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Moments of Insight in Long Novels by Henry James and Dorothy Richardson*
Kate McLoughlin

Introduction: An Experiential Crisis
How long should a novel be?  When confronted with a descriptor such as ‘the long modernist novel’, we may sense, simply because the category of lengthiness has been brought to our attention, that a ‘long’ novel may already be a ‘too long’ novel.  Henry James certainly seems to have thought that some novels were too long: I am referring to his famous remark, in the Preface to The Tragic Muse, about Thackeray’s The Newcomes, Dumas’ The Three Musketeers and Tolstoy’s War and Peace.  ‘What do such large loose baggy monsters, with their queer elements of the accidental and the arbitrary, artistically mean?’ asked James.
  There may, of course, be any number of reasons why a novelist writes a long novel, ranging from the exigencies of serial publication to simply not knowing when to stop.  But in the lines that followed, James went on to commend what he called ‘a deep-breathing economy’.
  To pursue the metaphor of a novel as an economy for a moment, James implies that, for the works in question, supply exceeds demand.  The baggy monsters—The Newcomes weighs in at 1,144 pages in the Oxford World Classics edition, The Three Musketeers at 592 pages, and War and Peace at 1,440 pages—have something superfluous, even wasteful about them.  James’ remarks, then, constitute a piece of investment advice: the investment of time, concentration and perseverance on the part of the reader might be at risk of low return, he implies.  So when James himself wrote long novels—and at 582, 509, 512 and 640 pages respectively in their Oxford World Classics incarnations, The Portrait of a Lady, The Wings of the Dove, The Ambassadors and The Golden Bowl can justly be called long novels—it seems reasonable to conclude that there is some point to the lengthiness.  In James’s words, the fact of their being long must have ‘artistic meaning’.

My argument in this article is that Henry James and Dorothy Richardson (who acknowledged James as a ‘far from inconsiderable technical influence’)
 wrote long novels in response to what they, and others, perceived as a crisis in transferable experience.  More specifically, James and Richardson enable the reader to perceive the functioning of this experience by constructing moments of insight to which the works’ lengthiness is indispensable.  The lengthiness, furthermore, not only makes it possible for the reader to view this experience working in action, but also actually fosters comparable experience in him or her.  Here is how Henry James, in 1915, saw the crisis:
The war [i.e. the First World War] has used up words; they have weakened, they have deteriorated like motor car tyres; they have, like millions of other things, been more overstrained and knocked about […] during the last six months than in all the long ages before, and we are now confronted with a depreciation of all our terms.

In a 1936 essay, ‘The Storyteller’ (Der Erzähler), Walter Benjamin defined the problem slightly differently.  ‘Beginning with the First World War,’ wrote Benjamin, ‘a process became apparent which continues to this day.  Wasn’t it noticeable at the end of the war that men who returned from the battlefield had grown silent—not richer but poorer in communicable experience?’
  If the deficit for James lay in words themselves, for Benjamin it consisted of a sudden paucity of experience.  In fact, the crisis comprised both (as Benjamin acknowledged in lamenting the demise of storytelling), and despite the fact that both James and Benjamin cited the First World War as its proximate cause, it was under way before the war broke out.  Novelistic lengthiness, as I aim to show with readings of scenes from The Portrait of a Lady (1881, 1908), The Wings of the Dove (1902, 1907), Honeycomb (1917) and Dimple Hill (1938), was James’s, and Richardson’s, response.  But before turning to those texts, it is necessary to be more specific about the nature of the experiential crisis.

Erfahrung, Erlebnis, Jetztzeit
Benjamin devotes considerable energy across his works to distinguishing between two kinds of experience.  The word he uses in the passage quoted above from ‘The Storyteller’ denotes the first kind: Erfahrung,
 which derives from the German verb Fahren, to travel.  Erfahrung refers to experience that is accrued over time or, in Benjamin’s words, experience ‘that accompanies one to the far reaches of time’.
  A concept that can be traced back to Plato, via Kant, Hume, Locke and Augustine, Erfahrung is what is petitioned when someone speaks ‘from experience’.
  In Benjamin’s view, it had been impoverished to the point of crisis by four betrayals.  Strategic experience had been betrayed by tactical warfare.   Economic experience had been betrayed by inflation.  Bodily experience had been betrayed by mechanical warfare.  And moral experience had been betrayed by those in power.

Ascendant in its stead was the second kind of experience which Benjamin characterizes: Erlebnis, from the German verb Leben, to live.  This is raw experience, un-reflected upon; in Benjamin’s words, it is ‘immediate’ or ‘isolated’ or ‘shock’ experience, produced on the passer-by by the ‘big-city crowd’ or on the worker performing repeated but disconnected movements at his factory machine,
 as well as by the war.  Martin Jay has noted the prevalence of Erlebnis in the cultural and philosophical thinking of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
  Philosophers such as Wilhelm Dilthey and the American Pragmatists were arguing for an epistemology based on lived immediacy.  Behaviourist psychology styled consciousness the product of short-term external stimuli.
  Erlebnis results in a fractured, scattered consciousness but this consciousness can be re-assembled and re-ordered, as Benjamin found to have been achieved by Baudelaire in Fleurs du Mal.
  

In addition to Erfahrung and Erlebnis, Benjamin identifies a third phenomenon which is not explicitly described as experience but is nonetheless relevant as it comprises a moment of insight.  This is Jetztzeit or ‘now-time’, a moment in which, time having come to a ‘standstill’, ‘the entire history of mankind’ is encompassed in ‘a tremendous abbreviation’.
  Jetztzeit shares both the synchronic time-limitation of Erlebnis and the diachronic reach into the past of Erfahrung.  It resembles that modernist moment of perception known as the epiphany, most usually associated with the works of James Joyce.  Stephen Hero contains a defining passage:

This is the moment which I call epiphany […] when the parts are adjusted to the special point, we recognise that it [the object] is that thing which it is.  Its soul, its whatness, leaps to us from the vestment of its appearance.  The soul of the commonest object, the structure of which is so adjusted, seems to us radiant.  The object achieves its epiphany.
  

As Garry Leonard comments, this shows the ‘subject confronting an object in a period of duration carefully defined as one too brief to be ever “historical” in a traditional sense’.
  But, despite the brevity, the object’s ‘whatness’, which includes its history (this is a ‘recognition’, about which I have more to say below), is fully revealed.  This kind of epiphany is what James is describing in his essay on ‘The Art of Fiction’, first published in Longman’s Magazine in September 1884.  There he recounted an English novelist telling him that she had been much commended for the impression she had managed to give in one of her works ‘of the nature and way of life of the French Protestant youth’.
  People congratulated her on the ‘peculiar opportunities’ she must have had in order to learn about this stratum of society.
  These ‘opportunities’ had in fact consisted in her ‘having once, in Paris, as she ascended a staircase, passed an open door where, in the household of a pastor, some of the young Protestants were seated at table round a finished meal’.  James reports: ‘The glimpse made a picture; it lasted only a moment, but that moment was experience.’
  The woman ‘had got her impression’ and so could ‘evolve her type’, understanding what ‘youth’ was and what ‘Protestantism’ was.
  The key phrase here is ‘that moment was experience’.  What is felt at this moment is neither the accumulated wisdom of Erfahrung nor yet the raw shock of Erlebnis.  Rather, it is Jetztzeit, an instant in which the ‘whatness’ of ‘French Protestant Youth’ reveals itself in all its temporal plenitude. 

The scenes by James and Richardson, which I turn to now, may, prima facie, seem to articulate Erlebnis or Jetztzeit.  My argument, though, is that, in three of them—the passages from The Portrait of a Lady, The Wings of the Dove and Honeycomb—lengthiness is being used to construct, illuminate and inculcate Erfahrung.  In the fourth—the scene from Dimple Hill—there is a moment which falls outside the phenomena posited by Benjamin, as it involves experience being stripped away.  

‘Nothing to shock’: The Portrait of a Lady 
The first scene for discussion is from The Portrait of a Lady, a novel first published in book form in 1881 and re-published, with over 5,000 amendments, in Scribner’s New York edition of 1908.
  Isabel Archer and her step-daughter Pansy have been driven out for a walk in the Roman Campagna.  They return to the Palazzo Roccanera—the house that Isabel shares with her husband Gilbert Osmond—and Pansy runs straight to her room to put the flowers they have gathered in water.  Isabel enters the drawing-room that she ‘usually occupies’—the ‘second in order from the large ante-chamber’ which is entered from the staircase—a room within a series of rooms, that is.  And ‘just beyond the threshold’ of this room, she ‘stops short’ because she sees something.  To use James’s term, she receives ‘an impression’: 

The impression had, in strictness, nothing unprecedented; but she felt it as something new, and the soundlessness of her step gave her time to take in the scene before she interrupted it. Madame Merle was there in her bonnet, and Gilbert Osmond was talking to her; for a minute they were unaware she had come in. Isabel had often seen that before, certainly; but what she had not seen, or at least had not noticed, was that their colloquy had for the moment converted itself into a sort of familiar silence, from which she instantly perceived that her entrance would startle them. Madame Merle was standing on the rug, a little way from the fire; Osmond was in a deep chair, leaning back and looking at her. Her head was erect, as usual, but her eyes were bent on his. What struck Isabel first was that he was sitting while Madame Merle stood; there was an anomaly in this that arrested her. Then she perceived that they had arrived at a desultory pause in their exchange of ideas and were musing, face to face, with the freedom of old friends who sometimes exchange ideas without uttering them. There was nothing to shock in this; they were old friends in fact. But the thing made an image, lasting only a moment, like a sudden flicker of light. Their relative positions, their absorbed mutual gaze, struck her as something detected. But it was all over by the time she had fairly seen it.

In this extraordinary piece of description, James uses a variety of verbs to convey the cognitive activity of the moment: ‘feel’, ‘take in’, ‘notice’, ‘perceive’, ‘strike’, ‘arrest’, ‘make an image’, ‘detect’.  He also takes care to delineate what is novel—or otherwise—about this cognitive activity.  There have been similar impressions before but Isabel nonetheless feels this one to be new.  She has also seen her husband and Madame Merle in conversation before—indeed, she has seen them so ‘often’—but she has not so far seen or, more precisely, has not so far noticed, their intimate ease together.  Given pause by the anomalous fact that Madame Merle is standing up while Osmond is sitting down, she perceives that they are reflecting on something together with the familiarity of old friends.  There is ‘nothing to shock’ in this (the phrase brings to mind the ‘shock’ Benjamin finds indispensable to Erlebnis): the truth is that they are indeed old friends.  But the effect is of a momentary image like a ‘sudden flicker of light’.  Something has been perceived.  The next instant, it has vanished.

The verb ‘to see’ occurs a few times in this passage, but this is not what might be called a primary, or innocent, act of seeing.  And the phrase ‘cognitive activity’ may not be the most helpful description of Isabel’s mental processes.  What is being described here is a recognition, a realisation—a reading.  In using the word ‘reading’, I mean to imply a process with a history, in which data has been picked up and stored so as to inform later perceptions.  Isabel, that is to say, is reading the situation in the sense of understanding it in the light of previously acquired knowledge.  She is drawing on Erfahrung.  This is subtly reinforced by the tableau being placed in a context of what is habitual and familiar to her: the almost daily walk, the drawing room she usually occupies.  It is noteworthy, too, that her insight occurs after she has passed through a number of chambers: the spatial configuration reinforces the sense that her insight is the result of an incremental process.  Her perception of the intimacy between Osmond and Madame Merle—though, of course, James does not describe it as such explicitly—is an ‘oh, now I get it’ kind of moment—and the ‘now’ is a crucial component of the ‘getting’.  It is also significant that Isabel perceives the tableau (or so it seems) quite by chance.  As Peter Osborne observes, Benjamin describes Erfahrung as ‘accumulated and frequently unconscious data’.
  How then, asks Osborne, as Adorno did before him, ‘are such data to be retrieved, if not through the experimental procedure of systematic chance?’
  Here the long novel comes into its own as a generic vehicle for conveying how Erfahrung works: across a lengthy text, the infrequency of chance encounters can be emphasized.  James does not miss the opportunity to exploit the attendant literary effects, varying the narrative pace of the novel by counterpointing the slow, ineluctable development of Erfahrung with the random suddenness of the moment of insight.
In demonstrating the functioning of Erfahrung—knowledge long incubated but nonetheless unacknowledged filtering into awareness—the passage exemplifies a reading strategy that may also aptly be applied to it.  Importantly, this also resonates with Benjamin’s perception of Erfahrung as ‘a matter of tradition, in collective as well as private life’:
 it is transferable, in other words (the means of transfer, for Benjamin, is storytelling).  The many bits of information which Isabel has absorbed concerning the relationship between her husband and Madame Merle cohere in this moment to inform her perception.  As I note, no comment is made on that relationship explicitly.  But, as readers, we too have noticed and absorbed the same bits of data over the course of the novel and so we can appreciate Isabel’s unarticulated conclusion.  Whatever other advantages and disadvantages it may confer, the long novel is a highly appropriate generic vehicle both for fostering and for depicting a species of perception based on memory, resemblance, repetition and recognition.
Speed-Reading: The Wings of the Dove
With this model in mind, I turn to the second scene, which is from James’s The Wings of the Dove (first published in 1902 and re-published in the New York edition in 1907).  In this passage, Milly Theale is in the National Gallery in London when she catches sight, first of Merton Densher and then of Kate Croy.  In what is described as an ‘unphraseable’ predicament, Milly is not supposed to know, at least as far as Kate is concerned, about the relationship between Kate and Densher, and Kate is not supposed to know what went on between Milly and Densher in New York.  The infinitely rapid cognitive processes in this complex encounter are precisely logged by James.  Milly’s eyes are ‘suddenly held’ by the apparition of Densher but all she absorbs at this point—before she has recognized him—is the ‘“English style”’ of the gentleman she is looking at.
  But in the ‘very act’ of ‘judging’ his bare head, she is ‘shaken by a knowledge of it’.
  These cognitive ‘successions’ are ‘swift’:
 indeed, Milly is simultaneously able to ask herself whether she should let Densher see her or not, note that she would not like him to catch her in the effort of preventing him from doing so and decide that he is too preoccupied to notice anything.  At this point, a second perception, even more violent than the first,
 intervenes: 

She [Milly] was unable to think afterwards how long she had looked at him before knowing herself as otherwise looked at; all she was coherently to put together was that she had had a second recognition without his having noticed her. The source of this latter shock was nobody less than Kate Croy—Kate Croy who was suddenly also in the line of vision and whose eyes met her eyes at their next movement. Kate was but two yards off—Mr. Densher wasn’t alone. Kate’s face specifically said so, for after a stare as blank at first as Milly’s it broke into a far smile. That was what, wonderfully—in addition to the marvel of their meeting—passed from her for Milly; the instant reduction to easy terms of the fact of their being there, the two young women, together. It was perhaps only afterwards that the girl fully felt the connection between this touch and her already established conviction that Kate was a prodigious person; yet on the spot she none the less, in a degree, knew herself handled and again, as she had been the night before, dealt with—absolutely even dealt with for her greater pleasure. A minute in fine hadn’t elapsed before Kate had somehow made her provisionally take everything as natural. The provisional was just the charm—acquiring that character from one moment to the other; it represented happily so much that Kate would explain on the very first chance. This left moreover—and that was the greatest wonder—all due margin for amusement at the way things happened, the monstrous oddity of their turning up in such a place on the very heels of their having separated without allusion to it. The handsome girl was thus literally in control of the scene by the time Merton Densher was ready to exclaim with a high flush, or a vivid blush—one didn’t distinguish the embarrassment from the joy—‘Why, Miss Theale: fancy!’ and ‘Why, Miss Theale: what luck!’

Here, in James’s delicate phrasing, Milly is simultaneously recognising Kate and recognising the situation that obtains between Kate and Densher.  When Milly’s eyes meet Kate’s and Kate, after an instant, smiles, there is a ‘reduction to easy terms of the fact of their being there’—later, Milly fully feels the connection between this ‘touch’ and her ‘already established conviction’ that Kate is a ‘prodigious person’.  As the encounter progresses—and these developments take place in a matter of seconds—Milly feels herself ‘handled’ by Kate, who makes her ‘take everything as natural’.  The ‘unphraseable’ predicament becomes a ‘controlled’ situation, neither funny nor anomalous, in which Densher is cast as a friend of both women and Milly understands that she can be of ‘most service’ by projecting a note of American ‘spontaneity’.  In other words, in the space of a few minutes and without anything being expressly articulated, Milly has ‘read’ the situation, including the directions wordlessly issued by Kate.  James even makes a joke of it, in a later remark that Milly ‘was to wonder in subsequent reflection what in the world they had actually said, since they had made such a success of what they didn’t say’.

In order fully to appreciate the epistemological functioning of this passage, a brief digression into Jamesian ‘scenic method’ is in order.  In his Preface to the New York edition of The Ambassadors, James refers back to The Wings of the Dove, claiming ‘scenic consistency’ on its behalf.
  The novel appears ‘as little scenic as possible’, he writes, to the reader who is ‘just looking’, but ‘it sharply divides itself […] into the parts that prepare, that tend in fact to over-prepare, for scenes, and the parts, or otherwise into the scenes, that justify and crown the preparation’.
  ‘It may definitely be said,’ he continues, ‘that everything in it that is not scene […] is discriminated preparation, is the fusion and synthesis of picture.’
  These notions of scene and preparation-for-scene resemble what David Ellison, referring to Proust, has described as the ‘peristaltic’ rhythm of the long novel, in which shorter episodes exert narrative ‘pressure’ on set-piece scenes which either follow or precede them, and therefore work to ‘overshadow’ or ‘undercut’ them.
  If, in Proust’s roman fleuve, the peri-stellein or placing-around emphasises the discordance between the domains of the ethical and of the aesthetic, in the examples from James, the pre-scenes or preparations bring the act of Erfahrung-based reading into high focus.  For Milly, like Isabel, must read at speed, drawing on her accumulated knowledge of Kate and Densher—separately and together.  The reader—in possession of more data than Milly—is speed-reading, too, but this time appraising her reactions in the light of amassed information.  The passages from both novels represent a kind of narrative ‘squeeze’, and both are followed by scenes in the true sense—that is, in James’s dramatic sense—in which the cognitive pressure has been noticeably alleviated.

The peristaltic technique has both a narratological and an epistemological requirement.  The narrative requirement is length.  The epistemological requirement is a belief that knowledge can accumulate over time, that what has been known innately can be realised (if not articulated) and that perception may be a matter of recognition.  Such recognition should be distinguished from Benjamin’s notion of ‘recognizability’, expounded in The Arcades Project (1927-40): 
Every present (period) is defined through those images that are synchronic with it: each ‘now’ is the now of a particular recognizability. […] It is not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on what is past; rather image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation.

That combinatory flash of past and present is Jetztzeit, rather than a moment of Erfahrung-based recognition.  More helpful than Benjamin’s recognizability in this context are Terence Cave’s remarks on recognition or, to give it its classical name, anagnorisis.  ‘Recognition,’ Cave claims, is ‘a means of knowing which is different from rational cognition.  It operates surreptitiously, randomly, elliptically and often perversely, seizing on precisely those details that from a random point of view seem trivial.’
  This characterisation resonates with the Jamesian detail; the sudden, appraising glance; the loaded silence; the pregnant hesitation.  Cave cites Aristotle’s definition of anagnorisis as the movement from ignorance to knowledge, but in the two instances so far considered this might be redefined as the movement from knowledge to acknowledgement.

‘Reading here and there’: Dorothy Richardson’s Honeycomb
I turn now to the first of two scenes from Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage.  This is from the third novel in the series—or third chapter in the novel, as Richardson preferred it—Honeycomb, first published in 1917.  In Honeycomb, the protagonist and narrating consciousness, Miriam Henderson, is living with the Corrie family in their country house, looking after their two small children.  In the passage in question, Miriam is sitting reading by the fire: 

She sat long that night over her fire dipping into the strange book, reading passages here and there; feeling them come nearer to her than anything she had read before. She knew at once that she did not want to read the book through; that it was what people called a tragedy, that the author had deliberately made it a tragedy; something black and twisted and painful, painful came to her out of every page; but seriously to read it right through and be excited about the tragic story seemed silly and pitiful. The thought of Mrs. Corrie and Joey doing this annoyed her and impatiently she wanted to tell them that there was nothing in it, nothing in the things the author wanted to make them believe; that was fraud, humbug . . . they missed everything. They could not see through it, they read through to the happy ending or the sad ending and took it all seriously.  She struggled in thought to discover why it was she felt that these people did not read books and that she herself did.  She felt that she could look at the end, and read here and there a little and know; know something, something they did not know.  People thought it was silly, almost wrong to look at the end of a book.  But if it spoilt a book, there was something wrong about the book.  If it was finished and the interest gone when you know who married who, what was the good of reading at all?  It was a sort of trick, a sell. Like a puzzle that was no more fun when you had found it out.  There was something more in books than that . . . even Rosa Nouchette Carey and Mrs. Hungerford, something that came to you out of the book, any bit of it, a page, even a sentence and the ‘stronger’ the author was the more came.  That was why Ouida put those others in the shade, not, not, not because her books were improper.  It was her, herself somehow.  Then you read books to find the author!  That was it.  That was the difference . . . that was how one was different from most people. . . . Dear Eve; I have just discovered that I don’t read books for the story, but as a psychological study of the author . . . she must write that to Eve at once; to-morrow. It was rather awful and strange. It meant never being able to agree with people about books, never liking them for the same reasons as other people. . . . But it was true and exciting.  It meant . . . things coming to you out of books, people, not the people in the books, but knowing, absolutely, everything about the author.  She clung to the volume in her hand with a sense of wealth. Its very binding, the feeling of it, the sight of the slender serried edges of the closed leaves came to her as having a sacredness . . . and the world was full of books. . . . It did not matter that people went about talking about nice books, interesting books, sad books, ‘stories’ they would never be that to her.  They were people.  More real than actual people.  They came nearer.  In life everything was so scrappy and mixed up. In a book the author was there in every word.
 

It is not absolutely clear what Miriam is reading in this passage, though a little earlier she has been reading W. H. Mallock’s A Human Document (1892).  Mallock’s novel, as its ‘Introduction’ notes—the ‘Introduction’ frames and is part of the fiction—is comprised of ‘pages after pages of letters […] scraps of poetry, and various other documents’.
  The presence of this intertext in Honeycomb might seem to signal a cumulative model of reading, an amassing and synthesizing of bits of data.  But more specifically, Richardson characterizes Miriam’s act of reading as ‘dipping’, ‘reading passages here and there’; in fact, the phrase ‘reading here and there’ is repeated.  Miriam knows ‘at once’ that she does ‘not want to read the book through’; indeed, such linear reading seems ‘silly and pitiful’ and conventional narrative, with a resolution at the end—a ‘happy ending’ or a ‘sad ending’—seems ‘a sort of trick, a sell’.  Engaging in this ‘here and there’ reading, Miriam has a sudden insight that is ‘true and exciting’: ‘you read books to find the author!  That was it!  That was the difference’.  

This passage introduces subtle complexities into the Erfahrung-based model of reading, experience and insight.  The kind of reading that Miriam is engaged in here is non-linear, a fact which might suggest that any insight arising from it would be a-diachronic.  Her realization is certainly not epiphanic in the sense of Benjamin’s Jetztzeit and, at first glance, it may appear to resemble the raw immediacy of Erlebnis: it is significant that Miriam feels the passages ‘come nearer to her than anything she had read before’ and this point is reinforced by her clinging to the book when her insight occurs to her, absorbing its sensuous qualities: ‘Its very binding, the feeling of it, the sight of the slender serried edges of the closed leaves’.  But non-linear reading—disconnected and random reading—is not incompatible with a sense of insight as the outcome of experience accumulated over time.  

In an illuminating summary of philosophically-based critical approaches to Richardson, Rebecca Rauve Davis notes that Pilgrimage has been claimed to express both Berg sonian notions of flux and an ostensibly contrasting stability of self and reality (as well as logical empiricism, evolutionism, idealism, Emersonian transcendentalism and Husserlian intentionality of consciousness).
  Perceptively, Rauve Davis undoes the flux / stability opposition, proposing instead that Pilgrimage demonstrates Quaker-influenced ‘uncanny parallels’ with ‘Husserl’s description of immanent states’.
  As Rauve Davis points out, Miriam’s consciousness grows more complex as the character ages and the novel sequence progresses—a process that is mirrored in the prose.
  Erfahrung is inherent in this process, and Miriam’s ‘maturing consciousness’
 is representative of what Richardson herself described as the ideal woman who ‘is one with life’ and in whom ‘past, present, and future are together […] unbroken’.
  But Miriam often ‘pauses’,
 breaking this flowing unity in instants of special perception.  Rauve Davis characterizes such moments in terms of what Richardson called ‘memory proper’,
 which remains ‘in direct contact with truths that precede language’.
  ‘Memory proper,’ Richardson wrote, ‘gathers, can gather, and pile up its wealth only round universals, unchanging, unevolving verities that move neither backwards nor forwards and have neither speech nor language’.
  The repeated verb ‘to gather’ encapsulates the accumulated wisdom of Erfahrung—a notion that does not contradict Husserlian immanence but which illuminates the diachronic dimension of its functioning.

De-Experiencing: Dorothy Richardson’s Dimple Hill  

As Rauve Davis notes, in Pilgrimage Richardson evokes what has ‘neither speech nor language’ in terms of light.
  Light is always the first thing Miriam notices—particularly when she enters a new room for the first time.    In the final passage for consideration, a moment of Erfahrung-based cognition is conveyed as an intense photic phenomenon—an extended version of Isabel Archer’s ‘sudden flicker of light’.  It occurs in the twelfth novel or chapter of Pilgrimage, Dimple Hill, first published in 1938.  This is another scene of reading: Miriam, now at the Quaker Roscorlas’ retreat at Dimple Hill, is in the grounds reading a book whose author’s name is withheld:

A familiar quotation, one that for years she had carried about like an amulet and in the conflict of ideas had long since forgotten, appeared upon the page in a context that had not prepared her for its coming.  Before she could place it or recall the conclusion towards which it had always been a point of departure, it had struck down through her and vanished, leaving only the shock it had brought, a physical shock passing through her body, carrying with it all she knew and was, so that she found herself looking up to take astonished counsel with her forgotten surroundings and discovering, upon the upper foliage of a group of trees in the dense mass at the far end of the ridge, a patch of bright colour in a golden light so vivid that for a moment she seemed to discern, as if they were quite near, each of the varnished leaves.  Risen to her feet, she found the radiant patch more distant and less bright, a small splash of brilliant colour such as she had seen a thousand times before, picked out from a spread of dark tree-tops by a ray of haze-screened, shadowless sunlight.  But the rapture that had seized and filled her emptied being at the first sight of it still throbbed to and fro between herself and that far point upon the ridge, and still she felt the sudden challenge of that near, clear vision, like a signal calling for response; and like a smile, of amusement over her surprise.

‘I know,’ she heard herself exclaim towards the outspread scene whose grey light could no longer deceive.  ‘At last I know!  I have seen the smile of God.  Sly smile.’  Urging with tremulously apologetic fingers the book that with such faithful punctuality had served its turn, out of sight into a convenient pocket, she saw upon the jocund, sympathetically listening grass-blades at her feet a vestige of the vanished radiance and looked thence into her mind and found there, bathed in its full light, the far-off forgotten world from which she had fled and, with a last glance at the sunlit trees, turned to run and seek it there.

Here, the description of the qualities of the light initially takes the place of any description of the contents of the insight: all the reader knows is that perception has been enlarged.  This is evident here in the ‘patch of bright colour’, the ‘radiant patch’ which Miriam ‘discover[s]’.  The nature of this patch changes as she looks at it; it becomes ‘a small splash of brilliant colour such as she ha[s] seen a thousand times before’, but the first sight of it is something absolutely arresting.  It is almost instantaneous with the appearance of the familiar quotation.  This quotation has a momentary effect that is crucial, as it takes experience and epistemology to a point we have not yet encountered.  The quotation strikes down through Miriam and vanishes, ‘carrying with it all she knew and was’.  In other words, it has precisely the opposite effect to the one that might be expected from reading, whether rectilinear reading or the ‘here and there’ reading evoked in the passage from Honeycomb.  Instead of functioning as the culmination of understanding, it strips knowledge and being away.  This effect is something different even from Erlebnis, experience unmediated and in the raw.  It is, we might say, a de-experiencing.  Coming as it does, in the twelfth novel or chapter of a thirteen-part sequence, this moment seems almost to mock the lengthiness of this long modernist novel.  Despite the fact that the quotation has been in Miriam’s mind for a long time, the moment conveys, not an incubating consciousness, but a consciousness shocked and drained.  But an instant later, Miriam exclaims ‘I know’.  She perceives ‘a vestige of the vanished radiance’ on the grass-blades and finds in her mind, ‘bathed in its full light’, the ‘far-off forgotten world from which she had fled’.  Memory and experience—the components of Erfahrung—have re-entered her consciousness in a flood of illumination, that is.

Conclusion: Lengthiness
Despite its brevity—because of its brevity—this instant of de-experiencing in Richardson’s Dimple Hill is important.  It returns us to the sense of a crisis in transferable experience outlined at the beginning of this article.  Responding to the crisis, both James and Richardson write at length.  The scenes we have looked at both depict and demand reading based on memory, resemblance, repetition and recognition—reading that is dependent upon a history of noticing for which the long novel is the perfect generic host.  Lengthiness, that is to say, both dramatises and bestows Erfahrung.  But, for the briefest of moments, the passage from Richardson’s Dimple Hill seems to undermine its own generic vehicle: the loss of experience, the de-experiencing that it fleetingly conveys disputes the possibility of wisdom evolving over time and casts doubt on the very enterprise of long reading—a generic pessimism that might be thought to be one of the hallmarks of modernism.  The pessimism is salutary but momentary: an instant later, the golden light of Erfahrung floods back in.
* I am very grateful to Scott McCracken for his help in developing this article, though he should not be held responsible for anything it claims.
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