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UNRELIABLE NARRATOR AND DOUBT AS THE MEANS OF FANTASY IN
THE TURN OF THE SCREW BY HENRY JAMES

The Turn of the Screw still remains the most fabulous piece of work by Henry James, causing
literary observers and critics break lances over its ambiguity. Written in 1897, it survived numerous
perceptions, from taking the entire story as a tale of supernatural to Freudian interpretations, claiming
the heroine to suffer from hallucinations in a result of the repression of her erotic fantasies aroused in
by the attractive owner of Bly. We daresay that a bulk of critical works dedicated to The Turn of the
Screw considerably exceeds the factual size of James’ novella. Still, there is no common point of view
about the narrator’s reliability. Moreover, its ambiguity evoked over 20 screen and scene adaptations
and about a dozen literary re-workings.

As it stands, there are three main interpretations of the novella: 1) apparitionists, or
metaphysical, which argues it is a ghost story and all the things that happen are true within the
framework of the narrative (e.g.: Booth; Jones; Krook, Ordeal; Valid; Bontly; and Schrero; 2) non-
apparitionists, or psychoanalytical, which says it is a story of madness (e.g E.Wilson; Goddard;
Kenton; Cranfill and Clark; 3) seeing the governess as an unreliable narrator which is supposed to be
initiated by E.Wilson, who was one of the first critics who doubted the reliability of the governess as a
narrator. This point of view supposes that the novella is an ambiguous narration meant to confuse the
reader (e.g.: .V.Golovacheva, T.L.Selitrina, E.J.Parkinson, J.A.A.Amords.

Kimberly C. Reed summarized all criticism on The Turn of the Screw saying: “It is neither
novel nor short story; neither ghost story nor realist narrative; recounted by a woman neither servant
nor family member; featuring (in part) beings neither living nor dead.” Indeed, the ambiguity of this
piece of work is still a subject of discussion.

The Turn of the Screw was written in 1897, but it was not until 1934 that the reliability of the
narrator was questioned seriously for the first time. After The Ambiguity of Henry James by E.Wilson
was published in 1934 the review of history started. Wilson’s Freudian interpretation which suggests
that the governess is a sexually suppressed hysteric, and ghosts are merely the result of her excessively
excited imagination, repeated what previously was claimed by critics like Henry Beers, Harold
Goddard and Edna Kenton in the 1920s. Throughout his life, Wilson continued to reconsider and
reinterpret his interpretation of The Turn of the Screw, but all criticism from that time was supposed to
resist the central ambiguity of the narrative. Is a governess a hopeless neurotic, to whom the figures of
Peter Quint and Miss Jessel appear or is she really a courageous woman struggling to save her wards
from the curse? Both viewpoints have many supporters, although the first one is continuously losing
its popularity. Other critics (and this viewpoint seems to be optimal) argue that the beauty and horror
of the story lie in its extraordinary ambiguity, and therefore both preliminary interpretations are
possible and indeed necessary to make The Turn of the Screw a manifestation of the author’s talent.

Tz.Todorov when speaking about doubt considering the reality of the events of a story gives
The Turn of the Screw as an illustration of ambiguity as a condition of the fantastic which may exist
not only in some part of a narration but through whole its body and thus, outside of it. Indeed, there
are some levels of a doubt: the governess doubts the children’s morality and sincerity as well as
Mrs.Grose’s attitudes, the reader doubts the morality of the governess herself (is she a guardian angel
for Flora and Miles or their enemy, are the ghosts the reality or hallucinations).

We have three narrators of the story: the first narrator, Douglas, and the governess. Considering
the story level the first narrator and Douglas are extradiegetic (as they are introducing the narrator of
the main story) and the governess is intradiegetic (the one who tells the main story). According to the
participation of the characters in the story they are telling, we also have both types of narrators:
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heterodiegetic (the first narrator and Douglas) — not participating in the story, and homodiegetic (the
governess) — the participant of the story being told.

As the governess is an intrahomodiegetic narrator, she is what W.Booth called “unreliable
narrator”, the type of a narrator that appeared in the 20th-century fiction in the result of rejecting the
omniscient author. And it is mainly the unreliable narrator who created the narrative ambiguity of 7he
Turn of the Screw.

IManomnukosa /lap’s ImutpiBna
Xapxiscokuii Hayionanvnuu ynisepcumem mucmeyme imeni 1. I1. Komaapescvkoz2o
Haykoswuii kepiBauk: BacunseB Onexcanap [TaBnoBuy, HapoaHuii apTucT YKpainu

TBOPYICTD I ZKUTTA M. M. PAYUHCBKOI'O

Muxona MuxonaiioBuu Paunncekuit (31.05.1942 — 05.08.1989) — oauH i3 HaWBU3HAUHIIINX
HaWTaaHOBHUTIIHMX akTopiB , 3acmyxeHuMm aptuctom YCCP. VYV 1963 3akinumB XapkiBChKHUit
TeaTpaibHIM  iHCTHTYT (3apa3  XapKiBChKTH  HAI[IOHANBHIM  YHIBEPCHTET MHCTEITB  IM.
L.KoTispeBchbkoro) , akTopchkuii (akyiapTeT , MaiicrepHs HapoaHoro aptucra YCCP, mpodecopa
J1.1.AutonoBuua . Foro TBopui 3106yTKH Ham4yr0Th 6ibi Hixk 100 poGit y TeaTpi i 5 poneii y KiHo.
Maiixe 30 pokiB BiH MpaioBaB y XapKiBCbKOMY pociiicbkoMy apamatugHoMy Teatpi iM. O.Ilymkina
Ta BUKJIanaB y XapKiBChKid akagemii KyiabTypu. OIHOYACHO 3 TeaTpallbHOK MisSUTBHICTIO , MHKONa
MuKOJBIHOBHY TpalfoBaB y KiHo. BiH mpamioBaB y QipMax BHIATHUX PEXKHCEPIB CYYaCHOCTI —
HOmniem flkoBneBuuem PaiisMaHOM — repoeM COIiaiCTUYHOI mparli , JaypearoM mecTd CTaliHChKAX
MpeMiii, TakuX K — « Bm3ut sexxiuBoTi» (1972 p.) ta «CrpanHas xenmiina» (1980 p.) Ta npairoas 3
Axpxkaziem Camoitnosrnuem Kopnonom y takux dinbmax — « Benukuit Camoeny (1980 p.), «<Habat na
pacceete» (1985 p.). Okpim Toro , mo Mukosa MuKOJIaiiOBUY MpaIlOBaB y KiHO Ta y Tearpi, BiH
TaKOX BUKJIaZaB y XapKiBChKil akafeMii KyJIbTypH , Jie TIepeiaB CBill JOCBiJ MOJIOJOMY TTOKOJIIHHIO.

Muxkoiia MukosnaiioBuy 3irpas Oinbiie 100 peneli Ha clieHi ApaMaTHUHOTo TeaTpy im.. [lymikina
Ta 5 KiHOpOJIeH , BiH OpaB yd4aTh y 3HOMKaX YHMCICHHHUX Pajio Ta Telienepeaadax , Horo moB’si3yrTh
TICHI TBOpYI KOHTaKTH i3 BHJATHUMH aKTOpaMH Ta PEeXHCEPaMH CydacHOCTi, HUM OyIlo 3irpadi
TOJIOBHI pOJIi y BUCTaBax AKi WayTh U m0ci y XapKiBChbKOMY ApamaTuaHoMy Teatp iM. Ilymikina, 3a
POKH BHKJIQJIaHHS BiH BUXOBaB OJIM3bKO 50 Y4HIB , SIKi CTAJlM aKTOpaMH M peXHCepaMu K B YKpaiHi
Tax i 3a ii Mexxamu.

3a maibke 30 pokiB TeaTpajbHOI Ta KiHO poOOTH , meAaroriuHoi AisuibHOCTI M.PaunHCchKuit
JOCSAT BENUKUX TBOPYMX BHUCOT. HuM Oylno OCATHYTO 1 OCMHCIEHO Y BCIX JIETalsIX CUCTEMY
K.C.CraniciaBchKoro, CeKpeTH sKi BiH Ilepe/iaBaB y ClaJ0K CBOIM y4yHsIM. BiH HarosoryBas Ha TOMY,
10 HEMO)XHAa HAaBYMTH OYTH aKTOPOM UM PEXHMCEPOM, MOXKHA TUIbKM HaBYMTHCS. BiH He BH3HaBaB
JIpecypy , BiH BUMB JlyMaTH Ha CLICH B POJIi, IK y KUTTI 1 )KUTH Ha CIIEHI , & Hi 'PaTH Ta BiI4yBaTH.

Mukonaii PaunHChKUMI 3irpaB OaraTto pi3HOMaHITHUX pojieid y XapKiBCbKOM JIpaMaTHYHOMY
TeaTpi. BiH BUXOAMB Ha CIeHY 5K Yy KOMENisx, Tak 1 Tparemisx. Ilounnarodi cBiii TBopuiil murax 3
exkcnipa Ta JlepMOHTOBa, BiH JIETKO MPOKMBAB KHUTTS TepoiB MeHuemia Ta B KOMEHiAX
OCTpOBCBHKOTO.

CporonHi XOTiIock po3noBicTH Mpo poboTy PkumHChKOro Han poso ApOeHiHa y BHCTaBi
JlepmonToBa « Mackapan» .Ilpo #ioro meroam MiATOTOBKH TpPO WOTO XBWIJIIOBAHHA , i TIPO HOTO
onmuckyumii ycmix. BucraBy craBuB B.[.Henames y 1972 poui. Pexucep 3mamaB Bci crepeoTHIIH
BIJIZIABIIA TOJIOBHY pOJIb THIBHOIO ApOCHIHA MOJIOJOMY akTopy. Slka BiANOBiAadbHICTH Oyia
MOKJIa/IeHa Ha MOJIOZIOTO ,THXOrO 3a XapaKTepoM, akTopa PadmHCBKOro, Koyim caMme Homy Bimganu
TOJIOBHY POJTb.

Tpanuiiii npuiHATO OYJIO TPAKTYBATH I[OTO T'ePOs SK B’STHYYOTO CTApPOTro, SIKUH CTpaXKaae Bij
BHYTPILIIHIX MPOTHPiY J1000BHOI cTpacTi. B TpakTyBaHHi pexxucepa Bce 3irpano iHakme. Ha MomeHT
npeM’epu Muxoni MukonaiioBuuy Oyno menme 30 poki. Ilepen risimaueMm 3°SIBUBCS MOJIOIUH
CTaTHUHW KpPaceHb CIIOBHEHHMU BIAYYTTAM BJIACHOI TiIHOCTI, OiaropojcTBa. Pexkucep y poOoTi 3
ocoOucTicTIO akTopa PaunHCEKOro BUOpaB XiJl MOJIOAOTO YOJIOBIKA , SIKU HE MIT IPUITYCTHTH JYMKH
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