The Real Thing Henry James Analysis

The Real Thing Henry James Analysis delves into the intricacies of human
relationships, identity, and the nature of authenticity. In his short story
“The Real Thing,” published in 1892, James explores the themes of social
class, artifice versus reality, and the complexities of personal
relationships. Through the lens of a struggling artist and his interactions
with a seemingly genuine couple, James raises profound questions about what
it means to be "real" in a world filled with pretense and superficiality.

Overview of "The Real Thing"

Henry James’s “The Real Thing” tells the story of an unnamed narrator, an
artist who is commissioned to paint a portrait of a well-to-do couple, Mr.
and Mrs. Monarch. Initially, the Monarchs appear to embody the qualities of
authenticity and sophistication. However, as the narrative unfolds, it
becomes evident that their superficial charm conceals deeper issues related
to social status and self-perception.

The Characters

- The Narrator: An unnamed artist who serves as the lens through which the
story is told. He is practical and observant, reflecting on both his artistic
process and the dynamics of the Monarch couple.

- Mr. Monarch: A former aristocrat who epitomizes the concept of ‘the real
thing’ but ultimately reveals himself to be more of a societal construct than
a genuine individual. His demeanor is polite and refined, yet he lacks the
substance that the narrator seeks in his subjects.

- Mrs. Monarch: A graceful woman whose beauty and elegance initially seem to



embody authenticity. However, her character also discloses the struggles of
conformity and the expectations placed upon her by society.

- The Artist’s Model: A working-class woman who contrasts sharply with the
Monarchs, representing the unrefined yet genuine essence of life. She emerges
as a more authentic subject for the artist, illustrating the paradox of
social perception.

Thematic Exploration

James’s narrative is rich in themes that invite a deeper analysis of
authenticity and societal norms.

Authenticity vs. Artifice

At the core of “The Real Thing” is the struggle between authenticity and
artifice. The Monarchs initially present themselves as the ideal subjects for
the artist's work, embodying a polished, upper-class demeanor. However, as
the story progresses, it becomes increasingly clear that their social status
is merely a facade. The artist’s realization that the Monarchs, despite their
appearance, lack the essential qualities of authenticity leads him to seek
out a more genuine subject.

e The Monarchs represent societal ideals, yet they fail to embody the true
essence of life.

e The working-class model reflects a raw, unfiltered authenticity that the
artist ultimately admires.

e The contrast between the two couples suggests that true authenticity is
often found in unexpected places.

Social Class and Identity

James cleverly critiques the rigid social hierarchies of his time. The
Monarchs, while possessing wealth and status, are portrayed as inadequate and
lacking depth. Their inability to connect with the artist on a personal level
highlights the limitations imposed by social class. This theme resonates with
contemporary discussions about identity and the ways in which societal
expectations shape individual behavior.

- Social Class: The Monarchs’ wealth does not equate to genuine character or



emotional depth. The artist’s ultimate preference for the working-class model
underscores a desire for authenticity over superficial charm.

- Identity: The struggle between social expectations and personal identity is
central to the narrative. The Monarchs' identities are bound by their social
standing, while the model represents a more liberated, unconfined sense of
self.

Symbolism in "The Real Thing"

James employs various symbols throughout the narrative that enhance its
thematic depth.

The Portrait

The portrait itself serves as a powerful symbol of perception versus reality.
Initially, the artist is drawn to the Monarchs, believing that they will
represent the pinnacle of society in his work. However, the finished product
reveals a stark contrast between the idealized version of the Monarchs and
their true selves.

The Artist’s Model

The working-class model symbolizes raw authenticity and the unrefined beauty
of real life. Her character serves as a foil to the Monarchs, demonstrating
that genuine qualities often lie outside the realm of societal expectations.

Conclusion

In “The Real Thing,” Henry James presents a nuanced exploration of
authenticity, social class, and personal relationships. Through the interplay
of characters and symbolism, James encourages readers to reflect on the
nature of reality versus artifice. The story serves as a poignant reminder
that true authenticity often resides in the most unexpected places.

James’s analysis of society’s constructs continues to resonate with
contemporary readers, inviting them to question their own perceptions of
authenticity and the roles they play within their social spheres. Ultimately,
“The Real Thing” is not just a tale about an artist and his subjects; it is a
profound commentary on the human condition and the eternal quest for genuine
connections in a world that often prioritizes appearances over substance.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in Henry
James's 'The Real Thing'?

The central themes in 'The Real Thing' include the nature of authenticity
versus artifice, the complexities of social class, and the challenges of
artistic representation.

How does Henry James characterize the 'real thing'
in the story?

Henry James characterizes the 'real thing' through the contrasting
experiences of the protagonist, who encounters a seemingly genuine couple
that embodies authenticity, yet reveals deeper complexities related to their
social status and artistic representation.

What role does the narrator play in 'The Real Thing'
and how does it affect the story?

The narrator serves as a critical observer and participant, providing
insights into the characters' motivations and the theme of authenticity,
which ultimately shapes the reader's understanding of the events and the
characters' struggles.

In what ways does 'The Real Thing' reflect Henry
James's views on art and representation?

The story reflects Henry James's views on art by highlighting the tension
between reality and representation, suggesting that true artistic expression
often requires a deeper understanding of the subjects being portrayed.

What is the significance of the couple, the
Monarchs, in the narrative?

The Monarchs serve as a representation of the struggle between genuine
experience and societal expectations, illustrating how their social status
complicates their authenticity and challenges the narrator's artistic vision.

How does the setting influence the themes in 'The
Real Thing'?

The setting, which oscillates between the artist's studio and the social
spaces inhabited by the Monarchs, emphasizes the contrast between artistic
ideals and the realities of social interaction, grounding the themes of
authenticity in a tangible context.



What literary techniques does Henry James use to
convey the story's themes?

Henry James employs techniques such as detailed character descriptions,
psychological depth, and unreliable narration to convey the complexities of
authenticity and the subjective nature of perception in 'The Real Thing.'
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