turn of the screw literary criticism

Introduction to Turn of the Screw Literary
Criticism

The Turn of the Screw, a novella written by Henry James, has captivated
readers and critics since its publication in 1898. This work is often
regarded as one of the most complex ghost stories in the English language,
and its rich themes and ambiguous narrative invite a plethora of
interpretations. Literary criticism surrounding this novella engages with its
various elements, including character analysis, thematic exploration, and the
implications of its unreliable narration. This article will delve into the
key aspects of literary criticism related to The Turn of the Screw, shedding
light on its enduring significance in the literary canon.

Historical Context and Reception

When examining The Turn of the Screw, it is essential to consider the
historical context in which it was written. The late 19th century was a
period of significant social and cultural change, marked by the rise of
modernism and a shifting understanding of psychological complexities.

The Victorian Era and its Influence

The Victorian era, characterized by strict moral codes and a burgeoning
interest in psychology, influenced James's writing. Critics often point out
how the novella reflects Victorian anxieties surrounding sexuality, childhood
innocence, and the supernatural. The tension between the repressive societal
norms of the time and the emerging modernist perspectives is central to
understanding the text.

Initial Reception

Upon its release, The Turn of the Screw received mixed reviews. Some praised
its innovative narrative style and psychological depth, while others
criticized its ambiguity and perceived moral implications. Over time,
however, the novella has garnered acclaim as a masterpiece of psychological
horror, leading to its inclusion in the canon of classic literature.



Thematic Exploration

One of the most significant aspects of literary criticism surrounding The
Turn of the Screw is its thematic richness. Critics have identified several
key themes that underpin the narrative.

Childhood Innocence and Corruption

The theme of childhood innocence juxtaposed with corruption is prevalent
throughout the text. The governess is tasked with protecting the children,
Miles and Flora, yet her actions and perceptions suggest a deeper
psychological struggle. Critics argue that her interpretation of the ghosts,
Peter Quint and Miss Jessel, reflects her own fears and desires, ultimately
leading to the corruption of the children she seeks to protect.

e The governess's fixation on the children reveals her own
vulnerabilities.

e The ghosts symbolize the loss of innocence and the complexities of adult
sexuality.

e The children's reactions to the supernatural elements highlight their
own innocence and potential for corruption.

Gender and Power Dynamics

Another critical theme in The Turn of the Screw is the exploration of gender
and power dynamics. The governess, a young woman in a position of authority,
navigates a complex social landscape where power is often contested.

e The governess's authority is challenged by the male figures in her life,
particularly by the absent master and the menacing ghost of Peter Quint.

e Her relationship with the children can be seen as an assertion of
maternal power, yet it is complicated by her own desires and fears.

e The novella raises questions about female agency and the consequences of
societal expectations on women.



Ambiguity and Interpretation

The ambiguity of The Turn of the Screw is perhaps its most discussed
characteristic. The narrative's reliability is called into question, leading
to various interpretations of the events that unfold. Critics have explored
this ambiguity in several ways:

1. Psychological Interpretation: Some critics view the novella as a
manifestation of the governess's repressed desires and fears, suggesting
that the ghosts are products of her imagination.

2. Supernatural Perspective: Others argue that the ghosts are real
entities, representing the lingering effects of past trauma on the
characters, particularly the children.

3. Societal Critique: The ambiguity can also be interpreted as a critique
of Victorian societal norms, particularly regarding sexuality and
morality.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Turn of the Screw are intricately crafted, and their
motivations are often layered with complexity. Analyzing these characters is
crucial for understanding the novella's themes.

The Governess

The governess serves as the primary narrator, and her perspectives shape the
reader's understanding of the story. Critics often explore her psychological
state, suggesting that her obsession with the ghosts stems from her own
insecurities and desires.

e Her authority as a caregiver is both empowering and precarious.

e The governess's conflicting feelings towards the children highlight her
struggles with maternal instincts and societal expectations.

e Her unreliable narration raises questions about her mental health and
the nature of reality.



Miles and Flora

The children, Miles and Flora, represent innocence and vulnerability. Critics
debate their roles in the narrative, analyzing how they respond to the
supernatural elements.

e Flora's innocence contrasts with Miles's complex character, which
includes a darker, more enigmatic side.

e Both children are seen as symbols of purity that are threatened by the
adult world's corruption.

e Their responses to the governess's fears reflect their own understanding
of innocence and evil.

The Ghosts

Peter Quint and Miss Jessel, the spectral figures that haunt the estate, are
central to the novella's horror. Critics have interpreted these characters in
various ways:

1. Representations of Evil: Some view the ghosts as manifestations of evil
that threaten the children's innocence.

2. Symbols of Repressed Desires: Others argue that they embody the
governess's fears about sexuality and morality.

3. Historical Figures: Critics also explore the ghosts' backstories,
examining how their relationships with the children reflect broader
societal issues.

Critical Perspectives

Over the years, various critical perspectives have emerged regarding The Turn
of the Screw. Each offers unique insights into the text and its implications.

Feminist Criticism

Feminist critics have explored the novella's gender dynamics, particularly



focusing on the governess's role as a female authority figure. Discussions
often center around:

e The societal constraints placed on women and how they shape the
governess's actions.
e The interplay between power, gender, and sexuality within the text.

e How the governess's fear of losing control reflects broader anxieties
about female autonomy.

Psychological Criticism

Psychological criticism delves into the characters' mental states,
particularly the governess's. Critics often analyze:

1. The effects of isolation on the governess's psyche.

2. How her repressed desires manifest in her interactions with the children
and the ghosts.

3. The implications of her mental instability on the narrative's
reliability.

Post-Colonial Criticism

Some critics have approached The Turn of the Screw from a post-colonial
perspective, examining the implications of imperialism and cultural anxiety
present in the text. Key points include:

e The influence of colonial attitudes on the characters' perceptions of
the supernatural.

e How the setting of the English countryside reflects broader themes of
cultural dominance and fear of the "other."

e The ghosts as representations of the past's haunting consequences on the
present.



Conclusion

In conclusion, The Turn of the Screw continues to inspire a wealth of
literary criticism, engaging with its themes of childhood innocence, gender
dynamics, and narrative ambiguity. As one of Henry James's most enduring
works, it invites readers to grapple with its complexities and explore the
varying interpretations that emerge. Whether viewed through the lens of
psychological, feminist, or post-colonial criticism, the novella remains a
rich subject for analysis, reflecting the intricate interplay of human
experience, societal norms, and the spectral forces that haunt us. As such,
The Turn of the Screw solidifies its place as a timeless piece of literature
that challenges and captivates audiences across generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme explored in 'The Turn of
the Screw' according to literary critics?

The primary theme explored is the ambiguity of innocence and evil,
particularly how the perceptions of the governess and the children can be
interpreted in multiple ways.

How do critics interpret the reliability of the
governess as a harrator?

Many critics argue that the governess is an unreliable narrator, suggesting
that her mental state and subjective perceptions influence the story's events
and characters.

What role does the setting play in the psychological
tension of 'The Turn of the Screw'?

Critics emphasize that the isolated, gothic setting of Bly contributes to the
psychological tension, creating an atmosphere that heightens the sense of
dread and uncertainty.

In what ways is 'The Turn of the Screw' considered a
critique of Victorian societal norms?

Literary critics argue that the novella critiques Victorian norms regarding
sexuality, child rearing, and the repression of desires, particularly through
the interactions between the governess and the children.



How do feminist readings interpret the character of
the governess?

Feminist critics often interpret the governess as a complex figure
representing both empowerment and entrapment, reflecting the struggles of
women in a patriarchal society.

What significance do ghosts have in the narrative,
according to literary analysis?

Critics suggest that the ghosts in 'The Turn of the Screw' symbolize
repressed desires and the haunting of past traumas, serving as catalysts for
the governess's psychological unraveling.

How does the use of ambiguity affect the
interpretation of the story?

The ambiguity in 'The Turn of the Screw' allows for a wide range of
interpretations, leading critics to explore themes of madness, perception,
and the nature of reality, ultimately leaving the reader questioning what is
real.
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