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Abstract

This paper looks at two ghost stories from the late nineteenth century—
Henry James’ “The Ghostly Rental” and W. D. Howells' “His Apparition”—
in which people deal with the more mercenary aspects of owning haunted
houses. The tales share with earlier Gothic fiction the anxiety over the break-
down of social order and moral chaos—in this case the infringement on pri-
vate property rights and succession rights without legal remedy. At the same
time they echo the traditional Gothic concern over identity, a significant part
of which depends on property in American society. Real estate horror stories
especially touched a cord with the reader in the late nineteenth century,
however, because the age was called “the golden age of housing for the com-
mon man” on the one hand, yet also noted for the so-called “housing famine”
on the other. Unstable property values due to economic developments and
expanding moral perceptions coming from a market economy both added
further to the worries over the financial wisdom and the ethical implications
of real estate transactions.

James’ tale plays with the conflict between the Tenant from Hell and the
Landlord from Hell, while highlighting the familial conflict between the mor-
alistically stern father and the financially independent daughter. The real
horror as James depicts it is poverty and entrapment in business relations,
while the haunting and the sighting both challenge property rights and privacy.
Howells' novella, in comparison, presents the apparition as elusive story mate-
rial which the hero reshapes over and over with little satisfaction—until he
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finds the ideal audience in his future wife and thus gives the apparition the
role of matchmaker in his own romance. As the guardian angel of the
middleclass family, the specter helps exorcise the unbefitting original owner
and knocks down the real estate value to the hero’s price range.

Placed in the Gothic tradition, James’ story marks a transitional stage
where the haunted ancestral hall is still used as a metaphor for the strife be-
tween family members, though the rental brings to light the economic nature
of the conflict. Howells’ transaction between unrelated characters, meanwhile,
underscores the new anxiety over random victimization due to uncertain
market factors. The two novelists, with their signature ambiguity and good-
humored irony, revise the conventional haunted house story to illustrate the
haunting housing problems and transitional ethos of the age.

Keywords: Henry James, “The Ghostly Rental,” William Dean Howells, His
Apparition, ghost story, haunted house, market economy
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In his article “Romance and Real Estate,” Walter Benn Michaels observes
that “haunted house stories . . . usually involve some form of anxiety about
ownership” (157). Though he then launches into the conflict between the
laboring classes and the “money power” in The House of the Seven Gables, the idea
itself merits further exploration. One of the formulas of the conventional ghost
stories is the dead who are unwilling to renounce ownership of what they
consider personal possessions—be it real estate, in the case of all the ghosts who
linger in their old homes; or personal belongings, like the ghost of the first wife
in Henry James’ Hawthornesque “The Romance of Certain Old Clothes,” who
kills the second wife because the latter lays hands on her finery; or even, meta-
phorically but sometimes also legally, other persons, such as the dead wife of
Edith Wharton’s “Pomegranate Seed” who writes to the remarried husband and
finally summons him to her, and the dead mother in “The Christmas Child”
by Georg Schock, who visits and finally claims her daughter from the abusive
step-mother. Underlying these scenarios, especially in the more mercenary
incidents, is the suggestion that proprietary rights do not end with death, that
the deceased still retain (partial) control over their bequests. Underlying the
horror and anxiety, then, aside from the threat of loss—financial foremost, but
certainly sentimental as well—is the concern over the deficiency of succession
laws and over the absence of a court of arbitration.

Michaels’ passing comment thus suggests another way to read ghost stories,
haunted house stories in particular, different from the prevalent readings that
focus more on universal terms of good and evil or psychoanalytical projections
of the Other. E. F Bleiler notes, for instance, in his introduction to his reference
to supernatural fiction writers, that supernaturalism in fin-de-si¢cle works are
“essentially concerned with evil . . . psychological, mystical, and antiquarian-
metaphysical” (xv). Julia Brigg, on the other hand, gives a concise psychoanalyti-
cal explanation of the effects of horror in her essay on “The Ghost Story,” and
goes on to discuss women as the Other. Glennis Byron turns our attention fur-
ther to the fear of degeneration and homosexuality in British Gothic in the 1890s.
Studies on the American Gothic, meanwhile, have been especially interested in
racial issues, drawing inspiration from D. H. Lawrence’s observation that “the
unappeased ghosts of the dead Indians act within the unconscious or under-
conscious soul of the white American,” as well as Leslie Fiedler’s readings of
“the Indian as projection of natural evil and the id,” and his contention that “the
proper subject for American gothic is the black man, from whose shadow we
have not yet emerged.”! The above mode of criticism comes under sever attack

! See Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature, p. 41, and Fiedler’s Love and Death in the
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from Chris Baldick and Robert Mighall, however, when it overlooks the “manifest
temporal, geographical and ideological referents” of the original works (210) and
reinvents them “in the image of its own projected intellectual goals of psychologi-
cal ‘depth’ and political ‘subversion™ (209)—in short, when it de-historicizes Gothic
fiction and applies modern-day progressive values and universal psychological
theories to problematic assumptions about the deep-seated fears of the bourgeois
psyche. Such criticism, they argue, comes from “the mainstream modernist,
postmodernist, and left-formalist campaign against nineteenth-century literary
realism and its alleged ideological backwardness” (210). In this paper I would
like to pick up Michaels’ hint and, taking advice from Baldick and Mighall as
well, to read two haunted house stories, “The Ghostly Rental” by Henry James
and “His Apparition” by William Dean Howells, as fictional treatments of specific
aspects of real estate dealings. Rather than mistaking fantasy as “the deadly enemy
of bourgeois materialistic rationalism,” as Baldick warns against (211), I will
argue that the stories, by two major writers of nineteenth-century literary re-
alism, express the materialistic concerns of the middle class and, especially in the
case of Howells, endorse a conservative outlook. Before reading the stories in
detail, though, I will place this type of haunted house story first in the Gothic
tradition and then in its cultural and socio-historical context.

The breakdown of the justice system and the infringement on private prop-
erty rights without appeal, as stated earlier, connect the stories under discussion to
the Gothic writings of the 1790s because both evoke the horror of social disorder
and moral chaos, though on different scales. Quite a few scholars attribute
the earlier boom of Gothic fiction to the French Revolution and the political
radicalism it inspired, which were “represented as a tide of destruction threatening
the complete dissolution of the social order”; Gothic images became political
metaphors of fear and anxiety that “imply how much a culture . . . sensed itself
to be under attack both from within, in the dissemination of radical ideas,
and from without, in the shape of revolutionary mobs” (Botting 63). Similar
political horrors took form in the nineteenth-century American Gothic to reflect
the evils of slavery, racism, and patriarchy, as well as the constraints of Puritanism
and the failures of utopianism, as Allan Lloyd-Smith outlines in his survey study.
Many of these themes can be traced back to earlier American works, starting from

American Novel, p. 160 and p. 397. More recent research in this line includes Teresa A. Goddu’s Gozhic
American: Narrative, History and Nation and the essays grouped under “Racial Politics in Gothic Texts”
in Robert K. Martin and Eric Savoy’s collection American Gothic: New Interventions in a National
Narrative (97-160). For a general discussion of the Other in Gothic works, see also William Patrick Day’s
chapter on “The System of the Gothic Fantasy,” pp. 13-74. Michelle A. Massé’s article on “Psychoanaly-
sis and the Gothic” provides useful overview of the methodology.
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Charles Brockden Brown, often hailed as “the father of the American novel” and
especially the American Gothic novel, whose Wieland (1798) and Edgar Huntly
(1799) warn against religious fervor and domestic violence and speak of unease
about Native Americans and xenophobic fears of Irish interlopers.? Later writers
continued to cultivate these themes. In “The Legend of Sleeping Hollow” (1820)
Washington Irving treats the losses of the Revolutionary War and the conflict
between traditional agrarian values and the new enterprising spirit in a light-hearted
manner, while Hawthorne reassesses the oppressive Puritan doctrine of evil
in “Young Goodman Brown” (1835). “The May-Pole of Merrymont” (1835)
carries on his inquiries into religiosity, besides introducing Gothic elements to
his descriptions of the utopian experiments. Meanwhile, whereas Edgar Allan
Poe’s “The Black Cat” (1843) depicts another case of domestic violence, Cassy
and Emmeline’s “haunting” of Simon Legree’s house in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) reflect the dread of femininity and black slaves, to name
but a few well-known works. Another source of social unrest, the troubles of
industrial capitalism, also began to surface as Gothic elements, for example in the
antebellum sensational narratives of financial failure, which signaled “a response
to the period’s perilously unstable economy” (Anthony 719). One might even
argue that the Industrial Revolution and its related socio-economic issues had
as much Gothic potential as the earlier revolution. “The Bell-Tower” (1855)
by Herman Melville about an intricate piece of machine gone fatally awry and
“The Birth-Mark” (1843) by Hawthorne about an ambitious yet deadly medical
experiment provide early instances of these premonitions, while the social changes
in class relations surface in James “The Turn of the Screw” (1898) where ghostly
servants take over the master’s estate and claim their lives, and in Melville’s “Bartleby,
the Scrivener” (1853) where a disgruntled worker “haunts” the workplace. Haunted
property, though a staple of Gothic conventions, soon became more than setting
in this later surge of ghost stories. With the rise of market economy, the handling
of haunted houses came to exemplify the shady economic practices common to
the so-called Gilded Age.

The haunted houses under examination in this paper differ from the ances-
tral halls in Michaels’ essay, however, in that they are residences taken up through
business arrangements. The two types of dwellings nevertheless carry similar
cultural significance despite changing social circumstances. 7he House of the
Seven Gables belongs to the Gothic tradition investigated in William Patrick Day’s
study of British Gothic fantasies, where inheritance and respectability constitute

2 For an analysis of the two stories as expressions of American panic over foreign subversion, see Luke
Gibbons’ essay on “Ireland, America, and Gothic Memory: Transatlantic Terror in the Early Republic.”
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two of the motifs pertaining to identity. Identity comes under threat, Day
elucidates, when the inheritance is exposed to be poisoned at the source, thus
throwing respectability and legitimacy into doubt. These same motifs underlie
other American Gothic works, the most prominent example possibly being Poe’s
“The Fall of the House of Usher.” The two ghost stories analyzed in this paper,
on the other hand, offer late nineteenth-century American variants representative
of its people and its time. American culture considers the self-made man its typi-
cal hero, so personal achievement and acquisition often supplant inheritance as
the legitimate means of establishing identity and respectability. Problematic
achievements and acquisitions thus become a major concern of American fiction,
as seen, for instance, in 7he Rise of Silas Lapham and The Great Gatsby. The moral
scruples over acquisition in these realistic novels become haunted property in the
two nineteenth-century ghost stories here, given a new relevance in light of the
voracious business activities of the Robber Barons.

Besides reexaminations of the self, the transaction of haunted property also
suggests the risks of acquiring questionable commodities, anticipating popular
horror stories where cursed objects fall into the hands of unwitting innocents.
On the more practical side, making unwise purchases is a common experience of
the consumer society, especially widespread in an age of mushrooming new
inventions and products, get-rich-quick schemes, and inadequate consumer pro-
tection laws. The recent scares over tainted, defective, or fake products provide a
glimpse at the kind of consumer anxiety felt by people who invented the adjective
“shoddy.”® On the more philosophical side, as the later popular horror stories
clearly indicate, the stock elements of family curse and reciprocation give way to
random victimization, which throws doubt on causal chains and poetic justice.
This disruption of a meaningful sequence which, Day argues, characterizes the
Gothic narrative form, keeps alive the Gothic’s challenge to Enlightenment
rationalism. Placed in a late nineteenth century context, this concern over the
possessions that pass through one’s hands finds particular resonance because of
the rapid industrial development and its economic impact on a commercialized
society. Thomas Haskell, in his provocative study on the influence of capitalism
on nineteenth-century humanitarianism, reasons that the market “expanded
the range of causal perception and inspired people’s confidence in their power
to intervene in the course of events” (556), thus enabling abolitionists to con-
vince people that slavery was their moral responsibility. That is to say, to be

3 “Shoddy” was originally a kind of cloth made from reused wool. Its adjective form came into fashion

in the U.S. during the Civil War, when the textile was largely used by contractors providing defective
military uniforms.
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economically interconnected with faraway communities is to feel morally respon-
sible for the happenings there as well; that moral responsibility can change hands
the way commercial products change hands through trading. By the same token
yet from a less rational point of view, the distant and complicated workings of
the market can also create moral mayhem, because one can never know for sure
what moral dealings were attached to the production and the trading of
commodities. The growing concern over fair trade and “green” products today
shows in reverse the possible moral anxieties in a world lacking such information.

Aside from quality and production/marketing, another source of unease
over one’s possessions, especially real property, is their unstable value. As argued
earlier, for the individual in a democratic capitalist society without inherited class
distinctions, financial strength very often represents identity, status, power and
security, so the care for mercenary possessions arguably haunts citizens from most
walks of life. The verification of wealth became trickier, however, as late nine-
teenth-century America progressed from an industrial economy to a financial one
that seemed to prize conspicuous consumption and liquid assets above produc-
tion and real estate. An 1845 list published in the New York Sun naming the
wealthiest people in the city included only those with assets of at least $100,000
in actual property, clearly discriminating against paper assets acquired on the stock
exchange which ran a far higher risk of depreciation (Geisst 46). Yet by 1901
Andrew Carnegie was hailed as one of the richest men in the world after selling
his steel company in exchange for gold bonds and U.S. Steel bonds. Real estate,
the asset of choice in traditional agrarian society, had become only one among
numerous investment tools in the post-Civil War economic boom which at-
tracted hot money to railroad building, patent rights, oil claims, mining opera-
tions and the stock exchange. Studies of home ownership even show that in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century upper- and middleclass households
were less eager to own their homes, compared to the working class, “the general
attitude being that house purchase for self-occupation was merely another in-
vestment and not of any pressing importance” (Harris and Hamnett 181). The
economic advantages of house ownership, such as tax breaks, did not exist prior
to the introduction of the income tax in the early twentieth century. Those who
invested in their homes, meanwhile, did not always turn a profit, for instance
when geographical shifts led to the devaluation of property in resource towns.
Matthew Edel’s study of property values in the Boston area from as early as 1860
likewise proves that on average those of developed areas merely floated with the
rate of inflation, while value stagnation and depreciation were common due to
market cycles, urban degradation and new suburban development. Such evidence
has led Edel to claim that middle-income families have failed to narrow the gap
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in distribution of wealth because their investments in suburban homes depreci-
ated relative to the investments of the rich in stocks or commercial properties
(22). Daniel Luria, looking exclusively at the Boston data between 1890 and
1910, brings forth the Marxist implications of this phenomenon and concludes
that a person’s residence is a form of consumption rather than “capital” in the
sense of enabling the owner to control the labor of oneself or of others; in fact,
such investments tied up one’s assets and inhibited mobility. Which all goes to
show that houses were losing their value as property, both in the symbolic and
financial sense, since they no longer indicated and guaranteed for sure wealth,
status, and security.

Even so, many still opted to buy real estate because houses were a compara-
tively affordable expression of wealth, especially in cities where the concentration
of industry, banking and commerce left little opportunity for other enterprises.
In fact, the late nineteenth century in North America has been called “the golden
age of housing for the common man,” for higher incomes, abundant land and
early suburban growth, combined with simple techniques of construction and
the early development of mortgage credit, enabled working families and urban
immigrants to own their homes.* Michael Doucet and John Weaver’s study also
shows how the newspapers fueled “the will to possess” (48), while the business
sector induced the demand for housing in order to consume over-accumulated
capital and goods, and the culture incorporated homeownership into “the ladder
of life” as a required step in the normal life course.” The legal development of
mortgage laws further attests to governmental encouragement to citizens to pur-
chase their own homes. Taken together, one may suppose that dwellings still
represented a major (prospective) investment of most nineteenth-century Ameri-
can households, so that the risk of acquiring real estate that proves to be a bad
venture as expressed in our ghost stories touched a chord with the common reader.
Henry David Thoreau’s comment in Walden that “our houses are such unwieldy

4 Concerning the latter two factors, self-building became possible thanks to cheap wood, balloon
frame construction and prefabricated house components; the real estate industry also consolidated
into corporations to cut down the cost of home construction, while agents promoted purchase by small,
regular installments that were more manageable to the expanding white-collar households. For a detailed
discussion of the phenomenon, see Richard Harris and Chris Hamnett’s article and Michael Doucet
and John Weaver’s book.

> Cultural anthropologist Constance Perin uses the metaphor of “the ladder of life” to plot the
prescribed course of the typical houschold head. “Housing types played an essential part in the definition
of the expected course—dwellings functioned as markers,” she observes. “Households scaled this ladder
by moving from tenancy to home ownership.” Framing the idea in anthropological terms, she contends
that “American culture sanctioned a sequence of shelter forms appropriate for different phases in the
life cycle of the traditional family . . .; the owned house signified that capitalist society’s chief locus of
power—the bank—had conferred full tribal membership” (Doucet and Weaver p. 307-08).
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property that we are often imprisoned rather than housed in them” (21), which he
supports with accounts of high costs, heavy mortgages and slow sales, evokes
a similar Gothic image.® Many must have agreed with this advocate of simple
living that such “superfluous property” often created unnecessary financial
burdens.

Yet Thoreau does not deny that people need to secure a shelter, however
primitive or plain. After all, the house is nearly always also the home. The haunt-
ing of the familial ghost, therefore, primarily symbolizes one member’s dis-
pleasure or obsession with another, which implies the breakdown of supposedly
harmonious relationships and opens up the possibility of various psychoanalytical
readings. In more specifically financial instances, the ancestral ghost often em-
bodies the irreversible will of the deceased that sets difficult conditions for the
right of succession, which indicates the descendants’ failure to come into their
own. The unrelated ghost, on the other hand, represents an intruder who brings
(un)worldly troubles into the supposed sanctuary of the private sphere. As a
messenger of the market, it personifies the economic forces that threaten the
peace and quiet of family life, often exposing the fragile economic foundations
of the household as well. The two haunted house stories examined here, as ex-
amples of the mercenary Gothic by two prominent literary figures of the late
nineteenth century, show how the anxiety over the rental market and the real
estate market becomes a new source of horror in the subgenre.

Henry James, “The Ghostly Rental”

“The Ghostly Rental” plays with the idea of incorporating the supernatural
into the economic. In this early tale of Henry James, the narrator, a theology
student at Harvard, discovers a vacant house by an unfrequented road on
his regular walks through the country. On subsequent visits he makes the ac-
quaintance of the owner, Captain Diamond, whose daughter had supposedly
died after he drove her lover off and disowned her. The “ghost” of the daughter
then started to haunt the house until the old man could no longer bear to stay
there; yet sell it or rent it he could not either, as the house now had a bad name.
As he was preparing to desert the house, the “ghost” appeared and proposed to

¢ See Chapter One “Economy.” Thoreau calculates how a laborer would have to lay up his wages for
ten to fifteen years to buy an average house in Concord, while renting is but “a doubtful choice of evils”
(20). By his estimation no more than half of his contemporary families own a shelter, and in Concord
only three men own their farm and house outright. Meanwhile, at least one or two families in the
outskirts of the town have, “for nearly a generation,” not been able to sell their house (21).




132 Tamkang Review 40.2 (June 2010)

rent it from him. They agreed that the father would come in person every quarter
to collect the rent, and the student ventures into the house after one such visit
and receives quite a fright. When the old man becomes too sick to run this errand,
he begs the narrator to go in his behalf. This time the young man boldly con-
fronts the “ghost” and, stripping off a black crape, reveals a live woman dressed
in black. The unmasked daughter, offended, retreats with a candle into the hall,
but immediately returns claiming to have seen the ghost of her father. The two
hastily leave the house, with the student promising to communicate news of
the father to the daughter the next day. Back in Captain Diamond’s room, he
finds the old man dead, but the house burns down that very night, supposedly by
the dropped candle, and the narrator loses his means of contacting the daughter.

The “ghostly rental” turns out to be a rather complicated financial ar-
rangement between a daughter and her estranged father, and as such James
lays bare the psychological import of the ghost story genre. Indeed the few critics
who have commented on the tale often see the supernatural as an artistic device
for the characters to test familial relationships and for the author to explore
human cognition. Martha Banta praises James’ intellectual exploration of the
rational mind’s curiosity about supernatural encounters and their psychological
effects, at the same time regarding revenge as the motives of both the sham
ghost and the perhaps authentic one.” Howard Kerr also views the ghost of
Captain Diamond, possibly originating from the daughter’s guilty imagination,
as poetic justice to her ploy (143-45). Robert J. Andreach meanwhile considers
the story to be about the narrator’s initiation to the darker forces, though his
failure to unite the mathematical and the intuitive mind results in the failure to
understand his experience and himself (304-05). Jay Martin likewise equates
the spiritual with the unconscious, after which he plays with the word “rental” as
an insufficient Gothic guise since the unconscious needs to be “purchased”
by allowing it to fracture the conscious (126). The literary implications are
further explored by W. R. Martin and Warren U. Ober, who compare the “ghostly
rental” to the “spiritual tribute” of young James to America, embodied by Captain
Diamond who represents Puritanism, Unitarianism, Transcendentalism and
Jacksonian democracy (1). T. J. Lustig gives the metaphor another twist by
likening the haunted house to “the American house of fiction” so that James’
disillusion with the romance tradition under Hawthorne’s captaincy parallels the
narrator’s demystification of Captain Diamond’s house. The irony is that “the
violence of James’s narrator puts Captain Diamond into undisputed possession
of the haunted house,” just as “James’s attack on Hawthorne’s captaincy has

7 See Banta’s chapter on “The Ghostly Encounter,” especially pp. 106-132.
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guaranteed his predecessor a place in the house of fiction” (73). None of the
critics pay much attention to the financial issues in the story, however, except
Sheri Weinstein, although most of her study concentrates on the variance be-
tween visual perception and knowledge, and its feminist implications. Before
borrowing her insight, which centers on the daughter as a live woman, a look at
ghostly property rights should better suit the purpose of this paper, especially
as the effect of the story largely depends on this premise.

Ownership is the first and foremost concern of the narrator when he lays
eyes on what he considers a “blank, bare and vacant” house. Encountering the
nearest neighbor, he asks the vital question: “to whom does it belong?” The
neighbor’s evasive answer—"1 guess it belongs to them that are in it” (161)—
opens up questions of real estate possession, not only in terms of title, but also
tenure. From a socio-political point of view, property right entails: (a) the right to
make use of the things over which one has ownership more or less as one sees fit,
(b) the right to exclude others from using the things one owns, and (c) the right
to alienate the things one owns by transferring one’s entitlements to those things
to others.® In cases of haunted houses, the last situation is forced, with or with-
out a rental, upon the title holder, who is in effect deprived of the first two rights.
But even in normal rental agreements, since the landlord does not exactly transfer
the title to the tenant, disagreement may arise because the two parties understand
the transfer of the first two entitlements differently. In the epoch under discussion,
the landlord supposedly had the upper hand in disputes with the tenant, because
the latter had limited legal protection and the “housing famine,” i.e. a shortage
of accommodations in growing communities, enabled the owner to easily exploit
the renter. As a matter of fact, images of prosperous landlords and indigent
tenants were quite popular in the Gilded Age, some of which have survived in
Otto L. Bettmann’s picture archive. By way of explanation, Bettmann offers in
his collection the information that landlords did not need to go through court
procedures to evict tenants (37) and that the rent per square foot of New York
slums were 25 to 30 percent higher than that of fashionable uptown apartments
(43). Indeed the landlord, careless of his tenant’s living conditions and refusing
to invest in home improvements and to pay for public services, often took the
blame for the pitiful state of the slums (Sutherland 51). Although Thomas
J. Schlereth refutes the stereotype and contends that tenement owners often
came from the same ethnic or racial group and lived close by their tenants, he
acknowledges that they used real estate and landlordship “as an avenue to upward
economic mobility” (109). Even if social climbing better describes these land-

8 See David C. Johnston’s entry on “Property Rights” in Encyclopedia of Governance.
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lords than class exploitation in the Marxist sense, especially since the capital
sometimes came from ethnic community organizations and was thus jointly
invested by the lower classes, such capitalist aspiration nonetheless suggests the
influence of the much denigrated Robber Barons on the collective progressive era
pysche.’

Even so, the conflicts of interest between landlord and tenant do not al-
ways have to do with class and money, and we can well imagine the other inter-
personal tensions involved in a rental contract. Indeed the definition of property
rights “as a complex group of relationships among people with respect to things”
better illustrates rental agreements, because “property rights impose obligations
on nonowners as well as conferring rights (and sometimes obligations) on own-
ers” (Johnston par. 1). When the tenant’s right of usage, if the landlord can
concede it in his heart, conflicts with the right of ownership, respect for the other’s
rights can easily turn into a test of the respect for contractual relationships and for
the other person. For readers of the tenant class then, the ghost haunting the
rented property may stand for the obtrusive landlord who disrupts one’s normal
family life. James’ story, however, features the ghost as the other party in this
relationship: the Tenant/Squatter from Hell. Putting aside their family relation
for the moment, we can regard the ghost in the story as the troublesome boarder
who makes the home life of Captain Diamond unbearable. Powerless to evict
the ghost, he chooses to dispossess himself, in effect to give up the property to
the boarder. Either as fellow resident or alone, the ghost in such stories usually
disregards all property rights—or, perhaps one should say, all counterclaims
to the property. Not only has it no scruples about trespass and nuisance, but
it seems oblivious to privacy and often decency. The landlord, on the other
hand, out of whatever mixed feelings of fear and guilt, shows great respect for
the ghostly tenant’s presence. The narrator witnesses Captain Diamond paying
obeisance to the unlit house before he enters and after he leaves it, sitting
silently and motionlessly all the while in between, waiting for the ghost to
count out his rent. The old man’s refusal to reenter the house once he has
collected the rent or to return before the next payment suggests that, with the
rental, he concedes to his tenant full privacy and all usage rights to the property.
The neighbor’s observation that the house belongs to those who occupy it
might therefore express what tenants feel entitled to; the fact that it takes
a menacing ghostly renter to assert it connotes the usual struggle between
landlord and tenants. The prosperous neighbor’s uneasiness, meanwhile, if

9 For an overview of the history of tenement, please see Todd Gish’s entry in Encyclopedia of American
History.
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a reflection of the mind of most house owners, might also intimate their anxiety
over heightened tenant rights.

The only indisputable right to the property in the story is the landlord’s
entitlement to the rent. The idea that one would take money of the dead makes
the narrator both laugh and shudder for the greediness and desperation im-
plied. Yet, although the gossipy Miss Deborah mocks the old man’s greed with
the jibe that “[a] haunted house is valuable property” (173), Captain Diamond’s
modest dwelling separates him from the voracious landlords of Bettmann’s
illustrations. The father was actually on the verge of vagrancy when the ghost
proposed the rental because the haunted house had been his only livelihood.
As he explains to the narrator, he finds his visits “damned disagreeable” and
would not reenter for a thousand times the sum of his rent (178), but stick to
his bargain he must because, as he worries on his deathbed, “I shall lose my money.
If I am dying, I want it all the same. I want to pay the doctor. I want to be
buried like a respectable man” (183-84). The real horror is therefore poverty
and being declassed, which surpasses the fear of death, the paranormal and the
unknown. The final twist in the plot—enabling the deceased Captain Diamond
in his supposed return to reclaim full rights to the property—highlights the land-
lord’s obsession with his tenure after money for material needs is no longer an
issue, which further underscores the essential jealousy of the landlord toward his
tenant, even under a bona fide contract. The declaration of the Captain’s house-
keeper that “[he’s] as big a ghost as any of them now” (189) clearly characterizes
the struggle between landlord and tenant as a contest of forces in an everlasting
battle over possession and control. The suggestion that death releases neither
the tenant nor the landlord from the contract or the property, on the other hand,
accentuates the inescapable entanglements of the market economy, which the
characters’ reactions present as a horrifying condition.

Despite the horror of being tied to the property and the market, the logic
of the story proposes both business and death as a solution to familial conflict.
The daughter justifies her scheme, claiming that “it was the only way” to recon-
ciliation and that as long as the father thinks her dead he can accept her
because “there has been things in [her] life he could not forgive” (188), while
indeed the old man suffers guilt for her fake death and instead feels grateful
for her munificence. As the title of the story highlights, the distance between
the landlord and the tenant and between the living and the dead seems to dis-
place the patriarchal and thus moralistic oppression of the father toward the
daughter. By entering into a contractual relationship, the daughter gains
autonomy denied by custom and law; ironically, she earns by her own “death”
what she originally could only obtain legally by the death of the father and by
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remaining single.lo In truth, however, death awakens the father to his lack
of mercy, while not exactly shaking his principles. The old man’s deathbed
warning to the narrator “[to] be very respectful—be very polite” (185) recalls the
younger Captain who vehemently guarded his daughter’s honor. The narrator
therefore regards the Captain’s return to the house “the punishment of [his] indis-
cretion—of [his] violence” (188), because the young man had ripped off the
daughter’s black veil “with a violent jerk” (187) that borders on harassment or
rape. Death, meanwhile, although enabling the daughter to receive the father’s
mercy, also becomes her revenge to the old man, for she witnesses his torment
on every visit. If it brings reconciliation, it does so partly through empowerment
to the subordinate woman.

Underneath the father’s stringent moralism and the daughter’s sadistic
attachment, however, is a strong drive to possession. For Captain Diamond, the
house and the daughter are both property that he must guard beyond death,
either hers or his. Though death mitigates the severity of his judgment, his desire
to control both remains the same. The estate had belonged to the mother, which
the father, penniless, had lived on since their marriage. The daughter’s rights to
the house and the affect of her marriage on its ownership remain unclear in the
story, but the breach between father and daughter finally resembles a fight over
property. For the daughter, her fake death could have been a means of escape,
had the rental not chained her to the house and thus the father. Her main pur-
pose in claiming the house seems to be to antagonize the old man, though, for
she does not occupy it herself but would rather let it stand empty than allow
him to live there. The contractual relationship, like death, asserts the daughter’s
independence from patriarchal control; yet, unlike death, it also prevents her from
breaking away from the family and ties both father and daughter in a “deadlock.”
Indeed she inserts the market economy into the domestic economy, as Weinstein
points out, attempting to “account in a reassuringly material way for the loss that
has accrued between her and her father” (274). However, Weinstein overlooks
the fact that this also makes the home uninhabitable for both. Weinstein argues
that the haunted house symbolizes a place where “a daughter may take unassail-
able refuge” from patriarchal persecution (274), but, though this is often the
case in the conventional ghost story, in James’ tale the rental necessitates the
daughter to leave that refuge behind and lead a double life, possibly in the male
business world, thus subverting the idea of the haunted house as a female sanctuary.
Though she may enjoy freedom from paternal restriction, the fatherless private

10 According to the law in those days, fatherless single women enjoyed the same rights as men to
property, separate legal identity and contractual capacity. See Hendrik Hartog 118.
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space and the world outside, if the narrator’s stripping of her crape serves as any
indication, possibly subjects her to a similar form of confinement and abuse.

The haunted house, true to the gothic tradition, remains a middle ground
between life and death, the private and the public, the domestic and the commercial,
and thus rift and reconciliation—and as such, the daughter protests, a blessing
and a curse. Even so, the commercial twist supports a reading of the estranged
daughter’s ghost as embodying the patriarchal fears of the financially independent
woman, although the exchange itself also implicitly recognizes the father’s rights
to the daughter and the house, while the return of his ghost reasserts the patriar-
chal order. For the daughter, therefore, the haunted house embodies the family’s
financial burden which she is forced to carry. Only when the destruction of the
house at the end of the story finally nullifies the rental is the family’s obsession
with the estate and respectability supposedly put to rest. To the conventional
lift of the family curse then, James adds the riddance of the market’s curse. Whether
the rejection of the market economy seals the victory of the patriarchal order
or banishes the father’s ghost, though, remains ambiguous—both father and
daughter are hereafter free as a ghost or lost as a ghost, the text enabling either
interpretation.

If the ending throws the restoration of the moral and social order into question,
the economic order has been ridden with doubt since the beginning of the tale.
The narrator, at the outset, totally disregards any claims to haunted property. As
soon as he decides the house is “simply haunted,” and even before he asks among
the neighbors, he starts peeping through the crevices in the shutters and trying the
doorknobs. After the neighbor evasively confirms his suspicions, he “venture([s]
even to raise the rusty knocker and give it a half dozen raps” only because his
“impertinent fumblings with the latch caused no upper window to be thrown
open” (162). The order of his actions, the reverse of most normal visitors, makes
him guilty of trying to break in before trying to get invited in. The narrator’s
oblivion of his trespassing implies that he denies the supernatural both property
and privacy rights. The appearance of the old man hardly fends him off either,
as, dismissing the idea of rapping peremptorily at the door as “unmannerly” (163),
he opens a rear window to pecek at the transaction between the father and the
ghost. He reasons that the presence of the paranormal justifies his brazen curiosity:
Captain Diamond, he concedes, “had a right to resent [his] observation; though
[his] own right to exercise it (if ghosts were in the question) struck [him] as equally
positive” (164). The narrator’s conviction shows his influence by the so-called
“Modern Spiritualism” of the late nineteenth century, which tended to turn
seances into spectacle and entertainment—a phenomenon which James also de-
picts in The Bostonians. His voyeurism and the consequent probing and gossip
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open up the privacy of the haunted house to public scrutiny; and, although he
seeks Captain Diamond’s permission to enter the parlor, his unmasking of the
sham ghost proves he never considers himself an invited guest in a respectable
home. Ironically, this attitude, along with his own haunting of the property,
makes him metaphorically no less than a ghost himself.

In the end the father tries to include the narrator in the ghostly economy by
sending him to the haunted house as rent collector, but the young man becomes
so absorbed in his study of the paranormal that he nearly ruins his mission.
Moreover, though the daughter returns his insult by majestically flinging the purse
down on the floor, using her pecuniary advantage to assert her dignity as she does
in the familial relationship, the appearance of Captain Diamond’s ghost im-
mediately brings into question the validity of the rental and the title of the estate,
and thus the role of the narrator. As the property passes on to the daughter
following the death of the father, the haunted house returns to the realm of
domestic economy and the narrator’s services as the father’s agent are no longer
needed; meanwhile, by preventing the narrator from seeing the father’s ghost, the
daughter also rejects the voyeurism of a prying public. However, her plea for him
to “take [her] away” (188) temporarily puts him back in the Gothic tradition
where heroes rescue damsels in distress, yet, as she resumes “the phantasmal ap-
pearance” (189) and disappears in the dusk, she recedes once again into the other
Gothic tradition of the femme fatale. As the most likely arsonist, the daughter,
though the initiator of the ghostly rental, nevertheless takes an active part in
subverting the ghostly economy; the narrator, on the other hand, must also share
part of the responsibility for leaving the house in such careless haste and causing
the fire, so he still remains a driving force that destroys both the “private” and the
“property” of the haunted house.

In her study of British suburban ghost stories in the middle third of the
nineteenth century, Lara Baker Whelan detects an underlying middleclass
anxiety often dispersed by “the upward mobile middle-class male hero who
nullifies the threat of both the supernatural and the undomesticated” (135).
Though not completely applicable to the American counterparts, Whelan’s
observations suggest possible readings of the story under consideration, if
laden with Jamesian irony. The Diamond family indeed dwell on the outskirts
of respectability, not only physically, but morally and financially as well, from
which the daughter’s ghost banishes them. Yet, having caused the family’s dis-
grace, the ghostly daughter then shoulders the financial responsibility of restoring
her father to a semblance of respectability, through means untold in the text, and,
after the father’s death, exorcizes the ghosts by damaging property. The daughter’s

ambiguous role as both offender and defender of middleclass values reflects
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James own ambivalence toward the ideology embedded in the themes identified
by Whelan, especially the dominance of the male hero, by which James may well
be consciously parodying the Victorian suburban ghost stories.

As a story about ghostly rentals, James’ tale probes the complicated issues
of privacy, power relations, family tensions, social status, and economic order that
pivot on property rights. The supernatural plot enables James to compare the
father-daughter relationship to a landlord-tenant relationship and highlight
the latent conflicts of interest between the two parties. Placed in the Gothic
tradition, however, the story marks a transition from the conventional haunted
ancestral halls to the market for haunted real estate. The property is still a tool
of the disgruntled family member to torture the object of discontent, though
the financial consequences of the haunting now become the major means of tor-
ture. Indeed the story would probably lose very little of its horror effect if the
landlord and ghostly tenant had not been tied by kinship. For an example of a
fictional transaction of haunted property between unrelated characters, therefore,
we must turn to His Apparition.

William Dean Howells, His Apparition

Howells’ novella tells of Hewson, a guest at the country estate St. Johnswort,
who wakes up near dawn to briefly witness an apparition in his room. The un-
eventful encounter fills him with pride in his own calmness and in the spirit’s
implied favoritism, and he can barely wait to tell his story. Impatient for an early
cup of coffee, he climbs out of the window to patronize a nearby inn, knocking
down a trellis on his way out. When he returns, he finds the host falsely alarmed
by a supposed burglary, which casts Hewson in a ridiculous light at the break-
fast table. The frivolity of the other guests makes Hewson jealous of his secret,
and he determines to never profane this sacred experience to satisfy his own
vanity. He is temporarily tempted to confess to an unconventional heiress
Miss Hernshaw, however, but he loses his chance to converse further with her. In
time Hewson starts telling people about his supernatural experience without
revealing the actual location, but, dissatisfied with the effect, soon grows reluc-
tant. When he meets Miss Hernshaw again, he tells her the story and she im-
mediately guesses when and where it happened and urges him to guard his secret
in the future. Yet Miss Hernshaw herself unintentionally leaks the episode to
a reporter, who prints the name of the haunted house in the newspapers. A week
later St. John arrives at Hewson’s doorstep complaining that his servants have
deserted him and the house will not sell. Out of a sense of honor Hewson buys
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the house at an exorbitant price that he can barely afford, only to have St. John
attempt to go back on the deal because Miss Hernshaw offers him a better price.
Hewson refuses to terminate the contract, though. The incident brings Hewson
and Miss Hernshaw closer together, and they marry and settle down in St.
Johnswort, waiting in vain for the apparition to appear again.

Though Howells occasionally touched on psychic subjects in his later works,
studies on supernatural fiction rarely include him, and scholars mostly agree
that his “psychic tales,” as John Crowley calls them, are not his forte.!! Crowley’s
essay on the three stories in the collection named Questionable Shapes in-
vestigates the novelist’s treatment of psychic mysteries in the realistic mode, con-
cluding that “His Apparition” is “almost purely psychologism” (177)—Howells’
word for a psychological realism that encompasses the mystical side of life. The
story dramatizes not a psychic event but its aftermath, Crowley comments (172),
and indeed the plot reads like a typical Howellsian relationship story, where
the woman supposedly claims the moral high ground and reproves the man for
his weaknesses, in this case pride and vanity, then fails the moral test herself
and thus arrives at a better understanding with the man. If Howells’s emphasis
on the psychological impact of a supernatural encounter thwarts our reading
of the tale as a bona fide ghost story, it nevertheless provides a realistic exploration
of the pragmatic concerns lurking behind the preternatural facade and thus
evidences the economic import of haunted house stories.

From the very first sentence of the tale Hewson underscores the “dignity” of
the incident, which he considers “a sort of tribute to himself” (7), and trusts
himself to act as a trustworthy messenger and interpreter of the supernatural. His
sighting fills him with personal pride because he pictures himself firstly as passing
a test of courage, for he had kept his composure and reason, and secondly as
chosen to convey some important message to the material world. As the title
of the story implies, however, Hewson regards the experience in a self-centered
manner—the apparition is his, and his role as messenger outweighs the message
in his subsequent calculations. As soon as he is wide awake,

He dramatized the scene at breakfast when he should describe it in plain, matter-of-
fact terms, and hold every one spellbound, as he or she leaned forward over the table to
listen, while he related the fact with studied unconcern for his own part in it, but with
a serious regard for the integrity of the fact itself, which he had no wish to exaggerate
as to its immediate meaning or remoter implications. (7)

1 Major critical works on Howells at most only touch on his supernatural elements in passing. See
p- 169 and p. 171 of Crowley’s article for an assessment of Howells’s psychic writings, and p. 172 for
the couple of earlier comments on the story.
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His initial reaction here illustrates his aspiration to become a conscientious story-
teller of good form and good taste. He congratulates himself on his insistence
on these criteria when he compares himself to St. John’s negative example,
who had “meant to give himself importance with his guests by the rumor of
a burglary in the house” (18) and who sensationalizes the misunderstanding
anyway despite his having asked Hewson to say nothing about the incident for
fear of causing panic among the ladies. Even after he gives in to the temptation
of relating this supernatural episode, finally rather indiscriminately, Hewson
believes he has saved himself from vulgarity by adhering to the principles of
self-effacement and realistic representation.

Ironically, St. John knows how to grab the attention of his audience much
better than Hewson. When the host makes Hewson’s embarrassment the subject
of his entertainment with his “broad guffaw, [. . . tlhe humor was not too rank for
the horsey people” around (16), who then collaborate to reshape Hewson’s early
morning adventure into a rendezvous with the servant girl at the inn. Though
Howells questions the taste of St. John’s story, sensationalization proves to be a
very successful treatment of any material indeed. The novelist is possibly taking
another jab at this popular kind of fiction writing here, but the hero as storyteller
encounters difficulties not uncommon to realist writers. Resisting the temptation
“to add something, to amplify the fact, to heighten the mystery of the circum-
stances, to divine the occult significance of the incident” (24), Hewson tells a
tale with “bare and insufficient” details, with a lackluster hero—himself, and
an incompetent specter that produces no dramatic effect. His task resembles
the one Howells sets for himself as he tries to coax suspension and plot out of
Hewsonss life. Lacking Howells’ omniscience, however, Hewson as the chronicler
of his own fantastic experience keeps running up against the elusiveness of the
supposed supernatural message.

For all his confidence in some hidden meaning, Hewson recognizes its opaque-
ness at the very outset of his sighting, but he allows himself the leisure to explore
the implications and the ghost to repeat its visit for his further enlightenment.
The specter’s total absence and silence since, though, suggests that Howells in-
tends to explore the random intersection of two worlds. The obsession to read
human meaning into paranormal experiences, indeed into all experiences, fuels
the creative force behind storytelling and guides the storyteller in his selection
and connection of fictional elements. The apparition thus becomes a metaphor
for the writing material that refuses to take shape or assume significance. Com-
menting on the protagonist’s meditations on the “immediate meaning or remoter
implications” of his experience, the narrator remarks that “[it] did not yet occur
to him that it had none” (7)—a comment which almost carries postmodern
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and poststructuralist overtones. Yet later on Miss Hernshaw takes over this quest
for a personal understanding of the psychic, and perhaps to humor her, Hewson
finally gives in to what John Crowley calls a “romantic delusion” (172) and de-
clares the ghost to foreshadow the holy matrimony between Miss Hernshaw
and himself. He makes the association between Miss Hernshaw and the ap-
parition possibly because the young lady, like the ghost, refuses to be explained,
in her case by the chaperon who feels the necessity to apologize for her “acting
herself” (34). Indeed, the paranormal phenomenon, like love, refuses rational
analysis. Athena Devlin, sensitive to the gender issues and psychoanalytical
undertones involved, sees this connection as evidence of the male association
of women and of heterosexual love with the irrational, and she thus calls the ap-
parition outright a metaphor for “letting a woman into your life” (116). Howells
takes a more ironic view of such direct readings, as argued above, although by
providing an egoistic explanation for the supernatural visit, Hewson, as well as
Howells, nevertheless finds an answer to round off the story. However ironically,
therefore, Howells seems to suggest that Hewson becomes a storyteller at last after
imposing his own interpretation on the paranormal.

Classifying this work as psychological rather than psychic fiction, Crowley
rejects Hewson’s idea that the apparition carries any message but argues instead
that Howells uses it to produce an effect in the story—mainly in the love plot,
where it provides a mutual concern that enables the couple to discover their
compatibility and complementarity. Charles Feigenoff, analyzing the novelist’s
spiritual realism, likewise observes that “Howells is using the apparition as a cata-
lyst; it upsets the balance of the characters’ lives, throwing both their strengths
and weaknesses into sharp relief as they struggle to achieve a new equilibrium”
(85). In more specific if narrower terms, Devlin, overlooking Miss Hernshaw’s
side of the story, also recognizes the plot device and suggests that the experience
disrupts a class-specific male fraternity and allows the protagonist to come to terms
with his repressed heterosexual desire. Yet the ghost does create meaning, even if
erroneous, in the subplot, which produces more direct effects than matchmaking.
St. John and his guest, for instance, readily associate Hewson’s sighting with nega-
tive dealings such as burglary or prostitution, while Hewson’s audience suspect
personal problems like sickness, madness, or intoxication. This kind of reaction
calls to mind Whelan’s reading of the specter in British suburban ghost stories as
a stand-in for what the middle class considers a threat to their culture and values.
St. John may exaggerate the gravity of the incident when he comments that it
would be “[deuced] uncomfortable to have had one’s guests murdered in their
beds” (12-13); his assumption that “[the] women would all fly the premises, if
there'd been even a suspicion of burglars” (13) might also exaggerate the possible
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reaction; but the incident certainly produces a negative impact on the real estate
price. St. John’s complaint that the servants have abandoned the house and
its market value has fallen over ninety percent turns the apparition into the
embodiment of any factor that renders a piece of property undesirable. Indeed
Hewson realizes this potential injury as soon as St. John first associates his abnor-
mal behavior with burglary: “he would cast such a blight upon St. Johnswort,”
he ponders, “that it would never sell for a tenth of its cost” (14). Miss Hernshaw
also confesses that her greatest offense was not naming Hewson but the estate
because it “would ruin the property” (71). The pecuniary effect of the sighting
due to the implied impropriety of the apparition thus becomes the only logical
consequence and the basic consensual interpretation in the story.

The truly inappropriate element of the tale, however, is the distasteful
conduct of St. John. He presses Hewson to deny the news story and tell a lie,
even shift the blame onto Miss Hernshaw, to save his own fortune. When Hewson
proposes to buy the house, St. John reacts with suspicion: “Was it possible that
Hewson knew something of the neighborhood and its future, which encouraged
him to take the chances of the property appreciating in value?” (62) Thus he asks
for thirty thousand dollars even though he had claimed that the house could
fetch twenty-eight thousand before the “scandal,” and, throwing in the furniture
that is only worth a thousand, they settle on thirty-three thousand. The greed
and deceit of St. John, who behaves more like an “amusingly rapacious” (90)
businessman than a gentleman, is in fact the true horror in this ghost story. Seen
in this light, then, the visit of the apparition actually rids St. Johnswort of the
threat to middleclass normalcy—its unbefitting original owner. Furthermore,
the apparition comes for the purpose of appointing its preferred homeowner.
Like a local deity, it appears before Hewson so he would form a bond to the
place and a sense of responsibility to its trust. It also prompts this gentleman
who had determined “to grow old gradually and gracefully as a bachelor of
adequate income” (61) to start a family and turn St. Johnswort into a middle-
class model home.

The purchase of the country house initially fills Hewson with fear of declassing
and banishing himself since he had chosen the lifestyle of a gentleman of leisure
after carefully calculating his means. He can barely afford the property, not to
mention support a wife. As if aware of his financial position, the apparition
actually helps him knock down the price of St. Johnswort so it would more
likely fall within his range. The specter virtually acts as a hard bargainer in the
real estate transaction, using the depreciation of the haunted property to exorcise
the spirit of business—embodied in St. John—and recruit potential and worthy
residents to restore the house to middleclass respectability. But for his own




144 Tamkang Review 40.2 (June 2010)

impracticality, Hewson could have bought the house for a song, though his fail-
ure to take advantage of St. John is exactly what sets him apart from the original
owner and proves him deserving of the apparition’s favoritism. Meanwhile, Hewson
also saves the estate—and possibly the neighborhood—from falling into disre-
pute and deterioration by buying the house. The fact that the place is taken over
by the witness to the apparition will discredit the rumors and bring the price up
again, as St. John conjectures. At the very least, Hewson’s and Miss Hernshaw’s
offers save the house price from a free fall, which will affect neighboring real
estate, if nobody else is willing to take it off St. John’s hands. Indeed by paying
more than what the house is worth, Hewson props up and even drives up the
market prices of nearby real estate, which in the long run will protect his own
investment as well. Thus Hewson maintains the financial order as well as the
moral order of the vicinity, and the apparition turns out to disrupt the market
in order to reintroduce a new stabilizing force.

Despite Hewson’s business activity, St. John, with his fixation with real
estate prices, is the speculator in the story, while Hewson takes the role of family
man in the making. Homeownership marks but the first step in the appari-
tion’s reform program for the protagonist, who, settling down in St. Johnswort,
begins to find New York City “very distasteful”: “his club, which had been his
home, now appeared a joyless exile; the life of a leisure class, which he had made
his ideal, looked pitifully mean and little in the retrospect” (99). The house,
where the bachelor host St. John entertained guests—mainly unmarried people,
it seems, like an “interlocutory widow” (19), Hewson, Miss Hernshaw and her
chaperon, who came and went as if visiting a hotel—starts to transform into a
home for Hewson. Although the location remains unspecified, St. Johnswort,
toward the end of the story, resembles the domestic ideal of the country-house
as transplanted in the growing suburbs of the time. If the single and well-off
find pleasure in the city, there is no place like the single-family house with garden
to raise a family. The mere prospect of marriage, furthermore, fills Hewson
with a new purpose in life. “In that event,” he imagines, “there was hardly any
use of which he could not be capable. In any other event . . . still the universe
had somehow more meaning than it once had” (99). Even the willingness to
commit to a long-term relationship converts Howells' middleclass men into upright,
productive citizen. To borrow Constance Perin’s metaphor of “the ladder of
life,” the apparition pushes the hero up another step, though he obtains a house
before a wife and family. Less than a messenger yet more than a catalyst, then, the
specter turns out to be the campaigner of domestic bliss.

The crucial item on the apparition’s agenda is to find Hewson the right wife,
though. By bringing Hewson and Miss Hernshaw together through their study
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of the sighting, Howells turns storytelling into a metaphor for successful marriage.
Hewson’s account of the experience serves as a touchstone of taste and sensitivity,
alerting him to the scarcity of kindred souls. While he ponders over the best
way to present his experience, he also finds his audience less than satisfactory:
“Some listened carelessly; some nervously; some incredulously, as if he were
trying to put a job on them; some compassionately, as if he were not quite right,
and ought to be looked after’ (25). Compared to their “idle amusement” (29),
Miss Hernshaw’s intense sincerity and grave candor give the incident the weight
it deserves. Her unconventionality enables Hewson to confide in her, while
her “childlike truth” (22) inspires him to “live for truth alone, and not for the
truth merely as it was in her, but as it was in everything” (99). Her unsparing
moral sense sets high ethical standards for not only the manner of telling but
also the content of his psychic story, which he further applies to his life story.
In fact, short of composing the story for him, she suggests the major elements
of the narrative—his central role as eyewitness and interpreter, the sacred and
high-minded moral, the comprehensible plot, the honest treatment, and the love
interest. She is at once the believer in his exceptionality, the answer to the mystery,
the key figure of the denouement, and the ideal listener of his story. With
customary Howellsian irony, the new Mrs. Hewson also becomes the champion
of the sighting, to the point that Hewson grows reluctant of meddling with “her
apparition” (104). The two reach matrimonial harmony finally with the husband
acknowledging the wife’s centrality to all his understanding of life, while she
credits him with its authorship. The match is truly made in heaven—at least the
ties are forged by supernatural forces. Moreover, if one takes the bride’s family
fortune into consideration, the apparition could even have earned the commen-
dation of professional matchmakers.

Howells writes against the conventions of haunted property—that the
ghost implies some dark secret, alternatively hinted to be burglary, licentiousness,
disease, insanity, inebriety, etc. Instead, he cuts through the metaphor of this
suspicion on the owner(s) of the property and practically presents it as either
an actual loss in house value or a loss of faith in the house market. It is this real
loss or fear of loss that brings out the darker side of human nature—avarice and
unscrupulousness most notably—that the profiteering spirit of the age may
have exacerbated. This pragmatic use of the ghostly character in the story prompts
critics such as Frank S. Frederick to simply comment that “Howells’s principal
subject is the generous moral gesture of the main character” (119). Yet not only
does Howells team the supernatural with the virtuous to correct such ageless faults
as egotism and conceit, but he also finds as timely a target in the love plot as
well: a growing neglect of the family, i.e. the tendency to see the house more in
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terms of property and investment rather than home, and to put off marriage for
the sake of personal gratification. Such inclinations would more seriously under-
mine middleclass values passed down by the model family. Thus the apparition
comes not as a residue of a dark and sinister past, but as a warning against a bleak
and desolate future.

The two haunted house stories examined in this paper give examples of how
late nineteenth-century American writers expressed their growing concern over
the commodification of private residences in the market economy. James’ tale
shows up the conflicting interests between tenant and landlord, which mirror the
complicated financial and emotional struggle between family members. In Howells’
novella, however, the depreciation of real estate ironically enables the middle-
class couple to dispossess the unworthy proprietor and start a family. Moreover,
whereas James sees business arrangements in family matters as a potential substi-
tute for death, Howells exemplifies the moralistic side of the capitalist mindset
that Haskell noted—the acceptance of the moral responsibility accompanying
transactions and thus the chance to set things right through business. As in
their realistic works, both muse over the lurking dangers of a growing practicality
in weakening social ties and handle their subject matters with their signature
ambiguity and hopeful irony. By revising the haunted house convention, the
two novelists vividly illustrate the haunting housing problems and transitional
ethos of the age.
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