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Note

Ah, you publishing scoundrel!

IN 1887, THE GREAT American novelist and critic Henry James
(1843-1916) discovered that Byron’s mistress Jane Clairmont had sur-
vived into great but obscure old age in Florence, where she had lived
with a middle-aged niece and a cache of Byron and Shelley letters. An
acquaintance told him the story of a fanatical American admirer of
Shelley who had tried to acquire some of the poet’s papers from the
niece on Miss Clairmont’s death in 1879. He fled when she offered
him a bargain: she would give him the papers if he would marry her.
James was fascinated by the idea of such a characteristic, almost myth-
ical, figure of the Romantic era living on in his own prosaic time; his
imagination was equally engaged by issues of trust, betfayal and ma-
nipulation suggested by the existence of the letters and the desire of the
world to see them. These thoughts were his inspiration for “The Aspern
Papers,” the “most brilliant” of James’s tales, in the words of his biogra-
pher Leon Edel.

James’s ironic novella is narrated by an unnamed critic who has
made a career of promoting the reputation of the poet Jeffrey Aspern,
a contemporary of Shelley and Byron. He goes to Venice to approach
the elderly Juliana Bordereau, Aspern’s surviving lover, whose contin-
ued existence he has, to his surprise, only recently become aware of: “it
was as if [ had been told Mrs. Siddons was [alive], or Queen Caroline,
or the famous Lady Hamilton, for it seemed to me that she belonged to
a generation as extinct.” Miss Bordereau lives in genteel poverty in a
dilapidated palazzo with her unmarried, fiftyish niece and, he believes,
has in her possession a trove of Aspern’s “relics and tokens” which he
dearly wishes to possess and publish. Once the inspiration for the lyrics
of the great Romantic poet, the old lady is now a severe and forbidding
personage in a green eyeshade, interested mainly in acquiring money,
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v Note

although not by selling the Aspern Papers. These she has no interest in
allowing anyone to see, since they concern her private life and “she
hasn’t the feelings of the day” in favor of exposure and publicity. To
achieve his ends, therefore, th& Trarrator begins a disiagenuous cam-
aign of ingratiation: “Hypocrisy, duplicity are my only chance.

P I-gle soon finds that hi};l.) onlyyoptl%)ffig‘yto cultivate Miss Tina, the
niece. He makes little progress until after Miss Bordereau’s death—
which may have been precipitated by her discovery of him attempting
to pry open her desk (“Ah, you publishing scoundrel!” she exclaims,
before collapsing). And then, as it turns out, Miss Tina is not unwilling
to help him—at a price. But despite his determination that “there’s no
baseness I wouldn’t commit for Jeffrey Aspern’s sake,” he finds that the
price is more than he can bring himself to pay. The consequences of
not paying it, however, are also disturbing. =~~~

Told by a narrator whose deceptions are perhaps not limited to their
intended objects, “The Aspern Papers” is a meditation on the sense of
history, a study in deceit and betrayal, and a dark comedy of conflicting
desires, bad faith, egotism and coldhearted manipulation.

“The Aspern Papers” was originally published in the Atlantic
Monthly in 1888, and in volume form later that same year. The text
published here is the revised verion of 1908, from Volume XII of the
New York Edition of James’s collected works, along with the relevant
portion of the Preface to that volume.

Henry James, it is worth noting; “built one of the biggest bonfires in
Anglo-American literary history” (Edel) when in 1909 he destroyed 40
years’ worth of his own private papers, letters and photographs. In 1915,
only months before he died, he burned pretty much everything that re-
mained, and whatever he had accumulated since.



Preface

From the Preface to Volume XII of The Novels and Tales of Henry
James (the New York Edition), 1908. .

I not only recover with ease, but I delight to recall, the first impulse
given to the idea of “The Aspern Papers.” It is at the same time tfue that
my present mention of it may perhaps too effectually dispose of any
complacent claim to my having “found” the situation. Not that I quite
know indeed what situations the seeking fabulist does “find”; he seeks
them enough assuredly, but his discoveriesare, like those of the navi-

ator, the chemist, the biologist, scarce more than alert recogriitions.
He comes upon the interesting thing as Columbus came upon the isle
of San Salvador, becauise he had moved in the right direction for it—
also because he knew, with the encounter, what “making land” then
and there represented. Nature had so placed it, to profit—if as profit we
may measure the matter! —by his fine unrest, just as history, “literary
history” we in this connexion call it, had in an out-of-the-way corner of
the great garden of life thrown off a curious flower that I was to feel
worth gathering as soon as I saw it. I got wind of my positive fact, I fol-
lowed the scent. It was in Florence years ago; which is precisely, of the
whole matter, what I like most to remember. The air of the old-time
Italy invests it, a mixture that on the faintest invitation I rejoice again
to inhale—and this in spite of the mere cold renewal, ever, of the in-
firm side of that felicity, the sense, in the whole element, of things too
numerous, too deep, too obscure, too strange, or even simply too beau-
tiful, for any ease of intellectual relation. One must pay one’s self
largely with words, I think, one must induce almost any “Italian sub-
ject” to make believe it gives up its secret, in order to keep at all on
working —or call them perhaps rather playing—terms with the general
impression. We entertain it thus, the impression, by the aid of a merci-
ful convention which resembles the fashion of our intercourse with
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vi Preface

Iberians or Orientals whose form of courtesy places everything they
have at our disposal. We thank them and call upon them, but without
acting on their professions. The offer has been too large and our assur-
ance is too small; we peep at most into two or three of the chambers of
their hospitality, with the rest of the case stretching beyond our ken and
escaping our penetration. The pious fiction suffices; we have entered,
we have seen, we are charmed. So, right and left, in Italy—before the
great historic complexity at least— penetration fails; we scratch at the
extensive surface, we meet the perfunctory smile, we hang about in the
golden air. But we exaggerate our gathered values only if we are emi-
nently witless. It is fortunately the exhibition in all the world before
which, as admirers, we can most remain superficial without feeling
silly.

/{ll of which I note, however, perhaps with too scant relevance to the
inexhaustible charm of Roman and Florentine memories. Off the
ground, at a distance, our fond indifference to being “silly” grows
fonder still; the working convention, as I have called it—the conven-
tion of the real revelations and surrenders on one side and the real im-
mersions and appreciations on the other—has not only nothing to keep
it down, but every glimpse of contrast, every pang of exile and every
nostalgic twinge to keep it up. These latter haunting presences in fact,
let me note, almost reduce at first to a mere blurred, sad, scarcely con-
solable vision this present revisiting, re-appropriating impulse. There
are parts of one’s past, evidently, that bask consentingly and serenely
enough in the light of other days—which is but the intensity of
thought; and there are other parts that take it as with agitation and pain,
a troubled consciousness that hieaves as with the disorder of drinking it
deeply in. So it is at any rate, fairly in too thick and rich a retrospect,
that I see my old Venice of “The Aspern Papers,” that I see the still ear-
lier one of Jeffrey Aspern himself, and that I see even the comparatively
recent Florence that was to drop into my ear the solicitation of these
things. I would fain “lay it on” thick for the very love of them —that at
least I may profess; and, with the ground of this desire frankly admitted,
something that somehow makes, in the whole story, for a romantic har-
mony. I have had occasion in the course of these remarks to define my
sense of the romantic, and am glad to encounter again here an instance
of that virtue as I understand it. I shall presently say why this small case
so ranges itself, but must first refer more exactly to the thrill of appre-
ciation 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 cer-
tainly have had to make of it—that Jane Clairmont, the half-ister 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
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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
shouldn’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 inevitably 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, de-
pended on my delicacy; I might have “looked up” Miss Clairmont in
previous years had Ibeen 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 close-
ness 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 couldn’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; [ seem
to remember in fact that my more or less immediately recognising that
I positively oughtn’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 cal-
culable. 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 marked figure and himself in the high-
est 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
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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 in-
teresting, 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 pro-
gressive 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 con-
nexion 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, everlything that was of the
essence, I stayed my hand for the rest. The Italian side of the legend
closely clung; if only because the so possible terms of my Juliana’s life
in the Italy of other days could make conceivable for her the fortunate
privacy, the long uninvaded and uninterviewed state on which I repre-
sent her situation as founded. Yes, a surviving unexploited un-
paragraphed Juliana was up to a quarter of a century since still -
supposeable —as much so as any such buried treasure, any such grave
unprofaned, would defy probability now. And then the case had the air
of the past just in the degree in which that air, I confess, most appeals
to me—when the region over which it hangs is far enough away with-
out being too far. '

I delight in a palpable imaginable visitable past—in the nearer dis-
tances and the clearer mysteries, the marks and signs of a world we may
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reach over to as by making a long arm we grasp an object at the other
end of our own table. The table is the one, the common expanse, and
where we lean, so stretching, we find it firm and continuous. That, to
my imagination, is the past fragrant of all, or of almost all, the poetry of
the thing outlived and lost and gone, and yet in which the precious el-
ement of closeness, telling so of connexions but tasting so of differ-
ences, remains appreciable. With more moves back the element of the
appreciable shrinks—just as the charm of looking over a garden-wall
into another garden breaks down when successions of walls appear.
The other gardens, those still beyond, may be there, but even by use of
our longest ladder we are baffled and bewildered —the view is mainly
a view of barriers. The one partition makes the place we have won-
dered about other, both richly and recogniseably so; but who shall pre-
tend to impute an effect of composition to the twenty? We are divided
of course between liking to feel the past strange and liking to feel it fa-
miliar; the difficulty is, for intensity, to catch it at the moment when the
scales of the balance hang with the right evenness. I say for intensity,
for we may profit by them in other aspects enough if we are content to
measure or to feel loosely. It would take me too far, however, to tell why
the particular afternoon light that I thus call intense rests clearer to my
sense on the Byronic age, as I conveniently name it, than on periods
more protected by the “dignity” of history. With the times beyond, in-
trinsically more “strange,” the tender grace, for the backward vision,
has faded, the afternoon darkened; for any time nearer to us the special
effect hasn’t begun. So there, to put the matter crudely, is the appeal I
fondly recognise, an appeal residing doubtless more in the “special ef-
fect,” in some deep associational force, than in a virtue more intrinsic.
I am afraid I must add, since I allow myself so much to fantasticate, that
the impulse had more than once taken me to project the Byronic age
and the afternoon light across the great sea, to see in short whether as-
sociation would carry so far and what the young century might pass for
on that side of the modern world where it was not only itself so irre-
mediably youngest, but was bound up with youth in everything else.
There was a refinement of curiosity in this imputation of a golden
strangeness to American social facts—though I cannot pretend, I fear,
that there was any greater wisdom. :

Since what it had come to then was, harmlessly enough, cultivating
a sense of the past under that close protection, it was natural, it was
fond and filial, to wonder if a few of the distilled drops mightn’t be gath-
ered from some vision of, say, “old” New York. Would that human con-
geries, to aid obligingly in the production of a fable, be conceivable as
“taking” the afternoon light with the right happy slant?—or could a
recogniseable reflexion of the Byronic age, in other words, be picked
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up on the banks of the Hudson? (Only just there, beyond the great sea,
if anywhere: in no other connexion would the question so much as
raise its head. I admit that Jeffrey Aspern isn’t even feebly localised, but
I thought New York as I projected him.) It was “amusing,” in any case,
always, to try experiments; and the experiment for the right transposi-
tion of my Juliana would be to fit her out with an immortalising poet
as transposed as herself. Delicacy had demanded, I felt, that my appro-
priation of the Florentine legend should purge it, first of all, of refer-
ences too obvious; so that, to begin with, I shifted the scene of the ad-
venture. Juliana, as I saw her, was thinkable only in Byronic and more
or less immediately post-Byronic Italy; but there were conditions in
which she was ideally arrangeable, as happened, especially in respect
to the later time and the long undetected survival; there being ab-
solutely no refinement of the mouldy rococo, in human or whatever
other form, that you may not disembark at the dislocated water-steps of
almost any decayed monument of Venetian greatness in auspicious
quest of. It was a question, in fine, of covering one’s tracks—though
with no great elaboration I am bound to admit; and I felt I couldn’t
cover mine more than in postulating a comparative American Byron to
match an American Miss Clairmont—she as absolute as she would. I
scarce know whether best to say for this device to-day that it cost me
little or that it cost me much; it was “cheap” or expensive according to
the degree of verisimilitude artfully obtained. If that degree appears nil
the “art,” such as it was, is wasted, and my remembrance of the con-
tention, on the part of a highly critical friend who at that time and later
on often had my ear, that it had been simply foredoomed to be wasted,
puts before me the passage in the private history of “The Aspern
Papers” that I now find, I confess, most interesting. I comfort myself for
the needful brevity of a present glance at it by the sense that the gen-
eral question involved, under criticism, can’t but come up for us again
at higher pressure.

My friend’s argument bore then —at the time and afterward —on my
vicious practice, as he maintained, of postulating for the purpose of my
fable celebrities who not only hadn’t existed in the conditions I im-
puted to them, but who for the most part (and in no case more
markedly than in that of Jeffrey Aspern) couldn’t possibly have done so.
The structure was to apply itself to a whole group of short fictions in
which I had, with whatever ingenuity, assigned to several so-called em-
inent figures positions absolutely unthinkable in our actual encom-
passing air, an air definitely unfavourable to certain forms of eminence.
It was vicious, my critic contended, to flourish forth on one’s page
“great people,” public persons, who shouldn’t more or less square with
our quite definite and calculable array of such notabilities; and by this
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rule I was heavily incriminated. The rule demanded that the “public
person” portrayed should be at least of the tradition, of the general
complexion, of the face-value, exactly, of some past or present pro-
ducible counterfoil. Mere private figures, under one’s hand, might cor-
respond with nobody, it being of their essence to be but narrowly
known,; the represented state of being conspicuous, on the other hand,
involved before anything else a recognition—and none of my eminent
folk were recogniseable. It was all very well for instance to have put
one’s self at such pains for Miriam Rooth in “The Tragic Muse”; but
there was misapplied zeal, there a case of pitiful waste, crying aloud to
be denounced. Miriam is offered not as a young person passing unno-
ticed by her age —like the Biddy Dormers and Julia Dallows, say, of the
same book, but as a high rarity, a time-figure of the scope inevitably at-
tended by other commemorations. Where on earth would be then
Miriam’s inscribed “counterfoil,” and in what conditions of the con-
temporary English theatre, in what conditions of criticism, of appreci-
ation, under what conceivable Anglo-Saxon star, might we take an artis-
tic value of this order either for produced or for recognised? We are, as
a “public,” chalk-marked by nothing, more unmistakeably, than by the
truth that we know nothing of such values—any more than, as my
friend was to impress on me, we are susceptible of consciousness of
such others (these in the sphere of literary eminence) as my Neil
Paraday in “The Death of the Lion,” as my Hugh Vereker in “The
Figure in the Carpet,” as my Ralph Limbert, above all, in “The Next
Time,” as sundry unprecedented and unmatched heroes and martyrs of
the artistic ideal, in short, elsewhere exemplified in my pages. We shall
come to these objects of animadversion in another hour, when I shall
have no difficulty in producing the defence I found for them —since,
obviously, I hadn’t cast them into the world all naked and ashamed;
and I deal for the moment but with the stigma in general as Jeffrey
Aspern carries it.

The charge being that I foist upon our early American annals a dis--
tinguished presence for which they yield me absolutely no warrant—
“Where, within them, gracious heaven, were we to look for so much as
an approach to the social elements of habitat and climate of birds of
that note and plumage?”—I find his link with reality then just in the
tone of the picture wrought round him. What was that tone but exactly,
but exquisitely, calculated, the harmless hocus-pocus under cover of
which we might suppose him to have existed? This tone is the tone, ar-
tistically speaking, of “amusement,” the current floating that precious
influence home quite as one of those high tides watched by the smug-
glers of old might, in case of their boat’s being boarded, be trusted to
wash far up the strand the cask of foreign liquor expertly committed to
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it. If through our lean prime Western period no dim and charming
ghost of an adventurous lyric genius might by a stretch of fancy flit, if
the time was really too hard to “take,” in the light form proposed, the
elegant reflexion, then so much the worse for the time —it was all one
could say! The retort to that of course was that such a plea represented
no “link” with reality—which was what was under discussion—but
only a link, and flimsy enough too, with the deepest depths of the arti-
ficial: the restrictive truth exactly contended for, which may embody
my critic’s last word rather of course than my own. My own, so far as [
shall pretend in that especial connexion to report it, was that one’s war-
rant, in such a case, hangs essentially on the question of whether or no
the false element imputed would have borne that test of further devel-
opment which so exposes the wrong and so consecrates the right. My
last word was, heaven forgive me, that, occasion favouring, I could have
perfectly “worked out” Jeffrey Aspern.
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I HAD taken Mrs. Prest into my confidence; without her in truth I
should have made but little advance, for the fruitful idea in the whole
business dropped from her friendly lips. It was she who found the short
cut and loosed the Gordian knot. It is not supposed easy for women to
rise to the large free view of anything, anything to be done; but they
sometimes throw off a bold conception —such as a man wouldn’t have
risen to—with singular serenity. “Simply make them take you in on the
footing of a lodger™—1 dom TThink that unaided I should have risen to
that. I was beating about the bush, trying to be ingenious, wondering
by what combination of arts I might become an acquaintance, when
she offered this happy suggestion that the way to become an acquain-
tance was first to become an intimate. Her actual knowledge of the
Misses Bordereau was scarcely larger than mine, and indeed I had
brought with me from England some definite facts that were new to -
her. Their name had been mixed up ages before with one of the great-
est names of the century, and they now lived obscurely in Venice, lived
on very small means, unvisited, unapproachable, in a sequestered and
dilapidated old palace: this was the substance of my friend’s impression
of them. She herself had been established in Venice some fifteen years
and had done a great deal of good there; but the circle of her benevo-
lence had never embraced the two shy, mysterious and, as was some-
how supposed, scarcely respectable Americans—they were believed to
have lost in their long exile all national quality, besides being as their
name implied of some remoter French affiliation—who asked no
favours and desired no attention. In the early years of her residence she
had made an attempt to see them, but this had been successful only as
regards the little one, as Mrs. Prest called the niece; though in fact I af-
terwards found her the bigger of the two in inches. She had heard Miss .
Bordereau was ill and had a suspicion she was in want, and had gone
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to the house to offer aid, so that if there were suffering, American suf-
fering in particular, she shouldn’t have it on her conscience. The
“little one” had received her in the great cold tarnished Venetian sala,
the central hall of the house, paved with marble and roofed with dim
cross-beams, and hadn’t even asked her to sit down. This was not en-
couraging for me, who wished to sit so fast, and I remarked as much to
Mrs. Prest. She replied however with profundity “Ah, but there’s all the
difference: I went to confer a favour and you'll go to ask one. If they’re
proud you’ll be on the right side.” And she offered to show me their
house to begin with—to row me thither in her gondola. I let her know
I had already been to look at it half a dozen times; but I accepted her
invitation, for it charmed me to hover about the place. I had made my
way to it the day after my arrival in Venice—it had been described to
me in advance by the friend in England to whom I owed definite in-
formation as to their possession of the papers—Ilaying siege to it with
my eyes while I considered my plan of campaign. Jeffrey Aspern had
never been in it that I knew of, but some note of his voice seemed to
abide there by a roundabout implication and in a “dying fall.”

Mrs. Prest knew nothing about the papers, but was interested in my
curiosity, as always in the joys and sorrows of her friends. As we went,
however, in her gondola, gliding there under the sociable hood with
the bright Venetian picture framed on either side by the movable win-
dow, I saw how my eagerness amused her and that she found my inter-
est in my possible spoil a fine case of monomania. “One would think
you expected from it the answer to the riddle of the universe,” she said,;
and I denied the impeachment only by replying that if [ Kad to choose
between that precious solution and a bundle of Jeffrey Aspern’s letters
I knew indeed which would appear to me the greater boon. She pre-
tended to make light of his genius and I took no pains to defend him.
One doesn’t defend one’s god: one’s god is in himself a defence.
Besides, today, after his long comparative obscuration, he hangs high
in the heaven of our literature for all the world to see; he’s a part of the
light by which we walk. The most I said was that he was no doubt not
a woman’s poet; to which she rejoined aptly enough that he had been
at least Miss Bordereau’s. The strange thing had been for me to dis-
cover in England that she was still alive: it was as if [ had been told Mrs.
Siddons was, or Queen Caroline, or the famous Lady Hamilton, for it
seemed to me that she belonged to a generatign as extinct. “Why she
must be tremendously old —at least a hundred,’L had said; but on com-
ing to consider dates I saw it not strictly involved that she should have
far exceeded the common span. None the less she was of venerable age
. and her relations with Jeffrey Aspern had occurred in her early wom-
anhood. “That’s her excuse,” said Mrs. Prest half-sententiously and yet



