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The Tragedy of Error
by Henry James

LEE Haruki

When literary critics discuss Henry James’s works, they tend to mainly focus on James's
later works that are stylistically very sophisticated and difficult to read. But in the early
years in James's career, he writes a considerable number of short stories that are relatively
easy to read.

Seymour Chatman points out in his Story and Discourse two types of narrative. One, a
narrative with a resolved plot, and one with a revealed plot. According to his dichotomy,
James’s later works are defined as having “revealed plots” and his earlier works as having
“resolved plots.”

“The Tragedy of Error” was written in 1864 at the age of 21, one of his earliest works.
This story deals with a woman named Hortense having an affair with one M. de Meyrau in
her husband's absence. But in the beginning of the story, she learns that her husband will
return soon after. She resolves to do away with her husband through a hired killer. At the
end of the story, an ironic turn of events takes place, and it is her lover Meyrau who is
robbed of his life. As you can see, this story is purely written for entertainment purposes.
In other words, this is a story of a resolved plot. In his earlier career, James wrote many
short stories with resolved plots in contrast to his later novels.

To date, the vast majority of James's translations consist of his later novels, dealing with
revealed plot novels. However, by omitting his early resolved short stories, an enormous
void of understanding remains. The purpose of this translation of this short story is to
remedy this error and fill the void.
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