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Parte del Prólogo de James a la edición de 1908: 

I shall presently say why this small case so ranges itself, but must first 
refer more exactly to the thrill of appreciation it was immediately to excite in 
me. I saw it somehow at the very first blush as romantic – for the use, of 
course I mean, I should certainly have had to make of it – that Jane 
Clairmont, the half-sister of Mary Godwin, Shelley’s second wife and for a 
while the intimate friend of Byron and the mother of his daughter Allegra, 
should have been living on in Florence, where she had long lived, up to our 
own day, and that in fact, had I happened to hear of her but a little sooner, I 
might have seen her in the flesh. The question of whether I should have 
wished to do so was another matter – the question of whether I should n’t 
have preferred to keep her preciously unseen, to run no risk, in other words, 
by too rude a choice, of depreciating that romance-value which, as I say, it 
was instantly inevitable to attach (through association above all, with another 
signal circumstance) to her long survival. 

I had luckily not had to deal with the difficult option; difficult in such a 
case by reason of that odd law which somehow always makes the minimum 
of valid suggestion serve the man of imagination better than the maximum. 
The historian, essentially, wants more documents than he can really use; the 
dramatist only wants more liberties than he can really take. Nothing, 
fortunately, however, had, as the case stood, depended on my delicacy; I 
might have ‘looked up’ Miss Clairmont in previous years had I been earlier 
informed – the silence about her seemed full of the ‘irony of fate’; but I felt 
myself more concerned with the mere strong fact of her having testified for 
the reality and the closeness of our relation to the past than with any 
question of the particular sort of person I might have flattered myself I 
‘found’. I had certainly at the very least been saved the undue simplicity of 
pretending to read meanings into things absolutely sealed and beyond test 
or proof – to tap a fount of waters that could n’t possibly not have run dry. 
The thrill of learning that she had ‘overlapped’, and by so much, and the 
wonder of my having doubtless at several earlier seasons passed again and 
again, all unknowing, the door of her house, where she sat above, within call 
and in her habit as she lived, these things gave me all I wanted; I seem to 
remember in fact that my more or less immediately recognising that I 
positively ought n’t – ‘for anything to come of it’ – to have wanted more. I 
saw, quickly, how something might come of it thus; whereas a fine instinct 
told me that the effect of a nearer view of the case (the case of the 
overlapping) would probably have had to be quite differently calculable. It 
was really with another item of knowledge, however, that I measured the 
mistake I should have made in waking up sooner to the question of 
opportunity. That item consisted of the action taken on the premises by a 
person who had waked up in time, and the legend of whose consequent 
adventure, as a few spoken words put it before me, at once kindled a flame. 
This gentleman, an American of long ago, an ardent Shelleyite, a singularly 
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marked figure and himself in the highest degree a subject for a free sketch – 
I had known him a little, but there is not a reflected glint of him in The Aspern 
Papers – was named to me as having made interest with Miss Clairmont to 
be accepted as a lodger on the calculation that she would have Shelley 
documents for which, in the possibly not remote event of her death, he 
would thus enjoy priority of chance to treat with her representatives. He had 
at any rate, according to the legend, become, on earnest Shelley grounds, 
her yearning, though also her highly diplomatic, pensionnaire – but without 
gathering, as was to befall, the fruit of his design. 

Legend here dropped to another key; it remained in a manner 
interesting, but became to my ear a trifle coarse, or at least rather vague and 
obscure. It mentioned a younger female relative of the ancient woman as a 
person who, for a queer climax, had had to be dealt with; it flickered so for a 
moment and then, as a light, to my great relief, quite went out. It had 
flickered indeed but at the best – yet had flickered enough to give me my 
‘facts’, bare facts of intimation; which, scant handful though they were, were 
more distinct and more numerous than I mostly like facts: like them, that is, 
as we say of an etcher’s progressive subject, in an early ‘state’. Nine tenths 
of the artist’s interest in them is that of what he shall add to them and how he 
shall turn them. Mine, however, in the connexion I speak of, had fortunately 
got away from me, and quite of their own movement, in time not to crush me. 
So it was, at all events, that my imagination preserved power to react under 
the mere essential charm – that, I mean, of a final scene of the rich dim 
Shelley drama played out in the very theatre of our own ‘modernity’. This 
was the beauty that appealed to me; there had been, so to speak, a forward 
continuity, from the actual man, the divine poet, on; and the curious, the 
ingenious, the admirable thing would be to throw it backward again, to 
compress – squeezing it hard! – the connexion that had drawn itself out, and 
convert so the stretched relation into a value of nearness on our own part. In 
short I saw my chance as admirable, and one reason, when the direction is 
right, may serve as well as fifty; but if I ‘took over’, as I say, everything that 
was of the essence, I stayed my hand for the rest.  

 


