified,
she was there, so I was neither cruel nor mad:' (Thc first per­
son to examine, and to reject the hallucination theory is the go­
vemess herself). Mrs Grose does not see the appariton, and
Flora denies that she sees it, turning i a violcnt reaction of
hatred against the living governess. She continues in this state,
and is sent up to London with MIrs GIose.

Miles and the govcress ar lft alone togth٠ r. She presses
him to tell her why he was expelled fronn srhool, and he con­
fesses. He "said things'', to ''a few', to thoso he liked, and
they aust have 1epcated themn "to those they liked.' 'Tt all
sounds very harmless', is Mr Wilson's extraordinary com­
ment. Ttis hard to imagine anything much more harmful: the
little boy of innocent ewcn angelic ,appearance ة with a mind
flled with the abominations of Quint and Miss [essel, spreading
his dirty secrets round the scbool. In a moInent tle govemness
has seen an eren more dreadful possibility : 'ther had come to
me out of my very pity te appalling alarmn of his being perhaps
innocent.'' He might hae bcen thc innocent caTrier of the
gems Df comrupton, igorant of ،vhat he carried. and unjustly
punished for carrying tbemn.

This is the moment of the governess's victory, when Miles's
soلu is purged by confession, and there is complete confidence
between them. guint makes a last attempt against him;. the
boy does not see the apparition at the wrindowr, but the gOver­
ness cries: ''no mor, no more, no mor !''

"Is she here?'' asks the boy, and names Miss Jessel. Mr
Wison comments, in 'direct contradiction to the text: 'He has,
in spite of the govemess's efforts, succeeded in seeing his sister
and has heard fom her of the incident at the lake.'' 7e have
Mrs Grse's wvord as' well as the governess's that the children
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have not -m tج but Mr Wileon is bound to go to this length if
he is to keep his theory.

The govcmess says that it is not Miss Jessel. Tt's he?''
asks MIilcs. WYhom does he mean by ''he''? she enquir;:. ''Peter
gJuint - yon devil.''

She holds himn in her arms, shenrs him that the fgure has
vanished. Hc gives a cry, and dies in ber arm5. 0,0}5- "h-١­
hucination'' theary she has frightcned him to death. G٠ 2 -at­
ural reading he dies, wor out by the struggle betrczn good
and €vil, in the moment of triumph, like MLorgan 'Iorcen i,
The Pail.

The 'Lalucinaticn'' thors can thn o='y bL e.
(1) It : disbeieve Dovي !as' cstimrte : د th'-//21es,'.

character.
{2) If we give a v٤ry strained rxpi:ation of hc1 dt -cripiian

of guint.
. (3) If wr believe that sh is deltdd about U١٠٠ ry -n0& ذ
data experienced ir files's room, not only in her int retatinn
of thcm.

(١) If we belicre, on no eidence, t'at !Files bd go into
toucl writh FIor aftcthe sccA by th kl:e.

But the rlict olvjrcion i one 0f gcn-ral imnpا sior!: th
is not what the sTory mcan. 1nd omly prvertec in60:1ty, 0t
a lind which has Little to do «vith literatre, could ha7 dctectec
the 'clue. This i- tHe ultiate aح sTer to all such hrories,
from the Shakespeaie - Bacon contiover=y to Verali's brl­
liant pcrversities about Greek tragedy. In fhis cask, 'Here s a
desire for a "scientific'' exp'.nation, an ua:illingae: to maku
the necessary "suspension of disbelicF'' in ghosts, which is
utterly opposed to the spirit in which the book should be read.
It is only because the theory Has received the support 5f a critie
of Mr Wilson's importance that it is wvorih procEeding furtheN
to its final refutation.

MLr Wilson cites the prefac- to 'Tbe ?lurn of the Screw'' as
extemnal proof of his theory.

(±) Peter guint and Miss Jcssel are not "ghosts at al,
as we now know the ghosts, but goblins, elves, imp:, dcmons -
as loosEly constructed as those of the old trials for witchcraft.''

(2) Henry James speaks of 'our young woman's keeping
crystalline her record of so qnany iatense anomalies and absuI-
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dities = by wkce f dot't of couse 5uE4n ler e3hhcataod a]
themر a. dffeaet onailer...' (Mr ,Wilson's italics). Mr MWison
says of the words in italics : ''these words seem impossible to
explain except on the hypothesis of hallucination.'

But if ae believe ''our young woman's'' record of the ac­
tal happenings to be crystalline clear, it is on ht tط alone ex­
tremely difficult to accpt he hypothesis of hallucination, a5
I have already shewn. Moreover tlIe preface itself shews us
how we can donbt her explanation ،of the happenings, without
supposing her to be tle victim of halucination. She clearly
believes that she sees the spirits that once animated the earthly
bodies of 9uint and Miss Jessel; <we can beliers that she did
indeed see ab cج r apparitons, that another person wvith the
right vision could have seen, mithout acceptng hcr vievv of their
eschatological sttys. They are mot spirits of the dead, matter
for psychical rGearch, but ''goblns damnned' devils ر that
have assumed the fomm of guint and Mliss Jessel to tempt the
children. AndRthis is surely the clear meaning of what Henry
James says i tle preface.

If Henry :Jpmnes wec tryig to hint in.nhis preface that tlIe
ghusls were hallucinations, then H wة s going about this in  ن
very 'tortuous way; it seens rather that tre alone le has pIo­
vided cnougl evidence to discredit this tcory. Yet MIr Wlsou
can write: 'When pve lool back in the light vof these hints, we
becone convinced 'that the pwlole stoy has becn pnimarily in­
tended as a rharacteTizaton of ths goerness. If this were
what he really intended, then ,e ould ج only ،explain Henry
Jame's references in his lettrs to ''TI Turn of tH Screwr''
0n the hypothesis th:t he was a pathologiraI Jiar.

As he nearly always did, Henry James began to constnct
it storyك anot from a character, but from a scrap of anecdote.
Thiك scrap wof anecdote lad bcen told him by Archbishop Ben­
son at Addigton : "the vguest essence only was there omeع
dead servants and Eome cHildreN. This essencE struck me and
I made a note of ft (af a must scrappy kind) on going home.''

On te thaIacter of the govemess, his letter to H.G. Nells
is quite fnal : "Ofpourse I had, aboutmy youngMoman bo talce
a very sharp hie. The grotesgue business ،I had to make her
picture and the childish pychology I had to make her trace and
present, ،ere, for ge t م ،least, a very diffcult job, in which
absolute Ducidity and logic, and a singleneيs of effect were im­
peratve. Therebore I bad to rule out subjective complications
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of her on play of tone '&c., and keep her impeTsonal save
for the most obvious and indispensable littls note of.coyrage-٠
without which she wouldn't have had her data.''

In short, the govurncss is the Jamnesian observer or nar­
rator, deliberately 4eft Jlow, and only characterizsd up to the
point which will uake her observation p!ausible. The point
i the stoIy lies in the original anecdote told by the Archbishop.

Mr Wilson argues that it lacks ''serious point' unless sex­
frustration is the point; and he links itwith Henry James's stud­
ies of spinsters in ''The Bostonians'' ٥- ·THe MLarriages.''
Rtt the affinity is surely rather wvith 'The Pupil'' o٤ "What
Maisie Knw'; with the latter book, published in 18g6, a year
pr-riois to 'THc Tumn of the Screwy'', the affinity i5 prticularly
close - tht book ends with the rescuc of a small child by a
faithful govcmness from possible corruption at the hands of to
immoral step-parents.

O٤ "THe Turn of the Scrcw'' Henry ]3mes wrot3 to F.W.
H. J[yurs: "the tbing I most wanted not to fail of doing, under
pena!ty of extreme platitude, was to give the imprssion of the
communicaton t thc children of the most infernal imaginable
cvil nd daE0r - the condition, o= {hzi part, of being as
€3٤G£٤d M5 w٢ can humanly conceiv chilEren to be.'' This
is smurely a 1-fficicntly serious point, and the fact that the de­
tails oftE٤ F٠:1 a٠٤ i٤ft to ou imagiati:, iinls ''The Turn
of the Srrew' with other stories of Henry James's where a
secret is nerer revealed to the reader, e.g. 'Ths Rigure in the
Carpet'' and 'Oweu Wingrave.''

The data given 'to Henry James by th: Archbishop were
an old hovs, and two children hayntcd by dEad servants, with
the design of ' ettirg ع hold'' oF them. He has added a gover­
ness, a rich and handscme guardian, and an old house-keeper.
Whence do hcse three figures derive? I thinl from '']ane
Eyre". Jane Ryre went as govemess to th= orphaned ward
of a rich hachelor (as she thought him), and had ahousekeeper
for crpany; shc also was in love with her employer. When
thg first apparition of guint is seen, the governess of "THe
Turn of the Screw" asks herself: ''mas there a 'secret' at
Bly a mystery of Udolpho or an insane, an unmentionable
relative kept in unsuspected confinemnt?'' Itis much to say
that she had been reading "Jane Eyre'', as mel as "The Mys­
teries of Udolpho'; the evEnts of "The Turn of the Screw"
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are dated about the time of the pubhication of Charlotte
Bronte's novel. But Henry James knew ''Jane Byre'', even
if the goveress did not, and it is hard to reist the convicton
that be was here thinking of the mad Mrs Rochestr.

It is from Literatre, not from the abnomal pycbology
of Henry James or of his goveIness, that the relations between
her and the ghosts arise.

that is left of the ''halucination'' theory after closeللم 
examinaton, is the fact, on which it was based, of the sexual
imagery in 'The Turn of the Screw'' : the man appears for the
first time on a tower, wearing the clothcs of the master, with
whom the governess is in love : Miss Jessel appears for thc first
bme behind a lake: Flora plays a symbolic game with pieces
0f wood. Th:s is an interesbng discovery, but of lipited impot­
tance, and it is dangerous to draw too many conclusions from
it.

Mr Stephen Spender makes the following comment in 'The
Destructive Elemnent' : "THe only difficulty is that if the ima­
gery were worked out consciously, it is hardly likely that James
would have anticipated Freud with such precision. The horri­
ble solution suggests iteelf that the story is an unconscious
cxual fantasy, or that James has cntered into th? repressed؟ 

governess's situation with an intuiton that imposed on it a
deeper mEaning than he had intended.''

This is not, as we have segn, 'the only difficulty''. And
fortunately a solution can be suggested less distastefu] than to
call (however indirectly) a great writer a ''repressed governess.''

The sexual imagery is ofa surace nature, the decoration
of the story and not the story itself it is giving it a quite dis­
proportionate mprtanceز to call the story a ''sexual fantasy''
on the strength of it. On might as well, on the strength of Miss
Spurgeon's studies, say that 'Romeo and Juliet'' isa sun mytb,
because she has shewn that the dominabng image in that play
is Light.

The imagery in ''TEe Turn of the Screw'', one need hardly
doubt, comgs from the subconscious of an author, who was not
aware of its seual signicance. Nor need that conclusion
alamm us, if we consider what his conscious intelligence was at
the moment tiumphanty doing it was making a great work
of art out of a diabolically dirty story, treating the theme botl
with candour, and with crystalline punity. If some ynresolved
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elements lingering in the unconscious, (one can hardly touch
dirt withoyt some of it sticking), have found ther resolytion
in the imagery, and have addcd to the total atmosphere of eyil,
it is only another illustmation of the wvay that everything at

iraculously works together for good, whun a novelistح mesنا 
,producing a grcat novel. If we are aware of the symbolisnكن 

and do not let it delude us, it adds to our appreciation of 'The
Tnrn of the Screw.'

Robcrt LIDDELL,


