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Those parallel circumstances and kindred images, to which we readily
conform our minds, are, above all other writings, to be found in narratives
of the lives of particular persons; and therefore no species of writing seems
more worthy of cultivation than biography, since none can be more delight-
ful or more useful, none can more certainly enchain the beart by irresistible
interest, or more widely diffuse instruction to every diversity of condition.
Dr Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, No. 60, Saturday, October 13, 1750

As everybody knows, the fascination of reading biographies is irresistible.
No sooner have we opened the pages ... than the old illusion comes over us.
Here is the past and all its inhabitants miraculously sealed as in a magic
tank; all we bave to do is to look and to listen and to listen and to look and
soon little figures — for they are rather under life-size — will begin to move
and to speak, and as they move we shall arrange them in all sorts of patterns
of which they were ignorant, for they thought when they were alive that
they could go where they liked; and as they speak we shall read into their
sayings all kinds of meanings which never struck them, for they believed
when they were alive that they said straight off whatever came into their
heads. But once you are in a biography all is different.
Virginia Woolf, ‘I am Christina Rossetti’, in Collected
Essays, IV, 1967: 54

The trawling net fills, then the biographer hauls it in, sorts, throws back,
stores, fillets and sells. Yet consider what he doesn’t catch: there is always
far more of that. The biography stands, fat and worthy-burgherish on the
shelf, boastful and sedate: a shilling life will give you all the facts, a ten
pound one all the hypotheses as well. But think of everything that got away,
that fled with the last deathbed exhalation of the biographee. What chance
would the craftiest biographer stand against the subject who saw him com-
ing and decided to amuse himself?

Julian Barnes, Flaubert’s Parrot, 1985: 38
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Introduction

No-one, it seems, has a good word to say for biographers, not even the
biographers themselves. That their subjects are often critical, even abusive,
is only to be expected: ‘biografiends’ Joyce called them; ‘a disease of English
literature’ was George Eliot’s diagnosis of their work (quoted in Salwack,
1996: 37). But for biographers to turn upon themselves is uniquely odd.
Perhaps the current spate of self-vilification was triggered by guilt stirred by
Janet Malcolm’s analysis of the Plath biographies in which she describes the
biographer as a ‘professional burglar’ and accounts for the popularity of the
genre by its prurient and ‘transgressive nature’ (Malcolm, 1995: 9). Whatever
the cause, Dale Salwack’s (1996: 6} book on literary biography begins with
a catalogue of quotations from writers disgusted by biography; Michael
Holroyd (2003: 3-9) plays devil’s advocate in his entertaining ‘The Case
Against Biography’; and Mark Bostridge’s (2004) collection of essays by
practitioners is replete with self-conscious masochism. His Preface describes
biography, in a tone of nervous playfulness, as a ‘vice’ and acknowledges
that the biographer is often spoken of ‘as a scoundrel’. Then, successive
biographers indulge themselves in bouts of literary flagellation. Here are
half a dozen of them. They see themselves as ‘voyeurs’ (pp. 7, 44), as ‘vul-
tures’ (pp. 9, 54) and, in a string of equally nasty names, as ‘scavenger,
jackal, vampire, garbage-collector’ which, Hilary Spurling concedes, are ‘all
of them valid up to a point’ (p. 68)! They are seen, too, as guilty of a ‘bio-
graphical love’ between biographer and subject that is ‘obsessive, posses-
sive, irrational and perverse’ (p. 38), which, in turn, may lead to ‘a narcissist’s
wedding’ (p. 12). It is little wonder that the issue of such a marriage is likely
to be a malformed parasite: ‘intrusive, trivial, irrelevant and somehow
immoral’ (p. 50).

Faced with the practitioners’ lack of self-confidence, their subjects’ fre-
quent abuse, and the scepticism of academia, this defensiveness is under-
standable. However, by definition, anyone writing or reading a biography



xiv Introduction

assumes the relevance of the life to the works as part of the historical and
cultural context of literature. But it is an assumption that begs basic ques-
tions about the nature of the genre and what it offers the reader. It is these
questions that this book sets out to explore. Literary Biography: An
Introduction has two purposes: the main one is to discuss the principal
generic issues in a literary form of ambiguous nature and uncertain status;
the subsidiary and complementary aim is to show how the biographical
context can enrich the study of familiar canonical authors whose lives and
works mutually illuminate each other. As the title indicates, the book is
intended as an introduction for students and general readers. It is not an
attempt to theorise biography. This would require consideration of the genre
both from a historiographical point of view and, in a literary perspective,
from a historicist stance. Such an exploration would, no doubt, be revealing
in its complementary concerns for the textuality of historical representation
and the historicity of biographical texts. But it is an exploration beyond the
scope of this book. Where [ have drawn upon literary theory — especially in
Chapters 2 and 8, for example — I have aimed to do so in language that is
accessible without oversimplifying the ideas.

The book is selective, concentrating on those authors and biographers
whose writings open up the key generic issues. My principal examples are
taken from the mainstream literary canon — Shakespeare, Dickens, Blake,
Wordsworth, the Brontés, and a range of twentieth-century authors. Major
biographers from Dr Johnson, Boswell and Woolf to Holroyd, Holmes and
Lee are also drawn upon extensively. The book is selective also in that the
majority of subjects and biographers are British or Irish. I have found no
place to discuss the distinguished ‘Lives’ of Henry James by Leon Edel, or of
Edith Wharton by Hermione Lee, let alone biographies from European or
Commonwealth sources. There are, of course, losses here; but in the compe-
tition for space, my aim has been to illustrate different aspects of literary
biography with examples that will be most familiar to readers coming new
to the genre. There are also practical reasons for the selections I have made.
First, there are many more biographies about these subjects, stretching over
different historical periods, making the study of the genre richer, more
demanding, and more amenable to the teasing out of its characteristics.
Secondly, the works of these writers are both well known to the wider read-
ing public and specified on course programmes year after year, so that read-
ers are likely to find more points of contact and interest in these ‘Lives’ than
in any others.

How far can information about a poet or novelist be expected to clarify
the source of the works and illuminate the nature of the poetry or fiction
that we read? T. S. Eliot discussed this question in ‘The Frontiers of
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Criticism’ (1957), distinguishing between the ‘explanation’ of origins and
context, seeing it as ‘preparation’ for the ‘understanding and enjoyment of
literature’ which, he emphasises, is unique to each individual reader: “There
are ... many facts about which scholars can instruct me which will help me
to avoid definite misunderstanding; but a valid interpretation, I believe,
must be at the same time an interpretation of my own feelings when I read
la poem]’ (pp. 49-50, Eliot’s italics). Eliot acknowledges the uses of biog-
raphy but also sees the danger of it becoming a barrier to the appreciation
of the works, either through information overload, or through falsely
‘explaining’ poems or novels in non-literary, biographical terms (p. 52).
The biographical context of Eliot’s remarks is itself significant. They
occurred in a lecture to some 14,000 (1) people in a baseball stadium at the
University of Minnesota in Minneapolis and, as Eliot’s biographer com-
ments, no doubt with the memory of an interpretation of The Waste Land
in mind that provoked him to warn ‘against too much psychological or
biographical conjecture in the explication of poetry’ (Ackroyd, 1985: 317).
Reading the life in the works or reading the works through the life are the
Scylla and Charybdis between which literary biographers must navigate.
Unlike their counterparts in political or military fields, they sail in uniquely
dangerous waters. To one side, they face the hard rocks of historical data
which they ignore at their peril; to the other, a whirlpool of imaginative
literature which, for biographical purposes, is of uncertain depth and rele-
vance. Maintaining a steady, discriminating course which acknowledges
the importance of both bodies of evidence, without being subsumed by
either, is the special skill demanded of the literary biographer.

L R

The twelve chapters which make up this book exist in a federal relationship —
independent essays that set out to give a sense of the historical development
of the genre, to describe and account for its main characteristics, and to
illuminate its connections with the arts of fiction and portraiture. Given the
variations in the genre, any attempt to update the efforts at a typology,
made in the past by Clifford (1962) and Edel (1984) among others, seems
inappropriate. Instead, the diversity is best served by viewing literary biog-
raphy from a range of perspectives — historical, comparative, inferential,
auto/biographical and so on. As in any federation, there are not only different
roles but also contrary emphases, and occasional dissenting voices. So, here,
the roles of the first three chapters are to sketch the evolution of the genre,
to introduce the principal traits of a hybrid form that lies between history
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and fiction, and to look at the consequences for the reader. In subsequent
chapters, there are contrary emphases, for example, in listening to a biogra-
pher speaking about his practice, while others struggle with the dearth of
hard evidence in their search for Shakespeare, or read the lives of their sub-
jects alongside, behind or against the autobiographical images projected in
the works. And, in Chapter 4, there is a measure of dissent from the whole
biographical project in the subversive argument for the inevitable mytholo-
gizing of literary subjects. Yet, implicit in the notion of biomythography is
the view that the genre is an art supported by elements of craft, rather than
vice versa. It is this that holds this federal relationship together and is the
stance adopted throughout this book.

Chapter 1 begins with a discussion of the ambiguous status of literary
biography — a genre in vogue with the reading public yet still treated with a
mixture of suspicion and disdain in many academic circles. It offers a his-
torical sketch, identifying three phases of particular importance in the mid-
eighteenth century, the early twentieth century and the present day. The
contributions of the two major figures, Dr Johnson and Virginia Woolf,
are then considered both for their theoretical essays and in two key works,
The Life of Savage and Orlando, in order to show where the main issues in
literary biography originate and how they have developed.

Using concepts drawn from narratology, Chapter 2 shows how biogra-
phy’s handling of life stories is both like and unlike that of fiction. Narrative
is not neutral but imposes a shape on ‘real life histories’ involving selection,
continuity, coherence and closure. These four elements are discussed with
particular reference to examples of the beginnings, middles and endings of
biographies of the Brontés, Thomas Hardy and Jane Austen. Two features
unique to reading literary biography are identified: how readers must accom-
modate the image of the ‘implied author’ constructed from the author’s
works with that presented by the biography; and the asymmetrical time-
lines of the author’s ‘life narrative’ and ‘literary narrative’. Literary biogra-
phy is then shown to occupy an uncomfortable position between factual and
fictional truth, illustrated in different ways from Thomas Hardy’s self-
ghosted biography and from Mrs Gaskell’s Life of Charloite Bronté.

Chapter 3 considers the dualistic nature of the genre from the point of
view of the problems and benefits it presents for the reader. The first part
conceptualises the communication between biographer and reader that is
represented in the text. It argues that the hybrid character of biography, a
cross between verifiable historical information and aesthetic narrative, is
also reflected in the twofoldness of the writer’s task and the reader’s role. The
second part shows how this model works in practice through examining
two recent biographies of William Blake, one by G. E. Bentley, Jr with a
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‘documentary’ emphasis, the other by Peter Ackroyd with an ‘aesthetic’
emphasis. It exemplifies the differences, in particular by contrasting how
these two accounts deal with one of Blake’s central concepts, the “Two
Contrary States of the Human Soul’, which provides the theme for his Songs
of Innocence and Experience. The third part considers two potential prob-
lem areas that derive from biography’s hybrid form: the handling of histori-
cal data within the time-frame of the subject’s life; and the difficulties of
dealing with the ‘inner life’ of the subject’s mind and feelings. A brief final
section weighs up the problems and benefits of studying literary biography
and concludes that this genre offers readers uniquely important reading
lessons.

Myth-making is endemic in the life histories of novelists and poets.
Literary biographies are complicit in the process even when they seek to
demythologise their subjects. Chapter 4 outlines a five-phase development
in the Bronté myth as the paradigm of ‘biomythography’. Life-writings
about Byron, Dickens and Sylvia Plath are then shown to follow a similar
pattern and to exemplify, respectively, the characteristics of celebrity, idola-
try and martyrdom which typify myth-making and which literary biography
both helps to create and attempts to expose. The chapter concludes with ten
brief reflections on the notion of biomythography which substantiate its
claim to subvert any concept of life-writing based on a simplistic account of
supposed ‘facts’.

Chapter 5 is untypical in the prominence it gives to explicit discussion of
a writer’s works. To a greater or lesser extent, all literary biographers draw
inferences from their subject’s writings; but Shakespeare’s invisibility as a
man means that his plays and poems become the prime source of insight
into the mind that created them. Accordingly, the chapter summarises the
evidence for the ‘life’; such as it is, and then discusses what recent biogra-
phers infer about the thinking of their implied author in a representative
selection of his works. A final section assesses the patterns of thinking in
Shakespeare’s works which modern biographies reveal, in particular, the
increased sophistication in language and thinking around the middle of his
career, and his typical mode of representing ideas through the dialectical
conflict of characters and situations.

Chapter 6 on the relationship between biography and portraiture con-
sists largely of a gallery of ten portraits of poets and novelists, each with
an accompanying commentary which links these images to the lives, works
or times of the writers and to the artistic conventions of the period when the
paintings were created. Portraiture is seen as veering uneasily between aes-
thetic and referential values. The chapter questions the common notion
of these ‘sister arts’, finding some similarities in the cultural motivation
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behind them and in the uncomfortable position which both occupy within
the literary and visual arts while, at the same time, recognising their role in
canon formation within literary history, as well as their broad cultural
appeal.

Chapter 7 develops the theme of ‘lives and times’, acknowledging that
each age rewrites the biographies of its favoured authors in ways which
reflect the mores and literary conventions of the period. Any of the major
nineteenth-century novelists could be the focus, but Dickens is taken as a
particularly interesting example since not only have there been recurring
‘Lives’, but there is also a fascinating biographical conundrum to be explored
in the relationship between the private, domestic family man, the even more
private literary man at his writing desk, and the public man of affairs recog-
nised by all (and not least by himself) as a giant of the Victorian Age. These
relationships are discussed in respect of three major biographies: the
Victorian Dickens of John Forster, the Modern Dickens of Edgar Johnson,
and the Post-modern Dickens of Peter Ackroyd.

Self-representation in autobiographical literary works requires the biog-
rapher of the author to discriminate between the subject as a historical per-
son and the persona projected into the text and mediated by literary
technique. The difficulties are particularly acute when the author’s self-
creation is dedicated to accounting for the growth and development of an
artistic life. Chapter 8 focuses upon William Wordsworth’s The Prelude and
James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man as the two seminal
texts and considers the implications for biographers who must view the lives
of their subjects through an autobiographical screen. Following suggestions
by Paul de Man, it argues that autobiographical writing is both ‘mask’ and
‘metaphor’ and it draws some conclusions about literary auto/biography,
concentrating particularly upon the gaps and temporal qualities of narra-
tive, the synthetic operation of memory, and the effect of literary forms and
language in the self-creation of the subject.

In the interview recorded in Chapter 9, we can listen to a biographer’s
reflections upon the practice of his craft — or, should one say, his art? For
one of the issues that arises from the conversation with Wilfred Owen’s
biographer, Dominic Hibberd, is his role in relation to his subject, in this
case, one that lies somewhere between the detached historian and the ardent
storyteller. The conversation covers three broad areas: first, the develop-
ment of the biographer’s initial interest in the subject, the handling of
sources, the management of data and the process of composition; secondly,
the main themes that emerge in the portrait of Owen — his reading, his reli-
gious upbringing, his sexual orientation, his class-conscicusness — and how
they bear upon his writing; and thirdly, some wider generic issues such as
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the justification for a new biography, and the relationship that develops
between the biographer and the subject.

Chapter 10 considers five modern biographies of twentieth-century
subjects — Graham Greene, Bernard Shaw, T. S, Eliot, George Orwell and
Philip Larkin. It gives a critical pen portrait of each writer as seen through
the eyes of their biographer and sets each ‘Life’ in the context of the literary
estate that has (or in one case, has not) sanctioned its publication. Some
tentative conclusions are then drawn about how biographers respond to
their subject’s literary persona and about the different relationships biogra-
phers forge with authors and their literary estates.

Chapter 11 revisits the relationship between history and fiction in life-
writing initiated in the opening two chapters. It focuses on the making of
scenes and stories as the fundamental building blocks in biography. It pur-
sues this theme through close readings of two famous dinner parties:
Boswell’s account of Dr Johnson’ meeting with John Wilkes, and Virginia
Woolf’s description of Mrs Ramsay’s dinner party in To The Lighthouse.
The analyses of the theatrical scenes of the one and the painterly scenes of
the other highlight the similarities and differences in scene-making in biog-
raphy and fiction.

The final chapter gives a brief summary of the main themes of earlier
chapters and speculates about future directions in literary biography.
However literary biography is represented in the dualisms of history and
fiction, craft and art, the life and the works, its hybrid nature asserts itself.
This generic ‘looseness’ suggests that, despite its inbred conservatism,
twenty-first-century biography may develop in new ways in which, as in
Jonathan Coe’s ‘story of B. S. Johnson’, the ‘Life’ is not represented in a
smooth narrative but reflects, in its style and form, something of the jagged-
ness of the subject’s own life and work. Or, as exemplified by Nicholl on
Shakespeare, Bodenheimer on Dickens and Wroe on Shelley, the conven-
tional chronology of the life narrative is set aside as these biographers
employ different means to probe beneath the continuity of its events.

The question of the difference between non-fiction narrative and fiction
remains the central one. ‘All good biographers struggle with a particular
tension between the scholarly drive to assemble facts as dispassionately as
possible and the novelistic urge to find shape and meaning within the appar-
ently random circumstances of a life. We make sense of life by establishing
“significant” facts, and by telling “revealing” stories’ (Holmes, in France &
St Clair, 2002: 16-17). As the examples discussed in this book amply dem-
onstrate, the biographer’s task is more complex than that of the novelist. If
we allow that biography is an ‘art’, we must also recognise that the creative
impulse expresses itself in a different way from that of the novelist. To
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develop a point made by David Cecil, the novelist’s creativity shows itself
mainly in invention, in the power to create characters, to put them in scenes,
and to tell stories about them; the biographet’s creativity shows itself in
interpretation, in a capacity to discover in the scenes and anecdotes and the
mass of other raw material the dominant, thematic life story to be fashioned
into a work of art. Cecil continues: ‘Like the maker of pictures in mosaic,
his [the biographer’s] art is one of arrangement; he cannot alter the shape of
his material, his task is to invent a design into which the hard little stones of
fact can be fitted as they are’ (Cecil, in Clifford, 1962: 153). The analogy is
apt: no-one would deny that a mosaic is a work of art; equally, no-one can
ignore the amount of sheer craft that goes into its composition.
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