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The truth about Mr. James's play is no worse than that it is out of fash
ion. Any dramatically disposed young gentleman who, cultivating sentimen
t on a little alcohol, and gaining an insight to the mysteries of the et
ernal feminine by a couple of squalid intrigues, meanwhile keeps well al
oof from art and philosophy, and thus preserves his innocence of the hig
her life of the senses and of the intellect, can patch up a play to-morr
ow which will pass as real drama with the gentlemen who deny that distin
ction to the work of Mr. Henry James.  No doubt, if the literary world w
ere as completely dominated by the admirers of Mr. Rider Haggard as the 
dramatic world is by their first cousins, we should be told that Mr. Jam
es cannot write a novel. That is not criticism; it is a mere begging of 
the question. There is no reason why life as we find it in Mr. James's n
ovels — life, that is, in which passion is subordinate to intellect and 
to fastidious artistic taste — should not be represented on the stage. I
f it is real to Mr. James, it must be real to others; and why should not 
these others have their drama instead of being banished from the theatre  
(to the theatre's great loss) by the monotony and vulgarity of drama in 
which passion is everything, intellect nothing, and art only brought in 
by the incidental outrages upon it? As it happens, I am not myself in Mr
. James's camp: in all the life that has energy enough to be interesting 
to me, subjective volition, passion, will, make intellect the merest too
l. But there is in the centre of that cyclone a certain calm spot where 
cultivated ladies and gentlemen live on independent incomes or by pleasa
nt artistic occupations. It is there that Mr. James’s art touches life, 
selecting whatever is graceful, exquisite, or dignified in its serenity. 
It is not life as imagined by the pit or gallery, or even by the stalls: 
it is, let us say, the ideal of the balcony; but that is no reason why t
he pit and gallery should excommunicate it on the ground that it has no 
blood and entrails in it, and have its sentence formulated for it by the 
fiercely ambitious and wilful professional man in the stalls. The whole 
case against its adequacy really rests on its violation of the cardinal 
stage convention that love is the most irresistible of all the passions. 
Since most people go to the theatre to escape from reality, this convent
ion is naturally dear to a world in which love, all powerful in the secr
et, unreal, day-dreaming life of the imagination, is in the real active 
life the abject slave of every trifling habit, prejudice, and cowardice, 
easily stifled by shyness, class feeling, and pecuniary prudence, or div
erted from what is theatrically assumed to be its hurricane course by su
ch obstacles as a thick ankle, a cockney accent, or an unfashionable hat
. In the face of this, is it good sense to accuse Mr. Henry James of a w
ant of grip of the realities of life because he gives us a hero who sacr
ifices his love to a strong and noble vocation for the Church? And yet w
hen some unmannerly playgoer, untouched by either love or religion, choo
ses to send a derisive howl from the gallery at such a situation, we are 
to sorrowfully admit, if you please, that Mr. James is no dramatist, on 
the general ground that "the drama's laws the drama’s patrons give/' Pra
y which of its patrons?  — the cultivated majority who, like myself and 
all  the ablest of my colleagues, applauded Mr. James  on Saturday, or t
he handful of rowdies who brawled  at him? It is the business of the dra
matic critic to  educate these dunces, not to echo them.   Admitting, th
en, that Mr. James's dramatic authorship is valid, and that his plays ar
e du theatre  when the right people are in the theatre, what are  the qu



alities and faults of "Guy Domville ,, ? First  among the qualities, a r
are charm of speech. Line  after line comes with such a delicate turn an
d fall  that I unhesitatingly challenge any of our popular  dramatists t
o write a scene in verse with half the  beauty of Mr. James's prose. I a
m not now speaking of the verbal fitness, which is a matter of careful  
workmanship merely. I am speaking of the delicate inflexions of feeling 
conveyed by the cadences of the line, inflexions and cadences which, aft
er so long a course of the ordinary theatrical splashes and daubs of pas
sion and emphasis, are as grateful to my ear as the music of Mozart's "E
ntfuhrung aus dem Serail" would be after a year of "Ernani" and  "II Tro
vatore." Second, "Guy Domville" is a story,  and not a mere situation hu
ng out on a gallows  of plot. And it is a story of fine sentiment and  d
elicate manners, with an entirely worthy and  touching ending. Third, it 
relies on the performers,  not for the brute force of their personalitie
s and  popularities, but for their finest accomplishments  in grace of m
anner, delicacy of diction, and dignity  of style. It is pleasant to be 
able to add that this  reliance, rash as it undeniably is in these days,  
was not disappointed. Mr. Alexander, having been treated little better t
han a tailor's dummy by Mr. Wilde, Mr. Pinero, and Mr. Henry Arthur Jone
s successively, found himself treated as an artist by Mr. James, and rep
aid the compliment, not only, as his manager, by a charming eighteenth-c
entury stage setting of the piece, but, as actor, by his fine execution 
of the principal part, which he touched with great skill and judgment. M
iss Marion Terry, as  Mrs. Peverel, was altogether charming; every movem
ent, every tone, harmonized perfectly with the  dainty grace and feeling 
of her lines. In fact, had  the second act been equal to the first and t
hird, and  the acting as fine throughout as in the scenes between Mr. Al
exander and Miss Terry (in which,  by the way, they were well supported 
by Mr. Waring), the result would have been less doubtful. It  will be a 
deplorable misfortune if "Guy Domville"  does not hold the stage long en
ough to justify Mr.  Alexander's enterprise in producing it.   Unfortuna
tely, the second act dissolved the charm  rather badly; and what was mor
e, the actors felt  it. The Falstaffian make-up of Mrs. Saker, and the  
senseless drunken scene, which Mr. Alexander  played with the sobriety o
f desperation, made fuss  instead of drama; and the dialogue, except for 
a  brief and very pretty episode in which Miss Millard  and Mr. Esmond t
ook part, fell off into mere rococo.  Little of this act can be remember
ed with pleasure  except Miss Millard's "Forgive me a little," and a  fe
w cognate scraps of dialogue. It had better have  been left out, and the 
wanderings of the prodigal  taken for granted. And, to weight it still f
urther,  it contained a great deal of the gentleman who  played Lord Dev
enish, and played him just as he  might have played an elderly marquis i
n a comic  opera, grimacing over a snuff-box, and withering  all sense a
nd music out of Mr. James's lines with a  diction which I forbear to des
cribe. He was very largely responsible for the irritation which subseque
ntly vented itself on the author; and I am far from sure that I ought no
t to borrow a weapon from the Speaker of the House of Commons, and go to 
the extreme length of naming him.  

	


