
THE TURNING KEY 
Autobiography and the Subjective 

Impulse since 1800 

Jerome Hamilton Buckley 

H A R V A R D U N I V E R S I T Y P R E S S 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England 

1984 



Copyright © 1984 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College 

All rights reserved 

Printed in the United States of America 

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

This book is printed on acid-free paper, and its binding materials have 
been chosen for strength and durability. 

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data 

Buckley, Jerome Hamilton. 
The turning key. 

Includes bibliographical references and index. 
1. English prose literature—History and criticism. 

2. Autobiography. 3. Subjectivity in literature. 
4. Seif in literature. 5. Authors, English—Biography. 
I. Tide. 
PR7S6.A9B8 1984 820'.9'353 83-13033 
ISBN 0-674-91330-2 



TO 
MADELEINE DORAN 

AND 
SAN AND CARL WOODRING 



P R E F A C E 

M> LANY recent studies of autobiography describe that 
elusive genre in current "new-critical" terms, linguistic, 
structuralist, or deconstructionist. Some alert us to the im-
precision and ambiguity of all language of the seif. Most, 
seeking to establish the integrity of the text as an inde-
pendent artifact with its own deep structure, assume the 
"death" or absence or irrelevance of the author, or at least 
an essential difference between the printed life and any 
actual lived experience. Nearly all regard autobiography as 
a process of semifictional self-creation, with little or no nec-
essary parallel to an extratextual fact or truth, but with some 
attention, nonetheless, to an "intertextuality," which offers 
patterns to imitate or reject and some common Conventions 
of self-depiction. 

The notes appended to the present book acknowledge my 
awareness of such criticism and at times my considerable 
indebtedness to it. Yet my own purpose and approach are 
somewhat different, for I am here concerned more with the 
function of autobiography than with a definition of its form. 
Though I should not wish to ignore the aesthetic dimension 
and impact of a self-history as a literary object in itself, I 
have chosen first of all to explore what I have called "the 
subjective impulse," the writer's assumption that he or she-
may or even must confess, explain, divulge, or simply dis-
play an innermost seif to a putative audience. 

Vll 
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Like other students of the genre, I recognize the place of 
St. Augustine in the autobiographical tradition, and I pause 
to pay tribute to his influence. But, again like others, I see 
a distinct difference—in intention, method, and quality of 
self-consciousness—between Augustine's Confessions in the 
fourth Century and Rousseau's in the eighteenth, and I ac-
cept as essentially valid the claims of Rousseau and of 
Wordsworth a generation later that, in diverse ways, their 
extended self-revelations were indeed quite unprecedented. 
Though my second chapter glances at a few earlier subjec-
tive writings, this book as a whole concentrates attention 
on evidences from the period after 1800. In passing it con-
siders a few American and Continental European auto-
biographers, but it draws mainly on the British and Irish 
writers with whom I am most familiar, especially those 
examining their spiritual or mental condition, from Words-
worth in The Prelude to Samuel Beckett in Company. 

Since subjectivity expresses itself in several literary forms, 
I have considered at least briefly the autobiographical novel 
and the personal poem, as well as, more intently, the formal 
self-history. I have excluded the drama in the belief that 
the theatre, no matter how personal an Instrument it be-
comes, conceals and to some degree objectifies through dia-
logue any subjective intention the playwright may have had. 
My primary focus, at all events, is directed toward the 
sustained and ostensibly nonfictional autobiography as the 
least mediated demonstration of the working sanctions be-
hind self-scrutiny and self-revelation. It should soon be ap-
parent that I regard egregious subjectivity with some 
misgiving, that I see dangers as well as advantages in a 
prolonged self-contemplation, and that I value the auto-
biography that opens the door from a private sensibility to 
a general psychology, above that which locks the individual 
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in upon his solitary seif. From the perspective I have adopted, 
Wordsworth's assertion of the "ordinary" grounds of vision 
seems to me perpetually pertinent. At its most vital, the 
literature of the seif, I should think, must be more than 
self-reflexive. 

The time-span of this book, from about 1800 onwards, 
also saw the unprecedented emergence of women writers, 
especially after the Romantic period, as major forces in 
English literature. But there have been remarkably few 
women autobiographers devoted intensely, like Words-
worth or Ruskin or Edwin Muir, to the projection of their 
inner lives, and I note the Virtual absence of women from 
my general argument. A number of women, of course, have 
written cogently of their careers and special interests. Mrs. 
Oliphant and Mrs. Humphry Ward, for example, compiled 
revealing records of their struggles and successes as profes-
sional authors. Harriet Martineau and Beatrice Webb as 
committed sociologists strove to place their personal remi-
niscences in the wider context of social history. Emmeline 
Pankhurst in My Own Story told less of herseif than of a 
passionate Crusade and every woman's need for self-asser-
tion. And Vera Brittain testified poignantly, from personal 
witness, to the growth of a pacifist conviction in a madly 
belligerent world. Nonetheless, the more private subjective 
impulse in women writers seems for the most part to have 
been better satisfied in autobiographical fiction—such as 
that of Dorothy Richardson or Doris Lessing—than in non-
fictional personal narrative. In any case, as we move into 
the later twentieth Century, the subjective novel, which 
demands a certain distancing from single-minded self-
scrutiny, has tended among all writers, both male and fe-
male, to displace the more direct spiritual autobiography. 

Some preliminary reading for this study was completed 
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in California, during a sabbatical leave, on a Huntington 
Library Fellowship. Parts of several chapters were delivered 
as papers to the Harvard Victorians and as guest lectures 
at New York University, Ottawa and Queen's in Canada, 
the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, and 
the International Association of University Professors of 
English meeting in Hamburg, West Germany. Chapter V 
in somewhat altered form appears in Modemism Reconsidered, 
ed. Robert Kiely (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1983). I am grateful to all these institutions and groups 
for providing assistance, audience, and encouragement. I 
have also benefited from the helpful advice of many students 
and colleagues; I must especially thank David Staines, Peter 
Dale, Donald D. Stone, James Engell, Brooke Hopkins, 
Deborah Nord, George P. Landow, and Robert Folkenflik 
for their expressed interest in my theme. I am indebted to 
Victoria Macy for help in preparing my manuscript and to 
Anita Safran for a number of editorial suggestions. And as 
always I appreciate the sympathy and patience of my wife, 
Elizabeth. Finally I dedicate this short monograph to three 
friends of long acquaintance, the thought of whom, as it 
would in any autobiography, steadily brings the light of 
other days around me. 

J .H .B . 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
September 1983 
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T H E U N P R E C E D E N T E D S E L F 

It will . . . be . . . a thing unprecedented in Lit-
erary history that a man should talk so much about 
himself. 

—Wordsworth, 1805 

w , ITH a skeptical impatience and a reluctant re-
spect Carlyle pictured Coleridge as the sage of Highgate, 
the table-talker, deep in German metaphysics, snuffling in 
a hypnotic sing-song of "om-m-mject" and "sum-m-mject." 
These terms, Carlyle explained, were "of continual recur-
rence in the Kantean province,"' but nonetheless to English 
ears, in Coleridge's time, new, surprising, and abstruse. 

The words "objective" and "subjective" had of course 
entered the language long before the advent of European 
idealism. But they had little currency in nineteenth-century 
England until Coleridge, as he himself put it, "ventured to 
re-introduce" them as convenient descriptions of the per-
ceived and the perceiver in the new philosophy.^ They 
accordingly appeared to such purpose in his Biographia Lit-
eraria of 1817 and in his essays on method in The Friend, 
and eventually "subjective" acquired broader applications. 

At the time of his late table talk Coleridge was much 
concerned with the "subjective" element in poetry. There 
he identified two kinds of subjectivity: an author's writing 
of his own emotion and an author's presentation of dramatic 

1 
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characters engaged in introspection and self-analysis. Mil-
ton and Shakespeare, he said, illustrated the difference: 
"There is a subjectivity of the poet, as of Milton, who is 
himself before himself in every thing he writes; and there 
is a subjectivity of the persona, . . . as in all Shakespeare's 
great creations," especially Hamlet and Lear, but Shake-
speare's work is otherwise objective, "characterless—that 
is, it does not reflect the individual Shakespeare."' Modern 
poetry, he concluded, was, for better or worse, obviously 
closer to the Miltonic mode. 

By 1840, six years after Coleridge's death, the term "sub-
jective" was still new but no longer stränge, for as Edward 
FitzGerald wrote to Frederick Tennyson in Italy, "This 
Word has made considerable progress in England during the 
year you have been away, so that people begin to fancy 
they understand what it means. I have been striving at it, 
because it is a very sine qua non condition in a book which 
I have just been reading." FitzGerald apparently understood 
its meaning well enough eventually to urge Frederick to 
publish his highly subjective verses ("your own genuine 
reflex of you"): "The •whoXe. subjective scheme (damn the word!) 
of the poems I did not like; but that is quite a genuine mould 
of your soul . . Thus, despite his distaste for the term 
and its referent, FitzGerald could not escape the label, nor 
wholly deny the claims of a subjective poetry. 

Throughout the nineteenth Century "subjective" became 
a more and more familiar critical counter, and among the 
later Victorians talk of subjective and objective matters, 
often remote from Kantian epistemology, had become pop-
ulär jargon—as we may gather from the quite literary la-
ment of Ralph Rackstraw in H.M.S. Pinafore: 

In me there meet a combination of antithetical elements which are at 
eternal war with one another. Driven hither by objective influences— 
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thither by subjective emotions—wafted one moment into blazing day, 
by mocking Hope—plunged the next into Cimmerian darkness of tangible 
despair, I am but a living ganglion of irreconcilable antagonisms. I hope 
I make myself clear, lady?' 

Small wonder that Josephine, the captain's daughter, re-
sponds in an aside, "His simple eloquence goes to my heart." 
For Ralph has caught the idiom of his time. 

Though it did not invent subjectivity (neither the word 
nor the condition it connotes), the nineteenth Century was 
certainly the first period to speak self-consciously of the seif 
as a major source of literary material, and the first, begin-
ning with the Romantics, to write a great deal subjec-
tively—that is, as Coleridge suggested, either of the seif 
directly or of psychological states and values understood by 
self-contemplation. In 1805 when he completed the first füll 
Version of The Prelude—in some eight thousand lines— 
Wordsworth, forgetting for the moment the example of 
Rousseau, declared it "a thing unprecedented in literary 
history that a man should talk so much about himself."^ 
But the precedent was freely imitated long before The Prel-
ude was published in 1850. Hazlitt's judgment of Words-
worth's apparently subjective shorter poems was early and 
largely accurate: "He is the greatest, that is, the most orig-
inal poet of the present day, only because he is the greatest 
egotist. . . . He does not waste a thought on others. What-
ever does not relate exclusively and wholly to himself, is 
foreign to his views. . . . The object is nothing but as it 
furnishes food for internal meditations, for old associa-
tions."^ The Prelude, most of us, I suppose, would now agree, 
is the most original and probably the greatest poem of Ro-
mantic England, and it remains, however we appraise it, 
the most considerable and conspicuous expression in poetry 
of the subjective impulse that has dominated much of mod-
ern culture. 
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In our time Erik Erikson, describing the crises of identity, 
speaks of "the newness of man's self-awareness and of his 
attention to his awareness," which has "led to a scientific 
mythology of the mind."® Such self-consciousness, how-
ever, is new only in relation to a long human history. It 
was already well established and rapidly increasing in the 
mid nineteenth Century, and the spread of the epithet "sub-
jective" was simply a Symptom of its prevalence. Emerson 
indeed considered subjectivity the central attribute of the 
age. "The key to the period," he wrote near the end of his 
life, "seemed to be that the mind had become aware of 
itself. . . . There was anewconsciousness. . . . Theyoung 
men were born with knives in their brain, a tendency to 
introversion, self-dissection, anatomizing of motives."^ 

As one of the most sensitive of those sharp-edged young 
men, Gerard Manley Hopkins coined the verb "selve" to 
denote the action of discovering and proclaiming one's iden-
tity, the idiosyncratic difference of each individual life: 

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same: 
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells; 
Selves—goes itself; myself it speaks and spells, 

Crying What I do is me: for that I came. 

Again, in a prose meditation, Hopkins reflected on the pe-
culiar intensity of his own "selfbeing," "my consciousness 
and feeling of myself, that taste of myself, of I and me above 
and in all things, which is more distinctive than the smell 
of walnutleaf or camphor, and is incommunicable by any 
means to another man (as when I was a child I used to ask 
myself: What must it be to be someone eise?). Nothing eise 
in nature comes near this unspeakable stress of pitch, dis-
tinctiveness, and selving, this selfbeing of my own."" But 
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if he celebrated the unique inscape of seif, Hopkins also 
recognized, with increasing insistence, as in the late "ter-
rible sonnets," the tyranny of self-awareness, the bitterness 
of the taste, the souring "selfyeast of spirit." 

Walter Pater, who had been Hopkins's tutor at Oxford, 
likewise saw the danger of an excessively introspective lit-
erature, where "imprisoned . . . in the narrow cell of its 
subjective experience, the action of a powerful nature will 
be intense, but exdusive and peculiar,"^^ distorting both 
the aesthetic form and any adequate perspective on content. 
But he was, nonetheless, in frequent sympathy with the 
subjective impulse, which he believed characteristic of the 
"modern" temper. In the essays of Charles Lamb he dis-
cerned with evident approval "the desire of self-portraiture" 
(another term of nineteenth-century invention), "below all 
more superficial tendencies," as "the real motive in writing 
at all—a desire closely connected with that intimacy, that 
modern subjectivity, which may be called the Montaignesque 
dement in literature."^^ And in his Roman novel, Marius 
the Epicurean, he permitted his sensitive hero the "modern-
ism" of keeping a private journal—a practice "seemingly 
rare among the ancients," who seldom, he said, afforded us 
"so much as a glimpse of that interior seif, which in many 
cases would have actually doubled the interest of their ob-
jective informations."''^ 

Oscar Wilde, as was his custom, went further. Though 
Pater's avowed disciple, he denied objectivity even to the 
ancient epic poets and to the Elizabethan dramatists, since 
all art, he declared (or rather had his persona Gilbert in 
Intentions d^cXurc for him), "All artistic creation is absolutely 
subjective." Thus the apparently objective Shakespeare ex-
pressed his inmost seif through his protagonists: "Hamlet 
came out of his soul, and Romeo out of his passion."'^ The 
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masks of art allowed Shakespeare to teil the whole truth 
about himself, just as various masks displayed yet protected 
the real Oscar Wilde, who confessed, perhaps truthfully, 
to living in constant fear of not being misunderstood. 

In the twentieth Century literary subjectivity has had a 
dubious reputation and a pervasive influence. A recent ac-
ademic critic is persuaded that "the poet's own selfhood" 
must be the only true theme of modern poetry. T . S. Eliot, 
on the other hand, the great exemplar of the high modernist 
mode, liked to insist on the "objective correlative" as the 
necessary means of distancing poem from poet and so giving 
it aesthetic independence. But the disparity between the 
two views may be more apparent than real. For even to 
speak of an objective correlative is to imply that there is a 
subjective counterpart, the author's State of mind or emotion 
which requires dramatic embodiment. Both views reflect 
the common assumption that literature may, or indeed must, 
somehow be shaped from the writer's private experience, 
from the very heart of his inmost being. Eliot himself sensed 
only too keenly the restriction of self-consciousness. Near 
the end of The Waste Land he described the key locking each 
of US in the prison cell of seif, and in an endnote to the 
poem he gave the notion its familiar sanction in idealist 
philosophy—he quoted from F . H. Bradley's Appearance 
and Reality, a book crucial in his own development: 

My external sensations are no less private to myself than are my thoughts 

or my feelings. In either case my experience falls within my own circle, 

a circle closed on the outside; and, with all its elements alike, every 

sphere is opaque to the others which Surround it. . . . In brief, regarded 

as an existence which appears in a soul, the whole world for each is 
peculiar and private to that soul. '® 

We must remind ourselves, nevertheless, that the as-
sumption of subjectivity was by no means general before 



THE UNPRECEDENTED SELF 7 

the Romantic period. Even among the major Romantics, 
Byron, at least in his masterpiece Don Juan, which is by 
many Standards a most personal poem, kept a strong hold 
on objective social realities not to be grasped by self-analy-
sis; and Keats, whose odes surely image something of his 
own intense struggle to preserve life and sanity, maintained 
that poets properly had no character, no individual iden-
tities, but exercised a "negative capability," and so existed 
only in and through the objects they had observed or imag-
ined. 

Few before 1800 would have accepted Coleridge's judg-
ment that Paradise Lost is essentially a subjective revelation, 
and most readers would have regarded Samson Agonistes, 
despite a possible parallel between the blind hero and the 
poet, as a quite impersonal tragedy. Wilde's opinion to the 
contrary, we have no Warrant to consider Romeo the mouth-
piece of Shakespeare's passion or a wish fulfillment born of 
his frustration; nor have we good reason to believe Hamlet 
a reflection of his intellectual turmoil and indecision. In 
their fictions Defoe and Fielding, we may suppose, were 
less addicted to ^f^-expression than Joyce or D. H. Law-
rence. Similarly Jane Austen remains a relatively aloof ironic 
presence behind her novels, a restrained remote seif, whereas 
Virginia Woolf appears as a diffusive sensibility, informing 
the collective consciousness of all her characters. In each 
instance, of course, we know far more of the private lives 
of the later writers. An indefatigable Virginia Woolf in-
dustry has provided us reams of documentation; in addition 
to detailed biographies, we have diaries, letters, notes, and 
Journals, day-by-day accounts of over twenty years of the 
Woolfs' married life, and supplementary memoirs by rel-
atives and other members of the Bloomsbury group. Our 
estimate of modern work is, rightly or wrongly, often con-
ditioned by the degree of our intimacy with the writer 
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outside the text and by our taking for granted that bis or 
her "real motive in writing at all" was in some sort a con-
scious self-depiction. 

Not all readers, however, have been Willing to accept the 
premise of subjective authorship. The New Critics of the 
earlier twentieth Century earnestly strove to detach art from 
artist, to trust the tale rather than the teller, to appraise the 
poem or story as an artifact beyond place and time. They 
accordingly turned their talent and ingenuity to the expli-
cation of image, the analysis of tropes, rhythm, and rhe-
torical proportion, to the presence of paradox, irony, and 
intrinsic ambiguities. And in so doing they recalled us to 
the fact that, whatever the sources of a literary work, its 
realized integrity as an object in itself determines much of 
its quality and enduring impact. But in their formalism they 
too often forgot that a poem could mean as well as be— 
and mean in a larger comparative context; that poetry and 
prose are to a degree less pure and self-sufficient than, say, 
music, insofar as words are immediately referential, some-
times with local and private connotations, and that some 
images may be wholly intelligible only within the frame of 
the author's individual experience. 

The recent heirs of the New Critics are less impatient 
with meanings, and those who have appropriated and sec-
ularized the science of Scriptural interpretation known as 
hermeneutics are intent on discovering the hidden impli-
cations of the literary narrative or structure. But they are 
not the less eager to deny the relevance of a subjective origin. 
Roland Barthes and the structuralists who follow bis teach-
ings have proclaimed "the death of the author" and the 
autonomous life of bis creation. To Barthes all "author-
based" criticism is aesthetically false—and also politically 
suspect, implying a business transaction, and the capitalist's 
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continuing stake in his literary propeity. The liberated poem 
now becomes an independent linguistic arrangement, not a 
memorial to the poet's personal experience or a correlative 
to any emotion recollected in tranquillity. The poet's single 
role now seems analogous to the dancer's; it coincides ex-
actly with his performance; it neither precedes the exercise 
nor remains after it is over. 

Yet the structuralists and the hermeneutic interpreters 
are scarcely more objective than the "author-based" critics 
they dismiss, for their "reader-based" analyses are frankly, 
and often defiantly, arbitrary and relativistic. The "her-
meneutists" dissect the work without regard for the author's 
possible or declared intention but with their own "pre-un-
derstanding" of the aesthetic whole, and their readings of 
a given text may differ as sharply as their individual prep-
arations and predispositions. If they ignore or repudiate the 
subjective author, they affirm, in their own new jargon, the 
subjectivity of the critic.'^ And so, deliberately or inad-
vertently, they reinstate the authority of Oscar Wilde, who, 
far more engagingly than his latest disciples, had his par-
adoxical Gilbert describe criticism at its best as "the purest 
form of personal expression, . . . in its way more creative 
than creation, as it has the least reference to any Standard 
external to itself. . . . It is the only civilized form of au-
tobiography, as it deals not with the events but with the 
thoughts of one's life. . . . [It] is in its essence purely sub-
jective, and seeks to reveal its own secret, and not the secret 
of another. For the highest Criticism deals with art not as 
expressive but as impressive purely."'® 

Both the author who turns to his inward experience and 
the critic who finds the necessity of a private and esoteric 
reading have long since assumed some radical disjunction 
between art and society. Whether or not he came out of 
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Shakespeare's soul, as Wilde suggested, Hamlet has seemed 
to many, from the time of the Romantics onward, the ar-
chetypal subjective hero, disaffected, alienated by bis own 
acute perceptions, brooding on the injustices of an outra-
geous fortune. This hypersensitive Hamlet (for there are of 
course other approaches to the character) is the troubled 
soul identified by Coleridge as one to whom "the external 
World, and all its incidents and objects were comparatively 
dim, and of no interest in themselves, and which began to 
interest only when they were reflected in the mirror of his 
mind."' ' Matthew Arnold saw in Hamlet an early example 
of the modern "dialogue of the mind with itself"^'' and as 
such, even though the creation of the greatest of poets, a 
regrettable lapse from the cheerful objectivity of the an-
cients. Walter Bagehot, who had similar misgivings about 
subjective poetry, contended that the value of Hamlet as a 
play could not depend on the qualities of the ambivalent 
hero, since "the internal metaphysics of a divided nature 
are but an inferior subject for art, and if they are to be 
made attractive, much eise must be combined with them." 
And in another context he adjudged Coleridge's subjective 
Verses in terms strikingly like the poet's description of Ham-
let's malady: 

In fact, it would appear that the tendency to, and the faculty for, self-
delineation, are very dosely connected with the dreaminess of disposition 
and impotence of character which we spoke of just now. Persons very 
subject to these can grasp no external object, comprehend no external 
being; they can do no external thing, and therefore they are left to 
themselves. Their own character is the only one which they can view 
as a whole, or depict as a reality. . . 

In the "American Scholar" address of 1837 Emerson had 
sought to rally desponding intellectuals of "the age of In-
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troversion, . . . infected with Hamlet's unhappiness,— 
'Sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought.' " Sixty years 
later, speaking of and for the late Victorians, "Mark Ruth-
erford" quoted the same line as a Atting description of his 
sad self-questioning contemporaries.^^ By the early twen-
tieth Century introspection, self-analysis, self-delineation, 
and the divided mind were thoroughly established as ways 
of life and literature. D. H. Lawrence, for one, accepted 
"the self-tortured Hamlet" as representative of "our sort of 
subjective consciousness," but, however much he deplored 
in general the self-absorption of others, he respected, and 
indeed encouraged, his own inner debate. He denied neither 
the uneasy voice within, "the skeleton in the cupboard of 
[his] inside," nor a will to sustain the dialogue: "And what 
should I do without him? No, no, I'm quite at home with 
my good and bony skeleton. So he wants to have a chat 
with me, let h i m . A n d more than a little of the internal 
colloquy carried over into Lawrence's published work. 

The disaffected modern man readily finds reasons for 
withdrawal and alienation undreamt of in Hamlet's philos-
ophy. Populär culture, while demanding stereotypes and 
interchangeable parts, unwittingly provides abundant in-
centive for rebellion and nonconformity. The intellectual 
in our time, especially the artist, regards as truisms the 
bleakest of premises. The plural society is necessarily atom-
istic; the division of labor and ever-increasing specialization 
have raised barriers against shared activity and free com-
munication and set a premium on individual Performance. 
Each of US proves himself by asserting his uniqueness, and 
the "subjective consciousness," shut off from the larger world, 
alone guarantees our difference. The private person be-
comes more important than the social being, and personal 
Intuition or even prejudice outweighs reliance on a consen-
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sus of rational opinion, with the result that all sense of a 
general normative response begins to fade and vanish. Pol-
itics, the life of public Service, insofar as it is manipulated 
by mass media and involves constant compromise of Stand-
ards, proves less and less attractive to the independent thinker. 
Above all—perhaps the most efficient cause of disaffec-
tion—the decline of religious authority, in almost every 
earlier civilization the prime guardian of public morals, has 
left many to cope in bewilderment with a situational ethics, 
which receives no apparent sanction from a vast indifferent 
universe. 

Bertrand Russell argued that, with the loss of religion, 
"human comradeship seems to grow more intimate and more 
tender from the sense that we are all exiles on an inhospi-
table shore,"^"^ just as Arnold, a Century earlier, suggested 
that the ebbing of the sea of faith made it all the more 
necessary for the lovers, left stranded on the darkling piain, 
to be true to one another. Arnold, however, recognized that 
even in love the moments of complete understanding—or, 
at any rate, of the illusion of real insight into life's pur-
poses—were rare and transitory. If therefore an individual 
could not for long share the whole truth with another, he 
must learn to be true to himself, must cultivate an uncom-
plaining Arnoldian "self-dependence." Though it no longer 
commanded the old allegiance, religion, especially in its 
Christian and Protestant form, had left to the doubters and 
agnostics of Arnold's time and later the habit of introspec-
tion and the appeal to private conscience. The young John 
Stuart Mill, though trained in a narrow rationalism, found 
salvation of sorts in self-questioning, which led to the dis-
covery of the neglected Imagination and its pleasures and 
so to the eventual qualitative enrichment of a naive Ben-
thamism. Other Victorians and early moderns turned to 
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personal values (whatever sanction they might have) in re-
action to the cold objectivities of natural science. When the 
primary meaning of "natura" was no longer "human na-
ture," the lonely seif, like the "soul" of the old religion, had 
to seek the vital reasons of the heart which scientific reason 
could not know. 

But the seif invoked by the Romantics and their succes-
sors is hardly the same seif that Pope had in mind when he 
repeated the counsel of the oracle at Delphi: 

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan; 
The proper study of mankind is man. 

The seif to Pope was general, a stable entity representative 
of all mankind, a sort of common consciousness, and not 
an idiosyncratic private possession. It retained something 
of this generality as late as Cardinal Newman, who spoke 
of "self-knowledge" as the source of man's understanding 
of God, "at the root of all real religious knowledge," for "it 
is in proportion as we search our hearts and understand our 
own nature, that we understand what is meant by an Infinite 
Governor and Judge."^^ But such assumptions about a com-
mon human nature were becoming increasingly rare in 
Newman's time. By the end of the eighteenth Century the 
personal, fluid, individual seif, or rather the many separate 
selves and "dead selves" of each man, distinct from all oth-
ers, had begun to replace the fixed and average public seif. 
The great self-possessed Goethe, in awe no doubt of his 
own inner mystery, claimed he could not know himself— 
"and God forbid that I should."^^ Coleridge similarly, in a 
late poem entitled "Self-Knowledge," self-consciously in-
verted Pope's exhortation: Know thyself? "What is there in 
thee. Man, that can be known?" For the seif is now simply 
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"Dark fluxion, all unfixable by thought." Coleridge's ad-
monition accordingly becomes, "Ignore thyself, and strive 
to know thy God!" Yet the seif was not readily to be ig-
nored, least of all by the Interpreter of "subjectivity," and 
God often seemed available or knowable only through per-
sonal Intuition. 

In late eighteenth-century English literature the accent 
falls less and less on the type and ever more insistently on 
the individual. The novel, especially the work of Sterne, 
devoted to particulars, offers a gallery of eccentrics, whose 
conduct may image the peculiar foibles of the presiding 
novelist.^^ And biography, following Boswell's conspicuous 
example, moves from the depiction of general human nature 
to the portrayal of distinctive personality. At the same time 
the voice of the individual poet begins to break through the 
decorous anonymity of neoclassical verse. Burns sings of 
his own sentiments and sorrows; Blake develops his private 
mythology and declares in his own generalization that "to 
generalize is to be an idiot." Less aggressively new, indeed 
in many respects a traditionalist, Cowper, in "The Casta-
way" of 1799, teils a rather conventional and apparently 
quite objective tale of a sailor lost at sea and then suddenly, 
in the eleventh and final stanza, perhaps the last lines he 
ever wrote, unexpectedly gives the narrative a deeply per-
sonal application: 

No voice divine the storm allayed, 
N o light propitious shone, 

When, snatched from all effectual aid, 
We perished, each alone; 

But I beneath a rougher sea, 
And whelmed in deeper gulfs than he." 

The drowning of the sailor has become an image of the 
f)oet's damnation; the subjective note has taken over, and 
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the reader is left thinking not of the lost Seaman but of 
Cowper himself in lonely despair and madness. 

The shift toward a more subjective poetry was sympto-
matic of a wider change throughout society from the 1760s 
onwards. It now seems reasonable to assume that the mod-
ern seif was "invented shortly after the middle of the eight-
eenth Cen tu ry . " Imagined" is perhaps a more accurate 
word than "invented," for invention implies the discovery 
or production of a real object, whereas to the philosopher 
the new seif is a fiction, a convenient working hypothesis, 
rather than a fact to be measured and described. In an 
increasingly secular world "seif has become a euphemism 
or Substitute of "soul." But there were from the beginning 
marked differences between the two concepts; the soul was 
fixed and immortal, lent to man by God, and returning 
after an earthly span to its divine source; the seif, on the 
other hand, was transitory, coterminous with the physical 
body, simply the sum of the individual's sensations at any 
given moment. Lx)cke, though a religious man, had weak-
ened the concept of the soul by denying the presence of 
innate ideas, a priori knowledge, and all intimations of a 
preexistence. Hume argued more explicitly that the soul 
did not exist apart from its perceptions, that soul or mind— 
or seif—was indeed but a bündle of impressions and as-
sociations, not a substance but a function of consciousness. 
Finally to Kant, who affirmed and then greatly modified 
Hume's skepticism, our knowledge of all essential realities, 
of "things-in-themselves," was relative and imperfect, and 
the realm of practical morals, neither to be proven nor dis-
proven by science, yet of the highest urgency, was subjec-
tively contingent, available only to the elusive perceiving 
and relating seif. 

By the time of Wordsworth the seif was not so much 
Hume's bündle of present perceptions as the remembrance 
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of past impressions and ideas; the "1" was, first of all, what 
"1" remembered. The seif thus acquired a continuity be-
yond the constant flux of sensation. Tennyson in In Me-
moriam reflected current opinion associating memory and 
seif when he described the infant's acquisition of a distinct 
individuality: 

So rounds he to a separate mind 
From whence clear memory may begin, 
As thro' the frame that binds him in 

His isolation grows defined. 

The Victorian psychologist Alexander Bain identified all 
consciousness with memory in the belief that we were not 
actually conscious of a fact unless we could remember it 
immediately afterwards.'^ John Stuart Mill agreed in prin-
ciple: "I see no reason," he said, "to think that there is any 
cognizance of an Ego until Memory commences." He was 
convinced that "the theory . . . which resolves Mind into 
a series of feelings" could withstand any contrary argument. 
Nonetheless, he found difficulties in the theory "beyond 
the power of metaphysical analysis to remove." If the mind 
or seif was a series of feelings, it was also "aware of itself 
as past and future"; could a series of feelings, he wondered, 
ever be aware of itself as a series? But if there were problems 
in regarding mind merely as function rather than as sub-
stance, "Memory and Expectation," he insisted, still had 
"no equivalent in matter." Yet memory was the very core 
of selfhood: "remembering that it has been feit before is the 
simplest and most elementary fact of memory: and the 
inexplicabletieor law, . . . which connects the present con-
sciousness with the past one, of which it reminds me, is as 
near as I think we can get to a positive conception of Seif."' ' 



THE UNPRECEDENTED SELF 17 

Impatient with such speculation, Carlyle was prepared 
to accept Memory and Hope as "mystic faculties," never to 
be wholly understood, and to recognize, as the producer— 
or was it the product?—of both, "a certain inarticulate Self-
consciousness" dwelling dimly within, "which only our Works 
can render articulate and decisively discernible." Like Cole-
ridge, he found the precept Know thyself essentially "im-
possible"—at least "tili it be translated into this partially 
possible one, Know what thou canst work at." Carlyle's counsel 
of self-denial or renunciation—or Selbst-tödtung or Entsagen 
or whatever Diogenes Teufelsdröckh in Sartor Resartus cares 
to call it—does not mean, as some readers have alleged, his 
denial that there actually is a seif; it implies rather that the 
peremptory seif, very much a fact of experience, can be 
apprehended or realized not in introspection but, paradox-
ically, only in selfless thought and action. Intrinsically a 
mystery beyond definition and physical measurement, the 
Carlylean seif, the "ME," resembles the more orthodox soul, 
at least in its divine origin, and it expresses its spirituality 
in resisting the menace of materialism: "Thus had the Ev-
erlasting No {das ewige Nein) pealed authoritatively through 
all the recesses of my Being, of my ME; and then it was 
that my whole ME stood up, in native God-created majesty, 
and with emphasis recorded its Protest."" 

Carlyle both attacked and defended the subjective im-
pulse. Undue attention to the inner life, he admitted, might 
lead in some eras to superstition and fanaticism, and self-
absorbed withdrawal at any time could be disastrous. But 
the danger in the Mechanical Age, which was the nineteenth 
Century as he saw it, lay in the opposite direction, in the 
repudiation of creative thought and passion, the "Dynam-
ical" World of the spirit, which should engage "the primary, 
unmodified forms and energies of man."' ' Accordingly, as 
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biographer and historian, he strove to extol the lives of great 
men who had been able to express the dynamics of vigorous 
selfhood, and in so doing he placed great value on "auto-
biography," the personal records of his heroes. He praised 
Goethe's Dichtung und Wahrheit for accomplishing "the dif-
ficult problem of Autobiography with what seems a singular 
success." What would we not give, he asked, for "an Au-
tobiography of Shakespeare"? Teufelsdröckh appears re-
peatedly as "our Autobiographer" and speaks to us by ironic 
indirection from "the Autobiographical Chaos" of his prose 
remains. Indeed in Weissnichtwo, as in many of Carlyle's 
histories, "the whole conversation is Httle or nothing eise 
but Biography or Auto-Biography."''^ 

If Sartor Resartus did not introduce the term, "autobiog-
raphy" was still a comparatively new word in the 1830s, 
and Carlyle, always ready for semantic experiment, eagerly 
rang changes upon it. The word seems to have made its 
first appearance shortly after Carlyle's birth in 1795, but it 
was not well established until the early Victorian period. 
The once populär children's riddle, "Who wrote The Au-
tobiography of Benjamin Franklin}" has, properly speaking, 
an unexpected ans wer: "Certainly not Benjamin Franklin— 
at least not under that title." For "The Memoirs of my Life" 
that Franklin left behind unfinished was first published as 
The Autobiography in 1868,'^ and the word itself was, as far 
as I can determine, quite unknown at the time of Franklin's 
death in 1790. Seven years later, doing an anonymous re-
view of Isaac D'Israeli's Miscellanies, a Journalist, probably 
William Taylor of Norwich, called attention to the anti-
quarian's discussion of "self-biography": "It is not very usual 
in English to employ hybrid words partly Saxon and partly 
Greek: yet autobiography would have seemed pedantic."'® 
We cannot teil from the context whether some more pe-
dantic writer had already coined the word, or whether the 
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reviewer himself was simply trying to imagine for the oc-
casion a neologism with consistent Greek roots. Apparently 
content with the hybrid, Coleridge in 1804 praised an early 
draft of The Prelude as Wordsworth's "divine Self-biog-
raphy." But by 1809 his friend Robert Southey was using 
"auto-biography"—without embarrassment, yet with a hy-
phen—to describe the work of the Portuguese poet Fran-
cisco Vieira." And by the time of Carlyle's early essays the 
term and its derivatives were becoming familiar in the quar-
terlies. 

Pedantic-sounding or not to the first innocent ears, "au-
tobiography" arose to satisfy a rapidly growing need. Like 
"subjectivity" it entered a new vocabulary for a new concern 
with selfhood and self-expression. As a practice, autobiog-
raphy is one of the major genres of modern literature, and 
autobiographical elements impinge freely upon modern fic-
tion and poetry. But its modern form began to emerge only 
with the eighteenth-century "invention" of the seif, perhaps 
little more than a generation before the term. A careful 
survey has recovered only twenty-three autobiographies, 
some indeed quite slight, written by British men of letters 
in all the years before 1800, and then in the nineteenth 
Century alone at least one hundred and seventy-five, most 
of which are decidedly different in kind from their prede-
cessors.Such an increase is not to be accounted for entirely 
or even primarily by the growth of population or the spread 
of literacy, which opened new opportunities to the writer. 
It is an index, rather, of a more profound change, of the 
rise of self-consciousness throughout society and of a new 
reverence for the subjective impulse in literature. More per-
sistently than Coleridge could have imagined, the "subject" 
in both art and life became the principal "object" of attention 
and regard. 
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Je forme une entreprise qui n'eut jamais d'exemple, 
et qui n'aurait point d'imitateur. Je veux montrer 
ä mes semblables un homme dans toute la v^rit^ 
de la nature; et cet homme, ce sera moi. 

-Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

As LS Matthew Arnold imputed to E^pedocles a quite 
Victorian malaise, so Jacques Lacan, drawing on the same 
legend, assigns to him a Freudian and modern death-urge.' 
Empedocles, he writes, "by throwing himself into Mount 
Etna, leaves forever present in the memory of men this 
symbolic act of his being-for-death." Thus construed, the 
Greek philosopher's last gesture becomes a personal State-
ment of a kind extremely rare at a time when suicide was 
decidedly more common than public testimony of aliena-
tion. Though self-doubt, ambivalence of emotion, and per-
verse desire were surely not unknown in classical culture, 
the most determined effort has gathered little evidence of 
any strong subjective impulse at work in Greek or Roman 
literature.^ The Confessions of St. Augustine, compelling in 
many respects, is all the more remarkable for its uniqueness 
as the archetypal spiritual autobiography. In depth of self-
analysis and scope of intimate revelation, it clearly tran-
scends all documents before it in the ancient world and far 
surpasses all that follow for twelve hundred years in me-
dieval and Renaissance Europe. 

2 0 
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Early in the account of his delinquencies Augustine pauses 
self-consciously to explain—to himself and others, but not 
to God, who requires no explanation—his motives in con-
fessing: 

To whom do I teil these things? Not to you, my God, but before you 
I teil them to my own kind, to mankind, or to whatever small part of it 
may come upon these books of mine. Why do I teil these things? It is 
that I myself and whoever eise reads them may realize from what great 
depths we must cry unto you.' 

Augustine never loses sight of his didactic purpose. Confes-
sion is good for his soul (and for the souls of others)—the 
soul that lives before and after the body and that, once free 
of the accidents of the flesh, loses the attributes of a private 
idiosyncratic seif. Though he confesses unsparingly, he never 
seeks to gratify the ego; unlike many later self-revealers, he 
takes no pride in his sin. The lust of adolescence and the 
debauchery of early manhood, though the source of fearful 
remorse to him, are less vivid in terms of circumstantial 
data than the despoiling of the pear tree, which most au-
tobiographers would consider a comparatively venial of-
fense. But even this most memorable episode is quickly and 
simply recounted. Here, as constantly throughout the 
Confessions, the action is significant only for the reaction it 
evokes. The theft of the pears stands in retrospect not as a 
boyish prank but as a deliberate act of the perverse will, a 
trespass planned and executed in bad Company and so a 
conspiracy of evil. As he broods over successive transgres-
sions with a subtle psychology, a guilt quickened by an 
unforgotten pleasure in wrong-doing. Augustine relates each 
outward experience to the development of his inner life, 
until his book as a whole becomes an intense Bildungsro-
man. The climax of his self-observed growth comes with 
his reading of a passage from Romans in a garden at Milan 
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and his conversion, long prepared for and reluctantly de-
ferred, but at the last sudden and complete: "Instantly, in 
truth, at the end of this sentence, as if before a peaceful 
light Streaming into my heart, all the dark shadows of doubt 
fled away.'"^ The moment of vision, the "epiphany," is wholly 
Spiritual, without sensuous dimension; yet the Imagination 
of the engaged reader readily supplies the essential details 
of its physical setting. 

To Augustine the "passions of the mind," desire, sadness, 
fear, and especially joy, are more vivid than the life of 
sensations—and more memorable: "I never," he writes, "saw, 
or heard, or smelled, or tasted, or touched joy by a bodily 
sense. I have experienced it in my mind, when I have re-
joiced, and knowledge of it has clung to my memory."^ 
Here, as in many later autobiographies, "mind" and "mem-
ory" are virtually synonymous terms, and memory as a 
faculty is of inestimable value. Augustine, generalizing from 
his own particular impressions and responses, becomes a 
preeminent philosopher of memory. No autobiographer has 
ever described the actual processes of recollection with greater 
diligence and depth. None has reflected with comparable 
wonder, in many images, on the meaning of memory and 
its involutions, its variety and selectivity, and the persist-
ence of its operation, as if the remembering, often beyond 
voluntary control, were the very essence of living: 

I come into the fields and spacious palaces of my memory, where are 
treasures of countless images of things of every manner, brought there 
from objects perceived by sense. . . . 

The great cave of memory, and I know not what hidden and inexpressible 
recesses within it, takes in all these things to be called up and brought 
forth when there is need for them. . . . 
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These acts I perform within myself in the vast court of my memory. 
Within it are present to me sky, earth, and sea, together with all things 
that I could perceive in them, aside from all the things I have forgotten. 
There too I encounter myself and recall myself, and what, and when, 
and where I did some deed, and how I was affected when I did it. . . . 

Great is the power of memory, exceeding great is it, O God, an inner 
Chamber, vast and unbounded! Who has penetrated to its very bottom? 
Yet it is a power of my mind and it belongs to my nature, and thus I 
do not comprehend all that I am. Is the mind, therefore, too limited to 
possess itself? Must we ask, "Where is this power belonging to it which 
it does not grasp?" "Is it outside it, and not within it?" "How then does 
it not comprehend it?" Great wonder arises within me at this. Amazement 
seizes me. . . . 

Great is the power of memory! An awesome thing, my God, deep and 
boundless and manifold in being! And this thing is the mind, and this 
am I myself: What then am I, O my God? What is my nature? A life 
varied and manifold and mightily surpassing measurement.® 

Memory functions in time, and Augustine ponders the 
mysteries of time with a similar profundity and precision: 
is the past real? is the future? or is there only a now so 
instantaneous that it cannot be detected before it is already 
the past? Time so regarded is constant flux in linear pro-
gression. Though able to remember and record moments 
of crisis and revelation, Augustine has comparatively little 
to say of qualitative time, of how and why some intervals 
seem to the seif living through them longer, more intense, 
and more significant than others. He is deeply preoccupied 
with the eternity to which the liberated soul belongs and 
eventually returns. But the concept of a this-worldly du-
ration as a kind of secular foretaste of the eternal does not 
concern him. And it does not become a decisive force in 
autobiography until many centuries after his death, not 
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indeed until the Romantics began exploring anew the tor-
tuous paths of subjectivity. 

The Confessions, however wide its ultimate influence on 
more secular thought, was of course first of all a major essay 
in Christian apologetics, relating directly to a tradition of 
narratives of conVersion and dedication. Subjective writing 
with a like intent, as it reappeared at intervals, notably in 
the twelfth Century, involved the Stripping away of indi-
vidual Personality in the effort to bare an inner seif, less 
idiosyncratic, more general, and closer to the spirit of God.^ 
This process, repeated throughout the Middle Ages and on 
into the Reformation, demanded and evolved subtle tech-
niques of introspection and refined analysis of the suffering 
soul as it sought to deny and then to recognize and finally 
to transcend the bürden of original sin. In the troubled 
ambience of seventeenth-century England when religious 
uncertainty and civil strife called into question public as-
surance, a rigorous self-scrutiny, more persistent than among 
the Elizabethans, supplied a strong motif to both poetry 
and prose, a marked component in the work of Milton, 
Donne and the Metaphysicals, Richard Baxter and William 
Laud, Robert Burton, John Bunyan, and Sir Thomas 
Browne.® 

Of these, the last two left behind the best remembered 
formal "autobiographies." Often compared to the Confes-
sions, which it resembles in piety and the evocation of guilt, 
though scarcely in intellectual sophistication, Bunyan's Grace 
Abounding descrihes a child's hellfire nightmares, a heavenly 
Intervention in a game of tip-cat, a young man's colloquies 
with Satan—or his own perverse self-will—and after long 
darkness, a vision of redemptive love. All of this comes to 
US without much sensuous detail, but with a simple elo-
quence of speech, enriched by paraphrase and echo of the 
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English Bible, a kind of evangelical chapter-and-verse doc-
umentation; and from the first paragraph the didactic pur-
pose of the personal history is explicit and unequivocal: 

In this my relation of the mercifui working of God upon my Soul, it 
will not be amiss, if, in the first place, I do, in a few words, give you a 
hint of my pedegree, and manner of bringing up; that thereby the good-
ness and bounty of God towards me may be the more advanced and 
magnified before the sons of men.' 

Though it differs sharply in tone, Browne's Religio Mediä, 
despite its breadth of learning, is no less limited in scope. 
Designed, as the preface indicates, not as a guide to con-
version but as "a private Exercise directed to my 
seif, . . . rather a memorial unto me, than an Example or 
Rule unto any other," it presents, with an odd mingling of 
quiet reason and quaint prejudice, a personal defense of 
Anglican faith and dogma, measured in the context of Chris-
tian theology, the Fathers of the early Church, including 
St. Augustine, and the Reformers since Luther. But, apart 
from preferences in the matter of belief and a few comments 
on moral attributes, it offers no particulars of personal ex-
perience. Browne the physician has surprisingly little to say 
of the physical life, the pains of adolescence and early man-
hood (he was about thirty years old at the time of writing), 
his travels, or his relationships with any actual Community 
of men and women. "For the World," he teils us, in a 
characteristic metaphor, "I count it not an Inn, but an Hos-
pital, and a place not to live but to dye in. The world that 
I regard is my seif; it is the Microcosm of my own frame 
that I cast mine eye on; for the other, I use it like my Globe, 
and turn it round sometimes for my recreation." Accord-
ingly, to the devout doctor, living is simply a kind of mortal 
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interruption, and death is "the eure of all diseases," the 
panacea "which, though nauseous to queasie stomachs, yet 
to prepared appetites is Nectar, and a pleasant potion of 
immortality."'® 

Had he been concerned with self-portraiture rather than 
religious self-appraisal, Browne might have found a con-
spicuous precedent in the Essays of Montaigne, familiar to 
English readers since 1603 in John Florio's translation. In 
the preface to the first volume Montaigne boldly defines his 
subject: "I desire therein to be delineated in mine own gen-
uine, simple, and ordinary fashion, without contention, art, 
or study; for it is myself I portray. . . . Thus, gentle reader, 
myself am the groundwork of my book." No earlier writer 
had done so much to secularize Christian introspection. But 
the finished work is neither an autobiography in discontin-
uous parts nor a sequence of confessions. It is a distillation 
of the ideas and impressions that the author has gained from 
personal experience and reflection, always with the sense 
that his life has been more or less typical or, at any rate, 
essentially human in appetite, emotion, and response. Many 
of the essays treat of apparently remote themes—cannibals, 
ancient philosophers, foreign social customs, a Spanish hu-
manist—and there the self-portrait emerges only by indi-
rection, in the personal tone, attitude, or judgment such 
materials evoke. Not until the last piece, "Of Experience," 
do we have an extended and comprehensive description of 
Montaigne's appetites and predilections, though still no ac-
count of his adventures, development, or career. "I study 
myself," he explains, "more than any other subject. It is 
my supernatural metaphysic, it is my natural philosophy." 
But self-study must bring no foolish "self-conceit"; the logic 
of his method assures a larger, disinterested result: "This 
long attention I employ in considering myself enableth me 
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also to judge indifferently of others." From self-scrutiny he 
has learned how to assess a general human nature, what to 
value most highly and what to reject, and finally how best 
"to live this life well." He can teach himself and his reader 
no greater truth, for, he concludes, "There is nothing so 
goodly, so fair, and so lawful as to play the man well and 
du ly . "" 

Among painters self-portrayal was not new in Mon-
taigne's time, and it was almost Standard practice in the 
years that followed. Its rise has been associated with the 
distribution throughout sixteenth-century Europe of well-
crafted Venetian mirrors, which encouraged various kinds 
of self-contemplation.'2 But Albrecht Dürer, for example, 
who learned much of his art in Venice, scarcely needed an 
improved mirror to teach him fascination with his own 
perceptive seif. The motives of the Renaissance self-portrait 
are difficult to determine. Often the mirrored seif was sim-
ply the most readily available artist's model. Portraiture in 
general was expected to reveal more of the sitter's 
social status than of his individual personality. Details of 
clothing were accordingly of particular significance, inso-
far as apparel oft proclaimed the man, or, at any rate, 
the man's rank and occupation.'^ Later, in Rembrandt's 
scores of self-portraits, we find a more subjective impulse, 
a deeper reading of character and emotion; but since 
many of these are costume-pictures, we quickly detect Rem-
brandt's delight in role-playing, in his imagining for himself 
another calling in another age. Eighteenth-century English 
self-portraits are self-conscious in another way, defensive, 
sometimes ironic, often self-flattering. Gainsborough painted 
himself at several stages of his career, not so much to 
celebrate his profession as to record his personal growth. 
Sir Joshua Reynolds' self-portrait, made for the Florentine 
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Academy and done with great panache, his academic 
velvet tarn like a tilted halo, incurred Blake's ill-humored 
Satire: 

Sir Joshua sent his own Portrait to 
The birth Place of Michael Angelo, 
And in the hand of the simpering fool 
He put a dirty paper scroll, 
And on the paper, to be polite, 
Did "Sketches by Michael Angelo" write. 
The Florentines said, " 'Tis a Dutch English bore, 
Michael Angelo's Name writ on Rembrandt's door." . . . 

These Verses were written by a very Envious Man, 
Who, whatever likeness he may have to Michael Angelo, 
Never can have any to Sir Jehoshuan." 

(Nor does Blake's rather bare drawing of himself, left in 
the Rossetti manuscript, have much resemblance in Inten-
tion or effect to Sir Joshua's.) The self-obsessed James Barry 
depicted himself many times as a neglected hero and in late 
life as a weary sad-eyed moralist. Hogarth painted himself, 
with self-mocking detail and appropriate wit, sketching a 
grotesque Comic Muse. And the irrepressible Angelica 
Kauffman, delicately self-assured, painted herseif, brush in 
hand—painting herseif, perhaps, fbr the tablet before her 
is tumed away from us."^ 

Autobiography sets the self-portrait in time and motion, 
presenting, as it does, a changing personality, developing, 
declining, remembering, regretting, rather than a fixed and 
finite Impression. If the painter, deliberately or not, may 
distort his own mirror-image, the autobiographer, drawing 
on a sometimes distant past, unsure of his real achievement, 
forced to Interpret the undeclared intentions of others who 
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have crossed his path, is more susceptible still to error and 
clouded vision. Dr. Johnson assumed that the author of a 
self-history knew the truth with a certainty which "not only 
excludes mistake but fortifies veracity" and that he could 
have no cause "for falsehood or partiality except self-love."'^ 
But knowledge of the seif is at best less certain and complete 
than Johnson suspected, and self-love, though capable of 
many disguises, is but one source of distortion. Describing 
and attempting to label the new literary form, Isaac D'Israeli 
was less assured of the truth of "self-biography," for the 
man who writes of himself, he warned, runs the danger of 
deceiving or being deceived, or falling into "the extrava-
gance of vanity, and the delirium of egotism." The good 
"self-biographer" must use a simple, natural style and "be 
careful not to overshade and adorn his sketch, by a penciling 
too elaborate." Accordingly, though impressed by Rous-
seau's effusing "his inflammable soul in burning periods," 
D'Israeli concludes that most "self-biographers" will be safer 
to emulate the "attic simplicity" of David Hume.'® 

Fearful that to talk of himself at any considerable length 
would indeed be an exercise in vanity, Hume resolved to 
keep the Life . . . Written by Himself very short. The result 
is an unrevealing record of the books he published and the 
reception they received, an account doubly disappointing 
insofar as it comes from the philosopher credited with help-
ing to formulate the modern concept of the seif. Though 
clearly enough written, the narrative is more interesting for 
its omissions than for the materials it includes. Having cited 
his birth and made a few brief comments on his family 
background, Hume immediately leaps over twenty-two years 
of boyhood and youth, as if his formative period could be 
of no lasting interest to himself and of no concern to his 
readers. He is eager to teil us of the sensible "plan of life" 
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he adopted in early maturity: "I resolved to make a very 
rigid frugality supply my deficiency of fortune, to maintain 
unimpaired my independency."'' The plan, he is glad to 
say, proved successful; in due course Hume managed to 
achieve a relative prosperity without much sacrifice of com-
panionship or good cheer. But rigid economy is not the 
most appealing of human virtues, whatever its happy con-
sequence. We have learned from other examples to ask more 
of the autobiography of a great man than an object lesson 
in frugality. 

As we might expect, Edward Gibbon's Memoirs of My Life 
and Writings, published posthumously in the same year as 
D'Israeli's article, is an altogether ampler and less frugal 
reminiscence. Gibbon is aware of the tradition to which he 
is contributing, stronger on the Continent than in England; 
he is familiar with Montaigne, whose irony anticipates his 
own, and with St. Augustine and Rousseau, who "disclose 
the secrets of the human heart." At the outset he claims for 
his personal history a "naked unblushing truth," though his 
method, as he proceeds, entails a careful selection of true 
details upon which he may base Gibbonian generalizations 
about human experience. He remembers—rather impa-
tiently—being a sickly little boy, miserable at public school, 
deprived by his mother's early death of much needed sym-
pathy, and he is ready to protest against the myth of child-
hood bliss which he hears "echoed with so much affectation 
in the World": "That happiness I have never known; that 
time I have never regretted." To the growing pains of youth 
he distinctly prefers the satisfaction of a "vigorous matu-
rity." His career at Oxford affords evidence of the indolence 
and emptiness of English universities and provides a sharp 
contrast to the Swiss education, under a tutor at Lausanne, 
which made him a Citizen of Europe. His thwarted love for 
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Suzanne Curchod, who became the celebrated Mme. Necker, 
leads to a somewhat circumspect reflection on the joy of 
sex: "The discovery of a sixth sense, the first consciousness 
of manhood is a very interesting moment of our lives; but 
it less properly belongs to the memoirs of an individual than 
to the natural history of the species." He then offers a 
second, and no doubt the real, reason for excluding the 
amatory affairs that many other memoirists have been all 
too eager to exploit: "The pains and pleasures of the body 
how important soever to ourselves are an indelicate topic 
of conversation." Gibbon's politer discourse centers on the 
private studies for the public writings that made his repu-
tation, and on the leisurely travels that lengthened his per-
spectives. His cool commonsensical reason, distrustful of 
all sentiment, determines his disconcerting attitude towards 
the death of his father: "Few, perhaps, are the children who, 
after the expiration of some months or years, would sin-
cerely rejoyce in the resurrection of their parents; and it is 
a melancholy truth, that my father's death, not unhappy 
for himself, was the only event that could save me from an 
hopeless life of obscurity and indigence.''^" As his father's 
heir, with neither a need for Hume's frugality nor yet with 
any stupefying excessive wealth, he can now enjoy the com-
fortable independence he considers the right and necessary 
condition for the historian. He may live the life of the self-
sufficient bachelor, frequenting the best clubs in London 
or retreating at will to his well-stocked library. And his 
Memoirs presumably may serve as a guide to all gentlemen-
scholars of fortunate circumstances and talent. 

Many years later Mark Pattison claimed he had profited 
by the example. In his own autobiography he commends 
Gibbon's apologia: "The minute history of a self-education, 
conducted on so superb a scale, was just what I wanted. . . . 
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Gibbon, in fact, supplied the place of a College tutor; he 
not only found me advice, but secretly inspired me with 
the enthusiasm to follow it." Omitting all of his childhood 
and "boyish years" from his life story, Pattison begins the 
narrative with his coming up to Oxford, which, like Gib-
bon, he treats with some acerbity: 

I am fairly entitled to say that, since the year 1851, I have lived wholly 
for study. There can be no vanity in making this confession, for, stränge 
to say, in a university ostensibly endowed for the cultivation of science 
and letters, such a life is hardly regarded as a creditable one. 

But Pattison's irony scarcely matched Gibbon's, and his 
memoir, centered narrowly on self-improvement and the 
effort to free the mind "from the bondage of unreason," 
must have seemed merely solemn, arid, and quite old-fash-
ioned when it appeared in 1885.^' Other Victorians, at any 
rate, looking back to the eighteenth Century, though still 
respectful of the reasonable Gibbon, might have seen a 
clearer anticipation of modern autobiography in the pas-
sionate Confessions of Rousseau. 

The fame or notoriety of Rousseau was well established 
in Britain long before the publication of his personal history. 
Boswell knew enough of him to curry his favor, and John-
son, enough to respond, "Rousseau, sir, is a very bad man." 
Horace Walpole regarded him as an imposter, and Eklmund 
Burke attacked his monstrous vanity. Hume, on the other 
hand, suspecting something like genius, brought him to 
England, where he began his Confessions and shortly after-
wards declared himself the victim of his benefactor. When 
he eventually assailed Hume in a long, excited, paranoidal 
letter, Hume replied with a relatively mild Expose succinct, 
which served only to further the legend. Translated soon 



T O W A R D S A U T O B I O G R A P H Y 33 

after its appearance in Geneva, Rousseau's autobiography 
confirmed and magnified both the negative and the positive 
judgments and passed along to the new Romantic generation 
the image of a remarkable, though self-deluded, cultural 
hero. Byron thought him an "illustrious . . . madman," but 
nonetheless strove to retrace his steps in Switzerland, and 
introduced him, not unsympathetically, into Childe Harold 
as "the self-torturing sophist, wild Rousseau, / The apostle 
ofAffliction, . . . whothrew / Enchantmentover Passion." 
And Shelley in his last great poem, "The Triumph of Life," 
called upon him to explain how all mortals had been be-
trayed by earthly ambition or desire, and he, Rousseau, 
more than any other, by his own susceptible heart, "which 
neither age, / Nor tears, nor infamy, nor now the tomb / 
Could temper to its object."^^ 

Though now probably Rousseau's best known work, the 
Confessions must still compete for attention with our general 
knowledge of the man and his influenae as a social and 
literary force. It is difficult to disengage the book from 
prejudice or pre-understanding, to appraise it as an auton-
omous unit and as a decisive contribution to the developing 
genre. In the beginning Rousseau affirms his personal 
uniqueness and the complete originality of his project: 

I have entered upon a Performance which is without precedent, whose 
accomplishment will have no Imitator. I intend to present my fellow-
mortals with a man in the integrity of nature; and this man shall be 
myself. 

I know my heart, and have studied men; I am not made like any one 
I have met, perhaps like no one in existence. If not better, I at least 
claim originality, and whether Nature did wisely in breaking the mould 
with which she formed me, can only be determined after having read 
these books. 
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At the end, having again and again insisted upon his ab-
solute candor, he declares that any sincere Student of his 
character who pronounces him "a dishonest man" clearly 
"deserves a gibbet." The honesty (even in the French sense 
of natural probity or trustworthiness) is certainly question-
able, insofar as it does not preclude a great deal of ration-
alizing and self-deception, a failure to recognize the distortions 
of an overweening egoism. But, if we can set aside our 
expectation—in fact, repeatedly fulfilled—of encountering 
the willful exhibitionism of an already familiar Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, we may agree that the apparent frankness of 
sustained self-revelation, the effort to discover and present 
not a type but a complex individual like no one eise in all 
the World, does indeed set a precedent for modern auto-
biography. 

Part of the freshness of the Confessions lies in its new 
emphasis on childhood and adolescence, the formative years 
that Hume and Gibbon thought hardly worth discussing. 
Though he cannot remember exactly when he learned to 
read, Rousseau vividly recalls his emotional response to 
rather wide reading at the age of five or six: "from that 
moment I date an uninterrupted knowledge of myself." 
Denying any trace of "natural vanity," he admits to other 
childish faults, to being "talkative, a glutton, and sometimes 
a liar," and to making "no scruple of stealing sweetmeats." 
His mother having died at his birth, he suggests that his 
father half-resented and half-idolized him. From his aunt 
he obtained a much needed tenderness and, on being pun-
ished by her, a somewhat sinister satisfaction: "All this 
affection, aided by my natural mildness, was scarcely suf-
ficient to prevent my seeking, by fresh offences, a return 
of the same chastisement; for a degree of sensuality had 
mingled with the smart and shame, which left more desire 
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than fear of a repetition." The punishment, he believes, 
influenced his adult sexual attitudes, for he has ever since 
enjoyed being subdued by imperious women. A less pleas-
ii^ episode, however, remains traumatically vivid fifty years 
later: the experience of injustice, a beating from his uncle 
for a misdemeanor he did not commit. The most grievous 
offense of his youth, his steaiing a ribbon and ascribing the 
theft to an innocent chambermaid, remains to trouble his 
dreams with conflicting emotions, shame, delayed remorse, 
self-consciously exploited compunction, and self-pity (but 
no real compassion for the disgraced girl). Indeed the bür-
den of guilt and the longing for relief has, he claims, "con-
tributed greatly to the resolution of writing my Confessions."^' 
The early years, recollected with more passion than tran-
quillity, have thus done much to determine both the course 
of the subsequent life and the shape of the life-history. 

Whatever sort of absolution could follow (and none seems 
likely), "confession" for the ease of conscience is clearly a 
recurrent motive behind Rousseau's autobiography, and St. 
Augustine must have provided a remote example of the 
method. But the confessing now leads to no conversion and 
draws no other men away from the paths of sin. Rousseau 
in the act of writing is still troubled, frightened, suspicious, 
and vindictive. He has found no release from a fearful par-
anoia; he remains in self-analysis, the patient and the psy-
chiatrist perplexed by his own case-record. Yet, if the probing 
yields endless data for him to Interpret, the process of re-
flection upon his character and conduct reveals more evi-
dence for our appraisal than he suspects. His tearfulness 
and transports of bliss at the sight of chaste femininity seem 
to US excessive even in the context of eighteenth-century 
sensibility. His unprovoked changes of course and his sud-
den shifts of mood suggest an instability he will not ac-
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knowledge. He sees the cruelty of abandoning bis sick friend 
Le Maitre stricken on the street in Lyons, but he is still 
half-willing to excuse the enormity of bis action with spe-
cious reasoning, ready always, as Byron charged, to "cast / 
O'er erring deeds and thougbts, a heavenly hue / Of words."^'^ 
The second part of bis book, thougb it describes the great 
success of bis writings, becomes increasingly a self-defen-
sive catalogue of bis misfortunes, a long complaint of suf-
fering and imagined persecution, and so in unintended ways 
a testament of constant neurosis and occasional madness. 

Nonetheless, the appeal of the Confessions reaches beyond 
a concern with the perverse psycbology of genius. We look 
to Gibbon's autobiography for information, and we may 
approach Rousseau's for the same reason, but we go on 
reading the latter because we find ourselves caught up in a 
spirited narrative. The author of La Nouvelle Heloise reveals 
bis craft as a maker of fiction, no less than bis passionate 
misadventures. If he is the anguished sentimentalist, he is 
also the inventive novelist fascinated by one Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, the protagonist he is devising as much as re-
membering. But be is also able to call other characters into 
being, Madame de Warens, for example, or Therese le Vas-
seur, and to capture a setting with as much sensuous ani-
mation as necessary. He is aware of the picaresque tradition 
as he sets bis hero out upon the road. Sometimes, speaking 
as that hero, be sounds a bit like Ricbardson's Pamela coyly 
describing a virtuous eroticism; sometimes, as the aggressive 
young man from the provinces, he seems to anticipate Sten-
dhal's Julien Sorel. Like a novelist he knows the importance 
of trivial or casual detail, as when, leaping behind a lady 
on horseback and clasping her waist tightly, he comments, 
"Some women that may read tbis would be for giving me 
a box on the ear, and, truly, I deserved it."^^ And he knows. 
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too, how to time each episode, for the leisurely pace of his 
manuscript allows him to give his memories at any moment 
appropriate fictional extension. Ultimately, of course, we 
judge the Confessions as a personal history and not as a novel; 
yet we cannot ignore in it the frequent approximation of 
the two genres. With Rousseau, autobiography for the first 
time draws freely on the resources of imaginative literature 
and, in so doing, begins to realize its füll potential as a new 
literary form. 



E L E M E N T S OF AUTOB I OGRA PHY 

Anyway autobiography is easy like it or not au-
tobiography is easy for any one and so this is to 
be everybody's autobiography. 

—Gertrude Stein 

n r 
X HOUGH a herald of the whole European Romantic 

movement, Rousseau could have had no notion of the ex-
tremes to which Romantic subjectivity would be carried. 
But when he declared his Confessions without precedent and 
beyond imitation, he spoke accurately enough of French 
literature in his own time and of the French Romantic gen-
eration that followed. The memoir, centering on public 
affairs, intrigues, and personalities, was of course a well-
established literary type in France, but the true autobiog-
raphy, concerned like Rousseau's with the character of the 
writer, remained a relatively alien genre. The most sedulous 
"imitators" of the form Rousseau developed spoke another 
language. Nearly a Century after the Confessions, Larousse 
as the latest authority on French usage described "auto-
biography" as a term of English invention and as a practice 
still rare in France but conspicuously common across the 
Channel.' 

In England Coleridge had responded with enthusiasm to 
the precedent that Wordsworth thought he had set in The 
Prelude. But he was already well disposed towards auto-

38 
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biography before he knew any such term, and at least ten 
years before he heard Wordsworth's memorable reading of 
the poem. "I could inform the dullest author," he told his 
friend Thomas Poole in 1797, "how he might write an in-
teresting book. Let him reiate the events of his own life 
with honesty, not disguising the feelings that accompanied 
them."2 In the late Victorian period Leslie Stephen ven-
tured the same opinion: "Nobody," he said, "ever wrote a 
dull autobiography."^ To the years between the two belong 
many subjective confessional works no doubt approaching 
if not achieving dullness, but also most of the incontestably 
great autobiographies of the English nineteenth Century: The 
Prelude itself and In Memoriam, De Quincey's Opium Eater, 
Newman's Apologia pro Vita sua, Mill's strenuous mental 
history, Darwin's relaxed personal assessment—and not long 
after Stephen's pronouncement, Ruskin's Praeterita and 
Wilde's De Profundis. These and others of less note devel-
oped, clarified, and by example defined the form. 

Autobiography, construed simply as writing about the 
seif, is an act that may assume many shapes and guises, 
the diary, the letter, the journal, the formal self-history, 
the subjective poem, the short or long fiction. Carlyle was 
thinking of the act when he praised Goethe for solving the 
problem of autobiography—that is, for his discretion in 
selecting only such personal details as it was proper and 
pertinent to disclose.^ 

But autobiography is also a form, a literary genre with 
its own Conventions and expectations.' The ideal autobiog-
raphy presents a retrospect of some length on the writer's 
life and character, in which the actual events matter far less 
than the truth and depth of his experience. It describes a 
voyage of self-discovery, a life-journey confused by fre-
quent misdirections and even crises of identity but reaching 
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at last a sense of perspective and integration. It traces through 
the alert awakened memory a continuity from early child-
hood to maturity or even to old age. It registers a commit-
ment to the unity and mystery of the seif or soul, both alone 
and among other human beings. And as a work of literature 
it achieves a satisfying wholeness. Yet it is never complete 
since the writer's life is necessarily still in process. 

So defined, autobiography is distinct in its inwardness 
from other closely related subjective forms, which indeed 
often impinge upon it. It is less random and fragmentary 
than the journal or diary, and less spontaneous, for it de-
mands considered reflection upon experience and a detach-
ment gained only by distance in time. It is more compre-
hensive and more purposefully organized than the letter, 
unless indeed the letter is extended, like Wilde's De Profun-
dis, into an elaborate apologia.^ If the memoir, as often 
advertised, seeks to teil the "inside story" of one's career 
and social involvement, the autobiography concentrates on 
the inner life, hidden from all others and accessible only in 
part even to the author. When groping for a Atting term, 
Isaac D'Israeli compared the new form to the new biography 
of his time. Formerly, he said, only the lives of statesmen 
and heroes seemed interesting to the biographer, but now 
that the life of the mind was taken seriously, the uneventful 
lives of thinkers, including men of letters, qualified for study. 
The "self-biographer," he hoped, would likewise explore 
his own mind and imagination.^ Autobiography in the nine-
teenth Century, much of it literary in origin and concern, 
did turn inward to a fascinated analysis of the seif; and 
biography, becoming less speculative, perhaps rebuffed by 
the more persuasive probing of the rival genre, moved away 
from psychological Interpretation towards the verifiable fac-
tualism of "scientific" history. 



ELEMENTS OF AUTOBIOGRAPHY 41 

An autobiography resembles a dramatic monologue, in 
which the Speaker reveals what he will—and often more 
than he intends—of the essentials of his character and the 
inmost workings of his mind. But in the monologue the 
writer (say, Browning), Standing at some ironic distance 
from his subject, expects us to deduce the real, as opposed 
to the apparent, feelings of the Speaker (the Duke, for ex-
ample, in "My Last Duchess," or Andrea del Sarto) and to 
question his motives in declaring himself. In an autobiog-
raphy the writer and Speaker are one and the same, asking 
to be credited with true confession, neither one more aware 
than the other of the extent to which unwittingly he may 
be giving himself away. Autobiography in one sense is al-
ways true, since the author, whatever his intention or un-
conscious self-deception, presents—in the very tone and 
emphasis with which he talks of himself—some of the ma-
terials we need to assess his actual personality. Yet we know 
in reading that we have something less than the whole truth, 
for the autobiographer has had a life larger than his book, 
much of which he has chosen to exclude. In a monologue 
or a first-person novel the narrator properly has no existence 
outside the fiction. But in an autobiography the narrator 
plays only a few of the many roles he has adopted as a living 
man. If he was famous in his time (and most great auto-
biographers were), we have seen him in other roles, and we 
have other sources—other books, works of art, or acts of 
public polity—by which to judge his achievement. We do 
not forget Rousseau's place as prophet of revolution and 
romanticism, when we measure the degrees of voluntary 
and involuntary self-exposure in the Confessions. John Stuart 
Mill, whom we respect as the strenuous apostle of liberty 
and often the most selfless of men, seems, to at least one 
sensitive reader, to be exhibiting in his autobiography 
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"a certain poverty of nature" and "a monotonous joyless-
ness," and his account of his honest yet ineffective parlia-
mentary career appears "too self-important, too minutely 
egotistic, for the dry and abstract style in which it is told."® 
Even if the autobiographer deliberately contrives a persona, 
we are not deceived as to his identity. Though Henry Adams, 
writing in the third f»erson, devises a frustrated failing young 
man to act out his experience, we readily equate the pro-
tagonist with the disillusioned but not unsuccessful histo-
rian who bears his distinguished name. The tacit agreement 
between writer and reader of autobiography prescribes that 
the text bear the test of an outside reality and that it not 
require, as a monologue or novel may, the Willing suspen-
sion of disbelief to establish its truth. 

Autobiography, then, is both calculated self-portraiture 
and unintentional self-betrayal. As readers we reject what 
we know to be willful distortion of fact. Yet we do not ask 
absolute accuracy of detail. We are prepared to accept lapses 
of memory and confusions of Impression caused by distance 
from the event, for we expect the writer not to provide a 
literal curriculum vitae but rather to reveal the cast of his 
mind and the mould of his personality. But all revelation 
is at best approximate, insofar as language itself is to a degree 
opaque. Tennyson, confessing himself, complained, 

I sometimes hold it half a sin 
To put in words the grief I feel; 
For words, like Nature, half reveal 

And half conceal the Soul within. 

In similar terms Carlyle regarded the verbal symbol as "con-
cealment and yet revelation," a necessary clothing of the 
pure idea or naked emotion. And, speaking as Teufels-
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dröckh's editor, he wryly condemned his hero's metaphor-
ical mode; we suspect, he said, "that these Autobiographical 
Documents are partly a mystification."^ Exploiting language 
or hiding behind it, the autobiographer at any moment may 
be more guarded and less direct in his self-revealing than 
we might wish. 

A good deal of the concealment, omission, and suppres-
sion may be prompted by the writer's natural reticence or 
his desire to protect himself and others. A few autobiog-
raphers, to be sure, display a delight in the opportunity of 
apparently uninhibited self-exposure. James Hogg is pleased 
to exhibit himself as a down among poets, fascinated by 
his own antics, audacity, and pretension: "I like to write 
about myself: in fact there are few things which I like 
better. . . . Often have I been laughed at for what an Edin-
burgh editor calls my good-natured egotism. . . . But I care 
not."^° And Henry Miller makes of his Rosy Crucifixion a 
long, unembarrassed, uncensored self-celebration. But a 
measure of modesty drives the more typical autobiographer 
to a self-consciousness in speaking at length of himself and 
an apology of sorts for obtruding so much personal matter 
upon a reading public. The fear of appearing egotistic strug-
gles against the need for confession or self-justification. 

Many writers accordingly, especially in the Victorian 
period, seek to resolve the conflict by proving their personal 
histories representative of specific religious or intellectual 
positions held by groups of their peers and so presumably 
of interest to the social historian. Others expect their sel^ 
scrutinies to reveal something of a general psychology. Sir 
Egerton Brydges, for instance, a minor poet of the early 
nineteenth Century, attempts to excuse his tediously long 
self-pitying autobiography on the grounds that "the knowl-
edge of human nature is valuable even when exhibited in 
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the mental movements of obscure men"; and again, near 
the end of his second volume, in the hope—no doubt a vain 
one—of securing a rereading, he points to the general truths 
he has discovered as the lasting merit of his work: "I am 
Willing to suppose that my Memorials may give more sat-
isfaction on a second perusal than on the first; because they 
contain a great deal of generalization." Stephen Spender 
puts the case more succinctly when he considers the aes-
thetic extension of the personal record: "In literature the 
autobiographical is transformed. It is no longer the writer's 
experience: it becomes everyone's. He is no longer writing 
about himself: he is writing about life."'' Nonetheless, how-
ever universal the implication may be, autobiography as 
such keeps the individual constantly before us, and our 
attention is focused upon his single distinct personality rather 
than upon a generalized type. 

Beatrice Webb, in My Apprenticeship, may seem to be 
offering a conspicuous exception to such a rule of subjec-
tivity, for her narrative keeps moving away from her own 
inner life to prolonged considerations of the social context 
in which she learned and practiced "the craft of a social 
investigator." The most intimate parts of her history are 
selections from her manuscript diary. But these she dis-
misses as "mere jottings of facts and impressions." She in-
sists at the outset that she has "neither the desire nor the 
intention of writing an autobiography," and if the record 
nonetheless comes often dose to such, the journal portions 
remain too unmediated to achieve an autobiographer's due 
perspective on a life and character. At all events, as a so-
ciologist, Beatrice Webb declares her allegiance to a general 
welfare rather than to a merely personal concern. "To me," 
she affirms, " 'a million sick' have always seemed more wor-
thy of self-sacrificing devotion than the 'child sick in a fever,' 
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preferred by Mrs. Browning's Aurora Leigh."^^ That bias 
sanctioned Mrs. Webb's vigorous career in social work. But 
it attenuates My Apprenticeship as spiritual autobiography, 
insofar as the form typically requires the premise of interest 
in significant selfhood and something, too, of a poet's regard 
for remembered individual detail. 

Augustus Hare, the most assiduous and circumstantial 
of Victorian autobiographers, described his six-volume per-
sonal record as an effort to rescue something "like a con-
nected Story from the great shipwreck of time."'^ The 
discovery of connection is perhaps the primary object of 
formal autobiography. The author, surveying his years of 
growth, development, acquisition, and loss, seeks to estab-
lish a continuity of seif, an assurance of at least some small 
elusive fixedness and unity amid the terrors of perpetual 
change. His primary resource, like that of St. Augustine, 
his great exemplar, is memory as the evoking and, more 
especially, the correlation of characteristic expressive ex-
perience. 

The process of remembering may, of course, bring fre-
quent frustration and defeat. Hazlitt was perplexed to think 
that we forget so many of "our strongest impressions."'"^ 
Herbert Spencer, alarmed at the unreliability of his mem-
ories, which were contradicted repeatedly, he said, by fac-
tual evidence in Journals and letters, strove to base his 
autobiography on incontrovertible documents.'^ Bertrand 
Russell supplements his reminiscences with letters from 
various stages of his long career, and A. L. Rowse refreshes 
his vivid memory of a Cornish education with reference to 
boyhood diaries and an old notebook. Henry Green, in 
telling his story, speculates on the process and content of 
recollection: how much of our early life, he wonders, do 
we actually recall, and how much have we been told so 
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often by our eiders that we think we really remember it?'^ 
And in an age of photography many self-historians must 
ask which images of their remote past emerge from the 
unaided mind and which from the pages of a family album. 

Nonetheless, memory remains to most autobiographers 
the essential and efficacious faculty. Even Green, who ad-
mits to forgetting most of his affluent youth, is impressed 
by the fact that "what has been enjoyed so much so many 
years ago will lie in wait to crop up again at any time."'^ 
Fascinated by his own traumas, De Quincey denied the 
possibility of our ever really forgetting anything, for the 
impressions we think lost in the great reservoir of the un-
conscious may at any moment return, alarmingly or con-
solingly, to the surface.'® In the twentieth Century Herbert 
Read's autobiography offers the most eloquent homage to 
memory, especially to the recollection of earliest childhood: 
"A mind without memories means a body without sensi-
bility; our memories make our whole imaginative life," or, 
more fancifully, "memory is a flower which only opens fully 
in the kingdom of Heaven, where the eye is eternally in-
nocent."'^ 

Like Wordsworth, Read values the first responses of the 
child, both in themselves and as the determinants of "the 
larger patterns and subtler atmospheres" of the adult life. 
On the whole, the liveliest chapters of autobiography from 
the Romantic period through to our own time deal with the 
experience of childhood, recalled in sharp sensuous detail. 
The child, as Bertrand Russell explained, is less "cased in 
S e i f than the man he will become, and the memory of 
"one's instinctive past" has "a vividness that becomes im-
possible later."^" Only autobiography can recover the "in-
stinctive" impressions of the formative years; without such 
knowledge of the subject's childhood, biography typically. 
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as one recent historian suggests, "gives the ego an unfair 
advantage over the id."^' The autobiographer, in search of 
the beginnings of selfhood, reaches as far as possible back 
into his unselfconscious past. Compton Mackenzie dated 
his recollections from the age of two.^^ Few others have 
claimed so memorable an infancy, but many cherish the 
reawakened sense of movement through a lost world of 
brighter color and ampler proportion. If Rousseau called 
attention to the child's pains and pleasures, Wordsworth 
reverently examined the quality of the child's sensibility, 
and the Victorians, especially Ruskin, influenced possibly 
by the autobiographical fiction of Dickens, registered with 
a new intimacy the psychology of a child's first affections 
and misgivings.^^ 

In the recovery of the past, the autobiographer typically 
recognizes the dependence of the child on places and per-
sons, the physical setting, and the family circle. He recalls, 
often in precise detail, the early house and his room in it 
as places of security and supports for his once amorphous, 
diffident, inquiring child-self. And he remembers the par-
ents who hovered like protective or menacing deities above 
him. Autobiography indeed frequently represents the writ-
er's effort to come to terms belatedly with his father or 
mother, to understand, as only the adult can, the vitality 
of his parents' being and the meaning of the relationship 
out of which he was born. If the father or mother has been 
stiflingly coercive or possessive, the writer may describe the 
course of his liberation or eise the lingering power of obe-
dience from which respect or love or fear has allowed no 
ultimate escape. In whatever guise, parents and guardians 
loom large as an autobiographical Convention; we cannot 
forget the purposeful patriarchs of the Adams clan, the 
gigantic, resolute Dr. Darwin, the demanding, humorless 
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James Mill, the pietistic Margaret Ruskin and her hard-
headed husband. Augustus Hare reveres his well-meaning 
yet often mistaken godmother, who adopted him when his 
indifferent parents gave him up Hke a package of unwanted 
nonreturnable merchandise. Edmund Gosse sees in the con-
flict between father and son the struggle between an ortho-
dox and a liberal generation. Samuel Butler finds revenge 
for childhood suffering and suppression in his complacent 
semifictional caricature of the hypocritical Pontifexes. '̂̂  Frank 
O'Connor records his early antagonism to a drunken father 
and his admiration of a patient mother. And V. S. Pritchett 
with an unfailing good humor presents the amusing trials 
of life with an eccentric father. 

Among the major writers confronting their parents from 
the vantage point of later years, John Stuart Mill surpris-
ingly acknowledges the most direct debt to an antecedent 
work of autobiography. As a young man-r-he teils us—at 
the time of his mental crisis, when his father's bleak ra-
tionalism seemed of no avail to him, he came upon Mar-
montel's Memoirs and was reduced to tears he did not know 
he could produce by the account of a father's death and a 
son's assumption of responsibility as head of a large family. 
If we examine the source, it is not difficult to imagine Mill's 
effort at Identification and his painful sense of difference. 
Marmontel's father, like Mill's, was prudent, severe, and 
often disagreeable. But it is not necessary to assume, as 
some psychologists have speculated, that Mill had secretly 
wished his father dead and now feit guilty of unfaithfulness; 
it may be enough to suggest that as the eldest child he was 
distressed to know that he feit no affection, comparable to 
the French youth's, for his mother and younger siblings. 
Marmontel with enviable overstatement recreates a scene 
worthy of the old sentimental drama, the comedie larmoyante. 
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On learning of his father's death, the sixteen-year old rushes 
home in the middle of the night and at once summons the 
whole grieving family: 

I never feit so superior to myself. I had to raise an enormous weight of 
grief; I did not sink under it. . . . I received them all with the assurance 
of a man inspired by heaven, and without manifesting weakness, without 
shedding a tear, I, who weep so easily. 

"Mother, brothers, sisters, we experience," said I to them, "the greatest 
of afflictions; let it not overcome us. Children, you lose a father, and 
you find one; I am he, I will be a father to you; I embrace all his duties; 
you are no longer orphans." At these words, rivers of tears, but tears 
much less bitter, flowed from their eyes ." 

The young hero, then justly tired, stalks boldly off to sleep 
in his father's bed. Mill was capable of no such heroics, but 
the very fact that he clearly remembered the scene and its 
impact many years after his reading and at the time of 
writing his own history indicates his awareness of parallels 
in the autobiographical tradition. 

Since the time of The Prelude, if not before, the education 
of the seif has been a dominant theme in serious autobiog-
raphy. The learning process is, of course, far larger and 
longer than the routine of school and its courses of pre-
scribed study. Wordsworth learned much from nature, a 
good deal from books, and relatively little at Cambridge, 
where, he decided, an empty ritual prevailed and "imagi-
nation slept." Darwin, who thought his Cambridge years 
intellectually wasted, though socially a great pleasure, Wnd 
his genuine educative experience aboard the Beagle. The 
education of Henry Adams reached far beyond his residence 
at Harvard College. And the erudition of Mill, gained at 
home, was more formidable than any he could have ac-
quired at the newly founded Benthamite University of Lx)n-
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don. Nonetheless, school and College as specific places do 
play a considerable role in autobiography. The English 
writer—C. S. Lewis or Henry Green, for example—re-
members with mixed emotions the public schcx)l, to which 
he was consigned as a lonely child abandoned "for his own 
good" by his well-intentioned parents. In A Georgian Child-
hood Cyril Connolly goes so far as to suggest that the great 
public schools are responsible for the "permanent adoles-
cence" of the British ruling class, insofar as the experiences 
of the schoolboys, "their glories and disappointments, are 
so intense as to dominate their lives, and to arrest their 
development." The result, Connolly concludes, is that "the 
greater part of the ruling class remains adolescent, school-
minded, self-conscious, cowardly sentimental, and in the 
last analysis, homosexual. 

The university in retrospect generally fares somewhat 
better. Newman writes with unusual warmth of the fellow-
ship at Oriel, his first meeting with John Keble, and even 
his misguided "liberal" teachers. And C. S. Lewis remem-
bers undergraduate Oxford as the setting of a special kind 
of "joy," the aesthetic experience of good talk for its own 
sake. Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene, on the other 
hand, recall misspent Oxford years, academic indifference, 
ennui, and bouts of willful drunkenness; and Henry Green 
insists that his real life began only when he left the brittle 
culture of Oxford behind for the crude vitality of his father's 
Birmingham factory.^^ All in all, formal education brings 
little satisfaction to the autobiographer; and not much per-
haps is to be expected, for autobiography typically recounts 
the struggle of the individual to find himself and his personal 
salvation beyond the confines of the current establishment. 

To the self-historian development regularly involves se-
vere crisis and eventual recovery of purpose. Graham Greene's 
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response to school was a boredom deepening into suicidal 
depression, involving repeated experiments with "Russian 
roulette" and necessitating a prolonged psychiatric treat-
ment. MiU's education gave him no desire to work for its 
rational objectives, and no ans wer to the urgent question 
of bis troubled youth, was he "bound to go on living?" 
Kennetb Clark in a lively self-assured memoir reports a 
similar paralysis of the will, a profound melancholia, which 
overtook him at the age of sixteen, depriving him of "animal 
faith" and the conviction that anything was worth doing.̂ ® 
What Clark diagnoses as "accidie" and Mill calls "a crisis 
in my mental history," we may relate to the "identity crisis" 
defined by Erik Erikson, in which the young person loses 
for a time the coherence of selfhood, the "subjective sense 
of an invigorating sameness and continuity," and all con-
fidence that the "style of one's individuality" has any real 
place in a larger social context.^^ The identity crisis recurs 
with variations in the personal writings of Wordsworth, 
Carlyle, Tennyson, Newman, Darwin, Ruskin, C. S. Lewis, 
Edwin Muir, and many others. Each of these records some 
need to transcend the despair that is the fear of death and 
the denial of life; each at length achieves a high measure of 
Erikson's "ego integrity" or "the ego's accrued assurance of 
its proclivity for order and meaning," each realizes his ma-
ture identity by finding his work and his role in society.'® 
"Bringing order into my past experiences," writes Gerald 
Brennan in A Life of One's Oivn, "has . . . been the principal 
motive that I have had in writing this book."^' The search 
for a pattern of order is the guiding impulse in nearly all 
autobiography, and the perception of some superintending 
design in the individual life determines the choice among 
remembered incidents and emotions and the weight at-
tached to the selected episodes. 
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In the last analysis the autobiographer's review of his past 
is essentially an act of deliverance, a chronicle of resolved 
crisis and itself an affirmation of ordered meaning.'^ Ac-
cording to Stephen Spender, drawing on his own experi-
ence, "the basic truth of autobiography" is the individual's 
realization, "I am alone in the universe."" And the lone-
liness, as remembered by Mark Rutherford, may reach fear-
some proportions, may become "the nameless dread, the 
efflux of all vitality, the ghostly haunting horror which is 
so nearly akin to madness."''* Yet the confronting of the 
isolated seif even retrospectively may prove therapeutic; the 
sense of alienation may engender the yearning for some 
religious communion or its secular counterpart. C. S. Lewis 
considered an ineluctable desire the driving force of his 
Spiritual being, the selige Sehnsucht of Goethe: 

Und so lang' du das nicht hast, 
Dieses: Stirb und werde! 
Bist du nur ein trüber Gast 
Auf der dunklen Erde. 

The paradoxical dying into life, the finding of the seif by 
losing the seif, distinguishes true autobiography from the 
gossipy memoir and the anecdotal career history. The writer 
is concerned less with the the color of physical event than 
with something like the theological concept of kenosis, the 
emptying of the seif, the pouring out of the seif into a new 
or revitalized identity, or, in effect, simply the opening up 
of the consciousness to a new revelation. Though secular-
ized by Joyce and popularly misunderstood ever since, the 
"epiphany," the Wordsworthian "spot of time," the moment 
of insight that transforms the soul or, less dramatically, 
alters the mental perspective, recurs with a good deal of its 
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original religious significance throughout serious autobiog-
raphy. Even so determined a skeptic as Bertrand Russell 
describes the shattering impact of a genuine epiphany: in 
this instance, an upwelling of sympathy with all human 
pain as he witnessed the paroxysms of a friend, Mrs. Alfred 
North Whitehead, suffering a severe heart attack, and at 
once leapt to conclusions of an oddly naive profundity: 

She seemed cut off from everyone and everything by walls of agony, 
and the sense of solitude of each human soul suddenly overwhelmed 
me. . . . Within five minutes I went through some such reflections as 
the following: the loneliness of the human soul is unendurable; nothing 
can penetrate it except the highest intensity of the sort of love that 
religious teachers have preached; whatever does not spring from this 
motive is harmful, or at best useless; it follows that war is wrong, that 
a public school education is abominable, that the use of force is to be 
deprecated, and that in human relations one should penetrate to the core 
of loneliness in each person and speak to that. . . . 

At the end of those five minutes, I had become a completely different 
person.'® 

The major spiritual autobiographies in English are, like 
Russell's, records of becoming different persons, narratives 
of conversion, of recovering a lost identity, or discovering 
a new and meaningful seif. Each develops its individual 
pattern and reaches its own particular resolution. Yet all 
invoke with intensity the principal Conventions of the au-
tobiographical genre. 



A F T E R THE PRELUDE: S p i r i t u a l 
A u t o b i o g r a p h y f r o m W o r d s w o r t h 

to M u i r 

There are in our existence spots of time, 
That with distinct pre-eminence retain 
A renovating virtue, whence, depressed 
By false opinion and contentious thought, 
Or aught of heavier or more deadly weight, 
In trivial occupations, and the round 
Of ordinary intercourse, our minds 
Are nourished and invisibly repaired. 

—Wordsworth 

w, ITH his own notions of poetic style, Longfellow 
found The Prelude of 1850 disconcertingly uneven, the "lofty 
passages" punctuated by sudden lapses into the blankest 
prose. "It soars and sinks," he complained, "and is by turns 
sublime and commonplace."' With our less restricted view 
of an appropriate language for poetry, we may still be dis-
tressed by Wordsworth's frequent prosiness, as in the pas-
sage at the end of the often magnificent Book I, which 
painstakingly and anticlimactically informs Coleridge, the 
"honoured Friend," that autobiography has provided a safer 
and easier subject matter than a strenuous creativity would 
demand: 

One end at least hath been attained; my mind 
Hath been revived, and if this genial mood 

54 
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Desert me not, forthwith shall be brought down 

Through later years the story of my life. 

The road lies piain before me;— 'tis a theme 

Single and of determined bounds; and hence 

I choose it rather at this time, than work 

Of ampler or more varied argument, 

Where I might be discomfited and lost: 

And certain hopes are with me, that to thee 

This labour will be welcome, honoured Friend!^ 

One of the earliest reviewers, on the other hand, regretted 
that The Prelude had not been written, like most autobio-
graphies, entirely in prose, which would readily have ad-
mitted the anecdotes and gossip of a memoirist.^ Wordsworth, 
however, more intent on registering sublimity than on pro-
viding amusement, required a medium flexible enough not 
only to record the essential facts of his development but 
also to accommodate the grandeurs of his experience. The 
prosiness in effect helped him to authenticate the poetic 
Vision and to establish its credibility in a world of ordinary 
things. Describing an unforgettable "spot of time," he writes: 

It was, in truth, 

An ordinary sight; but I should need 

Colours and words that are unknown to man, 

To paint the visionary dreariness 

Which, while I looked all round for my lost guide, 

Invested moorland waste and naked pool. . . . 

Repeatedly, with a too literal yet quite characteristic insis-
tency, he reminds us of the "ordinary" out of which the 
extraordinary perception arises. His purpose is not to pro-
duce a chatty prose memoir but to recognize the matter-of-
factness of secular autobiography, to transcend it at will, 
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and ultimately to give the genre a new and decisive spiritual 
dimension. 

Unevenness of style was apparently of small concern to 
Wordsworth, for it persists in all versions of The Prelude. 
Nevertheless, no major autobiography was ever more care-
fully reshaped and revised over so long a period. The more 
or less finished two-part poem of 1799 became a work in 
progress of epical proportions, the greatly extended Prelude 
of 1805 in thirteen books, which was still subject to innu-
merable changes, subtractions and additions, at least until 
1839. Wordsworth was thoroughly aware of his purpose 
and his aesthetic means. Though he reworked his narrative 
throughout a long maturity, he kept it within fixed time 
limits as a Bildungsroman centered wholly on childhood, 
adolescence, and initiation, a portrait of the artist as a young 
man. Repeatedly within the text he speaks of the "song" he 
is composing.^ He moves deliberately from a record of dis-
appointment and despair to a more positive, "comedic" res-
olution: "Not with these began / Our song, and not with 
these Our song must end." But the ending is delayed, and 
he self-consciously alludes to the unusual length of his poem 
as a whole, "this Song, which like a lark / 1 have protracted, 
in the unwearied heavens / Singing." Early in the argument 
he remarks that his "Song might dwell / On that delightful 
time of growing youth" when the spell of language for its 
own sake, the magic ring of phrases, first Struck him with 
peculiar pleasure. Some of his deepest intimations, he con-
fesses, lie "far hidden from the reach of words," never to 
be adequately translated into signs or symbols, and all lit-
erature often falls short of its aspiration. Yet books have 
had a real and lasting influence on his Imagination, and even 
the tellers of fabulous tales are to be commended for their 
transcending of time and space, to make "our wish our 
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power, our thought a deed." Despite Matthew Arnold's 
complaint that Wordsworth might profitably have read more 
widely, The Prelude bears constant witness to a sensibility 
thoroughly dedicated to the literary medium, steeped in a 
literary tradition, and prepared at times even to confuse the 
actual and the imagined and so to lend remembered expe-
rience a "texture midway between life and books."^ 

In Wordsworth's psychology the primary sensation of 
sight and sound, the actual evidence of "life," is, of course, 
essential, but it matters little until it has been assimilated 
and interpreted by the poetic Imagination or, as we might 
say, made to some degree literary and even "bookish." The 
noisy whirl of London, presented vividly enough in Book 
VII, makes no deep Impression on the poet, and even the 
theater, in which he takes some real delight, has but a 
transitory power, for the emotions it evokes—as he declares 
in a metaphor appropriate to the context—pass "not beyond 
the suburbs of the mind." He fears that sometimes in the 
pursuit of pleasure he may have betrayed the inner vision. 
As an undergraduate he was, he says, all too content with 
light-heartedcompanions, "unthinkingnatures, easy minds / 
And pillowy," and he considers the frivolities of his College 
years to represent "an inner falling o f f from the yearnings 
of his earlier youth. Later he teils us how he has had to 
resist the tyranny of "the bodily eye," which, as "the most 
despotic of the senses," has "often held [his] mind / In ab-
solute dominion." His orientation is not complete until he 
can establish the supremacy of "the intellectual eye," the 
imaginative insight, as master of the inner city of his being. 
The theme of his autobiography as a whole, he announces 
at the end, has been Imagination and Intellectual Lx)ve. 
These are the ideals by which he must measure his growth 
as poet from the moment when, home from Cambridge, 



58 T H E T U RN I NG K E Y 

Walking through the night into a summer sunrise, he had 
his first awareness of distinct vocation: 

My heart was füll; I made no vows, but vows 
Were then made for me; bond unknown to me 
Was given, that I should be, eise sinning greatly, 
A dedicated Spirit.' 

Though he seems, when most prosaic, excessively literal 
in his insistence on the precise impression, Wordsworth 
moves inevitably as the dedicated Spirit from the analytic 
method, which examines all facts for their evidential value, 
to the mode of synthesis, which demands only such data 
as are relevant to a coherent pattern. However profoundly 
he is committed to a faith in the power of memory, he is 
nonetheless able to forget or suppress inconvenient detail. 
His autobiography has accordingly been attacked for its 
omissions and distortions, its failure, for example, to men-
tion the relationship with Annette Vallon, except, perhaps, 
obliquely in the tedious story of Vaudracour and Julia, or 
to admit any personal limitations beyond those inner fall-
ings-off, the lapses into superficial thought and feeling. But 
The Prelude is never really a "confession," in the primary 
sense of that word as an acknowledgment of guilt. Augus-
tine, confessing, asks forgiveness for sins of body and mind, 
and Rousseau, with a too proud contrition, exposes mean-
ness and perfidy, but Wordsworth owns to nothing really 
culpable or shameful. His poem by design is less confession 
than profession, a testimony of integrating insight and fi-
nally well-earned equipoise. 

The Prelude moves back and forth from general commen-
tary and summary narrative to set description of incidents 
evoked in sharp visual detail. The growth of the poet's mind 
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is an education by epiphany, by "spots of time"—or, more 
accurately, of timelessness—when the interval expands 
qualitatively and the instant becomes the eternal now. Not 
all the memorable moments, of course, are so privileged or 
to be recalled with great reverence. The calculated gesture 
at the fallen Bastille, for example, yields no positive result; 
the poet remembers pocketing a stone, "in the guise / Of 
an enthusiast," and all the while "Affecting more emotion 
than [he] f e i t . B y way of contrast, the meeting of a haggard 
French peasant girl, languidly leading a heifer, makes a 
decisive Impression, Converting him at once to the Revo-
lutionary cause and to his friend Beaupuy's conviction, " 'Tis 
against that / That we are fighting."' Yet even this incident 
is more purposive, more open to rational explanation, than 
the genuine "spot of time," which must stand as an illu-
mination in itself rather than as a means to some ideological 
end. 

The not-dissimilar sight of the Cumberland girl with a 
pitcher on her head, making her way painfully against a 
strong wind, has a quite different, a less logical implication; 
it remains as the aesthetic arrangement of indescribable sug-
gestion, an image of "visionary dreariness" in itself and of 
no immediate political or social consequence. Here the im-
pact of a true epiphany depends on a prior State of bewil-
derment and loss of direction, and entails the receiver's 
transcendence of self-consciousness as if he were emptied 
of seif altogether and readied for a larger revelation. Re-
membering the experience in after years, the poet declares, 
"I am lost"—that is, detached once again from the imperious 
demand of the present—and in the mood of abstraction he 
recovers something of the original strength and wonder of 
the stunned lost schoolboy's emotion.'® 

A like disorientation precedes his view of the blind beggar 
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in London; once again he is "lost," wandering bemused in 
a surging crowd, where he questions his own identity and 
where every passerby is yet another mystery, when "ab-
ruptly" he is "smitten" by the sight of the mendicant with 
a label pinned to his coat telling his name and plight: 

Caught by the spectacle my mind turned round 
As with the might of waters; an apt type 
This label seemed of the utmost we can know, 
Both of Ourselves and of the universe; 
And, on the shape of that unmoving man, 
His steadfast face and sighdess eyes, I gazed, 
As if admonished from another world." 

Most memorably, the sense of being "lost," bewildered, 
rapt away from mundane concerns, accompanies the great-
est of Wordsworth's epiphanies, his apocalyptic vision at 
the Simplon Pass, which follows his disappointment at 
missing the high divide of the Alps: 

I was lost; 
Haited without an effort to break through; 
But to my conscious soul I now can say— 
"1 recognise thy glory:" in such strength 
Of Usurpation, when the light of sense 
Goes out, but with a flash that has revealed 
The invisible world, doth greatness make abode, 
There harbours whether we be young or old. 
Our destiny, our being's heart and home, 
Is with infinitude, and only there; 
With hope it is, hope that can never die, 
Effort, and expectation, and desire. 
And something evermore about to be. 

The seif lost at the Simplon Pass becomes the seif re-
stored, or to use the poet's word, "renovated," convinced 
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anew of its essential continuity and value. The light of sense 
yields to the inner vision, the flash of "glory," which, ac-
cording to the Intimations Ode, the child perpetually as-
sumed. Ultimately, as the last book of The Prelude teils us, 
it is the role of the adult Imagination, "that glorious faculty," 
to discover its true analogue in nature, as in the moon at 
Mount Snowdon brooding over dark abysses, "the emblem 
of a mind / That feeds upon infinity." 

Not all autobiographers achieve, or even reach for, such 
sublime assurance. But many, probing the psychology of 
selfhood, record "spots of time" of peculiar significance, 
moments of heightened perception, and sometimes inti-
mations of a dimension to human life ineluctably greater 
than the sum of its parts. Wordsworth's poem remains ex-
emplary in its demonstration that the edge of meaning lies 
never far beyond the prose of ordinary experience. 

De Quincey, though his formal medium is not poetry, shows 
much less regard for the prosaic fact. His Autobiographical 
Sketches and Confessions of an English Opium-Eater transport us 
to a quite unwordsworthian climate of perception, an un-
familiar exotic world of stränge shapes and surrealistic mag-
nitudes. Yet he acknowledges a distinct debt to Wordsworth, 
both as the "great modern poet," whose genius he declares 
himself the first to have recognized, and also as the Lake 
Country neighbor, with whom he has spent long hours in 
earnest conversation.'^ Reviewing his own troubled child-
hood, he digresses on the wisdom of Wordsworth's apo-
thegm that "The Child is father of the Man," and he seems 
mindful of the poet's wish for "days . . . Bound each to 
each by natural piety," when he writes of the strength he 
has gained from his sense of "years that were far asun-
der . . . bound together by subtle links of suffering derived 
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frort! a common root."^^ The most indelible of his own 
"spots of time" recalls the harmony of the Simplon Pass, 
where wind, rock, and sky, "the darkness and the light," 
merged as "types and symbols of Eternity / Of first and 
last, and midst, and without end." De Quincey describes 
the depths of a blue sky which "seemed the express types 
of infinity" and a wind that was "the one great audible 
Symbol of eternity."''* But the circumstances of De Quin-
cey's epiphany, repeated, we are told, three times in his 
life, are more particular and idiosyncratic, less "ordinary," 
that those prompted by even the most exaited response to 
Alpine scenery, for they involve a death-chamber and a 
child, or child-like man, standing entranced at noon on a 
Summer day between a corpse and a window open to the 
hot sunshine and the hollow-sounding wind.'^ 

So described in a sketch from the 1830s, the Situation 
seems contrived and scarcely credible, or, at any rate, too 
Singular for its alleged recurrence. But De Quincey's literal 
accuracy was disputed as early as the first version of the 
Confessions, and "objectivity" per se was never his primary 
concern.'^ He suspected indeed that he might at times be 
mistaking his morbid fancies for objective entities—he ital-
icized the word in 1821 and later glossed it as "apparently 
pedantic" yet all the same "indispensable" to one recogniz-
ing other levels of reality. Seidom has autobiography been 
so subjectively oriented, so centered on a mind contem-
plating its own inventions. His "confessions" bear no re-
semblance to Rousseau's. Despite his lurid title, which might 
evoke dens of iniquity, he has no shameful private life, real 
or imaginary, to reveal, and no taste, in any case, for such 
exposure. He defends, almost to the point of ironic over-
statement, the "delicate and honourable reserve" of his 
countrymen: "Nothing . . . is more revolting to English 
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feelings, than the spectacle of a human being obtruding on 
our notice bis moral ulcers or scars, and tearing away that 
'decent drapery,' which time, or indulgence to human frailty, 
may have drawn over them: accordingly, the greater part 
of our confessions (that is, spontaneous and extra-judicial 
confessions) proceed from demireps, adventurers, or swin-
dlers: and for any such acts of gratuitous self-humiliation 
from those who can be supposed in sympathy with the 
decent and self-respecting part of society, we must look to 
French literature . . ."—presumably, first of all, to Rous-
seau.'® 

De Quincey's decent British confessions conceal as much 
as they reveal; as soon as they approach areas of danger, 
they begin to wander evasively in other directions. His style 
is marked by constant digression, periphrasis, parenthesis, 
long trains of free association which serve to distract atten-
tion from the matter in hand and remove the necessity of 
direct commitment. If he feels any guilt, it is for what he 
has been and is, not for anything he confesses to have done. 
He is the innocent but also the pariah, at odds with the 
society he claims to respect, in sympathy with other out-
casts, such as Ann the prostitute, the fallen angel of mercy, 
and fascinated by antisocial conduct, murder, and all re-
bellious criminality. The pains of opium bring him visions 
of torment and torture, sadism and masochism, a capacity 
for which he is loath to admit in himself or in others. But 
the deepest horror of his nightmares is that they involve 
the dazed bystander, against all will and reason, in violent 
action which they delude him into accepting, at least for 
the time of possession, as real "objective" fact. 

Whatever the garish derangements of its prolonged ex-
cessive use, opium, even as mild habitual sedative, con-
firmed and, as it were, sanctioned De Quincey's natural 
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passivity, his instinctive recessiveness, and what he himself 
called his "intellectual torpor."'^ And it encouraged a sort 
of subjective idealism, or idealizing, by which he reconsti-
tuted the outside world for his own convenience or contem-
plation. In the infinite reaches of the Confessions, all things 
perpetually recur and interconnect; space swells endlessly, 
and time expands to eons of consciousness, "far beyond the 
limits of any human experience."^® The digressive mode is 
appropriate since in life there is no possible completion; one 
sensation or idea leads on inevitably to the next, and all 
impressions are ultimately one to the reminiscential mind. 
A Piranesi etching of broken flights of stairs, one above the 
other tili all disappear into the gloom of a remote ceiling, 
and a lonely figure, toiling forever upwards, provides the 
image of a terrifying continuum.^' The wanderet, alone in 
London crowds, knows a similar bewilderment, a reduction 
in the presence of vastness, where the streets branch off 
interminably or lose themselves in long diminishing per-
spectives. Time may accelerate or seem to linger; moments 
of insight qualitatively outweigh months of routine, but the 
respite is brief, and time itself relentless. Among the arts, 
music provides De Quincey the best chance of escape; a 
rieh harmony of spreading sound places his whole life before 
him, purified, rationalized, released from temporal pro-
gression and the demands of engagement. 

In the last part of the Confessions De Quincey, self-con-
scious always, even in his passivity and garrulous evasive-
ness, addresses the reader: "You will think, perhaps, that 
I am too confidential and communicative of my own private 
history. It may be so. But my way of writing is rather to 
think aloud, and follow my own humours, than much to 
inquire who is listening to me; for, if once I stop to consider 
what is proper to be said, I shall soon come to doubt whether 
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any part at all is p r o p e r . B u t his private history requires 
no apology for impropriety of conduct; it is less a chronicle 
of impetuous events than a sequence of moods and images, 
a meandering interior monologue in long-drawn periods, 
heightened by an erudite allusive style. It is an autobiog-
raphy that spills over into other subjective sketches and 
essays, notably "The English Mail Coach" and "Suspiria 
de Profundis," continually creating and elaborating a self,^' 
but in final effect projecting a temperament rather than a 
man, a sensibility disposed, as De Quincey himself teils us, 
"to meditate too much and to observe too little." The case-
ment of his sister's death-chamber admits no earthly vision 
but a dazzling light. Another window, presented in the 
Confessions, looks into the dark to the sea below and a dim 
distant city. Before it, "more than once" (as we are assured 
and indeed might expect), sits the silent brooding opium-
eater all night long, "from sun-set to sun-rise, motionless, 
and without wishing to move."^'^ 

Unlike De Quincey, Charles Darwin had some misgivings 
about his capacity for meditation but none at all about his 
powers as an observer. Rather, like David Copperfield, who, 
near the beginning of his life story, claims to have been "a 
child of dose Observation" and to be a man of strong cir-
cumstantial memory, Darwin throughout his Autobiography 
affirms his reverent regard for minute detail: "I think that 
I am superior to the common run of men in noticing things 
which easily escape attention, and in observing them care-
fully."^^ His method as a naturalist, he insists, is thoroughly 
inductive: from the beginning of the long researches that 
led to The Origin of Speeles "I worked on true Baconian prin-
ciples, and without any theory collected facts on a wholesale 
Scale." He finds Herbert Spencer's "deductive manner of 
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treating every subject . . . wholly opposed to my own frame 
of mind." And he is disappointed by a second reading of 
bis grandfather's Zoönomia, "the proportion of speculation 
being so large to the facts given." He himself has amassed 
mountains of fact to Support bis theories and has always, 
he testifies, tried to keep his mind open "so as to give up 
any hypotbesis . . . as soon as facts are shown to be opposed 
to it. "26 

Nevertheless, be acknowledges a lifelong will to speculate 
on the evidence he has gatbered, a need to maintain a per-
spective on his work and a continuity of experience. He 
questions the value of "inward convictions and feelings" as 
a reliable guide to faith, and be is discomfited to the point 
of illness by serious introspection or prolonged "medita-
tion." But he is all the same consistently the "natural phi-
losopher" (in the original sense ofthat term), eager to discern 
in nature the operation of some great law of being. The last 
sentence of The Origin of Speeles asserts a "grandeur in this 
view of life," and one of bis personal letters suggests that 
some theory must guide experiment, or at least develop in 
the process of research, since "all Observation must be for 
or against some view if it is to be of any service."^^ The 
Autobiography firmly establishes his pbilosophic bias, the 
deep-seated desire for syntbesis. In his characterization of 
fellow-scientists he indicates not only his Standard of judg-
ment but also, when most positive, his ideal self-image. 
Thus John Henslow is a good and learned man, truly ob-
servant and disposed "to draw conclusions from long-con-
tinued minute observations," but no one "would say that 
be possessed mucb original genius"; Robert Murebison, 
though a celebrated geologist, is "very far from possessing 
a philosopbical mind"; and Robert Brown, an immensely 
well informed botanist, seems incapable of propounding 
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"any large scientific views." J . D. Hooker, on the other 
hand, "is very acute, and he has great powers of general-
isation"; and Charles Lyell has shown enough patience and 
originality to develop and cogently defend the great general 
theory of uniformitarian change.^® Darwin conceives of 
himself as both the dose observer of distinguishing detail 
and the philosophical generalist seeking and finding a broad 
overview of all creation. He remembers having achieved, 
as early as the expedition of the Beagle, the power of con-
centrating his whole past knowledge on each new Impres-
sion: "Everything about which I thought or read was made 
to bear directly on what I had seen and was likely to see; 
and this habit of mind was continued during the five years 
of the voyage."^^ So formed and nourished, this mental 
disposition, he is convinced, has persisted to the end and 
has done most to determine his ultimate success as natural 
philosopher. 

Darwin's Autobiography recognizes the voyage of the Bea-
gle as "by far the most important event" in his life. After 
his return to England come prodigious labors of research, 
followed by agonies of composition, resulting in volumes 
of lucid and apparently effortless expository prose. His rapid 
review of the monographs entails his restrained but frank 
assessment of their value to the scientific Community and 
his Statement of satisfaction with his growing reputation. 
When he has mentioned all his books, "the milestones in 
my life," he concludes that "little remains to be said."'® 
Though he is addressing his children, he refers in only the 
briefest and vaguest terms to his perfect wife ("so infinitely 
my superior in every single moral quality") and his alto-
gether exempiary sons and daughters, not one of whom has 
ever given him "one minute's anxiety, except on the score 
of health."^' He gives the birth-date (but not the name) of 
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his eldest son only because he wishes to explain that he was 
interested at the time in the systematic analysis of "expres-
sion" in men and animals, and the baby provided a ready 
subject for study. Though in life a devoted husband and 
father, he presents himself as more and more narrowly the 
scientist, gradually exduding aesthetic concems but scarcely 
changing his cast of mind in any other way once he has 
found his career. 

The first half of the narrative, however, describing Dar-
win's adolescence and apprenticeship, offers another image, 
less purposeful, but more animated and more engaging. The 
three years at Cambridge are presented as an almost com-
plete waste of time academically but still "the most joyful 
in my happy life; for I was then in excellent health, and 
almost always in high spirits."'^ The joy arose in part from 
an intellectual awakening, largely extracurricular, remem-
bered in vivid detail, the botanic walks and talks with men 
of science during term and on vacation, and the delights 
and hazards of collecting beetles (especially the occasion of 
his popping one rare specimen into his mouth to free his 
hand to seize another). The high spirits led to hunting par-
ties and some mild roistering with "a sporting set, including 
some dissipated low-minded young men," but since the 
misspent days were jolly and the companions agreeable, the 
autobiographer "cannot help looking back to these times 
with much pleasure."" Eventually the collecting of beetles 
for beetles' sake subserves more disciplined scientific ob-
jectives, and the young barbarian zealous only for partridge-
shooting yields to the civilized bird-watcher intent on 
detecting avian variations. But the gain involves loss; the 
vigorous sociable youth sinks into a neurotically recessive 
middle age, and the joy of unexpected event becomes the 
commonsense of organized routine. 
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The latter part of the Autobiography undoubtedly paints 
too bleak a picture, for the aging scientist who teils his story 
clearly retains—or is able to recover without noticeable 
strain—some of the emotion he believes atrophied. Nor has 
his aesthetic sense wholly disappeared, for it remains not 
only in an appetite for romantic novels but also, and more 
importantly, in the simple grace with which he reviews his 
past. To his great regret his sensibility has surely dimin-
ished with the years, but it was once too strong and various 
for its influenae ever wholly to vanish. The early chapters 
describe his warm response to both poetry and music, an 
interest sufficient to make Paradise Lost his favorite reading 
on the Beagle or to induce him as an under-graduate to hire 
the choir boys from King's College Chapel to sing in his 
rooms at Trinity. Though he claims to have read The Ex-
cursion twice through from beginning to end, he apparently 
did not know The Prelude; but he scarcely needed Words-
worth's example to record his own "spots of time" with a 
poetic precision. He recalls his "thrill of delight" at S. lago 
in the Cape Verde Islands when he suddenly determined 
to write a book on geology: "That was a memorable hour 
to me, and how distinctly I can call to mind the low cliff 
of lava beneath which I rested, with the sun glaring hot, a 
few Strange desert plants growing near, and with living 
corals in the tidal pools at my feet." A letter from his sister 
reporting some scientists' praise of his fossil collection ex-
cites a more dramatic expression: "I clambered over the 
mountains of Ascension with a bounding step and made the 
volcanic rocks resound under my geological hammer." And 
the memory of a sudden Intuition concerning the divergence 
of species has the distinct quality of a literary epiphany: "I 
can remember the very spot in the road, whilst in my car-
riage, when to my joy the Solution occurred to me."''* 
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The tone of such passages suggests not a derivation from 
Word sWorth and the Romantics but rather a degree of sym-
pathetic alignment. The appeal in each instance relates an 
intensely subjective experience to a unified setting, a par-
ticular time and place. And a similar aesthetic sensibility, 
recurring throughout Darwin's scientific writings, animates 
the objective data of The Origin of Species with a special glow 
of conviction, a bemused irony, and an unceasing wonder. 

If De Quincey's meditation leads to a subjective reverie 
ultimately indifferent to actual fact, Darwin's Observation 
grounds his boldest theorizing in the world of "ordinary" 
experience, to which Wordsworth habitually made his ap-
peal. An empirical bias not unlike that which was essential 
to the amassing of Darwin's evidence informs the spiritual 
and intellectual histories of many Victorians who had no 
comparable scientific eminence. Indeed it is the recurrent 
concern for real objective things that protects most of the 
major nineteenth-century autobiographers, subtle as they 
may be in self-analysis, from recourse to a wholly private 
subjectivity. Of all these, Ruskin is both the most probing 
in personal psychology and the most vivid in circumstantial 
sensuous detail. 

Like Darwin, and with equal justification, Ruskin in Prae-
terita claims for himself the capacity of the acute observer. 
"I have never known one," he declares, "whose thirst for 
visible fact was at once so eager and so methodic." His 
"patience in looking and precision in feeling" have helped 
shape the "analytic power" he considers his greatest asset. 
His observations might well have taken a scientific turn; 
given the opportunity, he could, he insists, have become 
"probably the first geologist of my time in Europe." As it 
is, he has remained the collector of specimens. He remem-



AFTER 71 

bers his ascent of Mount Snowdon not as the source of a 
Wordsworthian revelation but as the occasion of his de-
lighted discovery of "a piece of copper pyrites." His attitude 
toward science, however, is hardly Darwin's or Lyell's. He 
impatiently dismisses Louis Agassiz' monograph naming 
fossil fishes, since "it didn't matter a staie herring to any 
mortal whether they had any names or not" (yet he com-
mends the lithographer for supplying Agassiz with admi-
rable illustrations).'^ He believes that any natural object 
Seen intensely gives some clue to the created universe, but 
he regards the microscope as a base distorter of human 
Vision. The truth to nature he seeks is an aesthetic realism, 
a respect for intricate line and color, as in his own dose 
drawings of stratified rocks or curling tendrils. 

Ruskin's preference of things actually seen to formal 
idealizations becomes at times excessive and eccentric, as 
when in Rome he repudiates the heroics of Raphael and 
Titian as less true than his own defiant effort to make "a 
careful study of old clothes hanging out of old windows in 
the Jews' quarter." By the same token he values Byron as 
the poet concerned with "real people" and the "truth of 
Observation": "Of all things within the ränge of human thought 
[Byron] feit the facts, and discerned the natures with ac-
curate justice." As a child Ruskin traveled, he teils us, with 
mother and father, not "for adventures, nor for Company, 
but to see with our eyes, and to measure with our hearts." 
And throughout his adult life he has remained quite literally 
the "seer": "If you have sympathy, the aspect of humanity 
is more true to the depths of it than its words; and even in 
my own land, the things in which I have been least deceived 
are those which I have learned as their Spectator."''^ 

Darwin's Observation pours into his research; Ruskin's, 
into his art, his drawings, his criticism, and the animated 
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supple prose of the autobiography that celebrates the gift 
of seeing. Praeterita not only announces its author's "skill 
of language": it abundantly illustrates it in terms of passion, 
wit, and irony, verbal play and facility, novelistic precision 
and fullness of image. It calls persons and places into being 
with a Dickensian force and color, the exuberance of su-
perlatives, yet a detachment which assures the Illusion of 
objectivity. It achieves the force of fictional narrative in its 
account of the drowning of a handsome cousin as he set off 
for Australia, or the meeting with the gentlemanly young 
Charles Eliot Norton on a steamer near Geneva, or the fate 
of a Swiss artist-friend, who, selling short his real talent, 
"went back to Berne and . . . made his black bread by dull 
portrait-painting to the end of a lost life." Its descriptions 
supply the significant detail that helps create a setting—the 
scurry of ants in the garden walk at Herne Hill, the layers 
of paint around the wine-merchant's office bell, the grim 
graceless iron pillars in an evangelical London chapel. An 
incompetent private tutor is emphatically remembered, 
without physical attributes, as a sad sign of the times: "a 
more wretched, innocent, patient, insensible, unadmirable, 
uncomfortable, intolerable being never was produced in this 
area of England by the culture characteristic of her me-
tropolis." The College censor, on the other hand, is phys-
ically evoked as "a Christ Church Gorgon or Erinnys, whose 
passing cast a shadow on the air as well as on the gravel." 
Oxford in general, though asking acceptance, receives a cool 
critical response: "What an aesthetic yiew I had of all my 
tutors and companions, how consistently they took to me 
the aspect of pictures, and how I from the first declined 
giving any attention to those which were not well painted 
enough."'^ Thus the spectator, like the novelist or the sci-
entist, maintains the distance essential to give his obser-
vations and impressions an independent objective substance. 
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Detachment in Praeterita extends to the seif and its an-
tecedents. Ruskin establishes a clear ironic perspective on 
the age he lives in, on the roles he has played, and on his 
actual status as the son of an affluent aspiring tradesman. 
He readily detects the foolishness of his father's ambitions 
for him as a gentleman-commoner at Oxford and a potential 
Archbishop of Canterbury, the condescension of his mother 
toward neighbors and poor relations, and the snobbish 
uneasiness of both parents in the presence of the titled happy 
few. Despite his respect for his father's mercantile integrity, 
he has no positive illusions about the process of money-
making; brief encounters with the sherry-buyers his father 
brings to Herne Hill engender only "an extremely low es-
timate of the commercial mind as such." Though he affirms 
his early reverence for Alpine scenery, he recognizes that 
such a response to mountains would hardly have been pos-
sible before the age of Rousseau and the Romantics. He is 
acutely aware of a broad cultural context, and he sees him-
self at various stages as if he were a remote third person. 
He is now a child in a forbidden garden leading "a very 
small, perky, conceited Cock-Robinson-Crusoe sort of life," 
and now an awkward ingenuous young man, "in social be-
haviour and mind a curious combination of Mr Traddles, 
Mr Toots, and Mr Winkle." He remembers a rare befud-
dlement after a vinous college-initiation supper, as if he were 
David Copperfield describing his first dissipation: "I walked 
across Peckwater to my own rooms, deliberating, as I went, 
whether there was any immediately practicable trigono-
metric method of determining whether I was Walking straight 
towards the lamp over the door." For the whole time at 
Oxford, he teils us, "I was, in all sorts of ways at once, less 
than myself, and in all sorts of wrong places at once, out 
of my place," and, again, "I was simply a little floppy and 
soppy tadpole. 
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Yet his capacity for disinterested self-appraisal should not 
mislead us; the apparent detachment conceals and controls 
depths of subjective emotion and concern. He repeatedly 
defines himself and his needs in negatives. He explains his 
lack of childhood friends: "I was not myself the sort of 
creature that a boy could care much for." He counts early 
restraints and lessons of strict obedience among the bless-
ings of his youth, yet considers the great calamity of his 
education the fact that it left him "nothing to love," not 
even father and mother, for they inspired respect rather 
than affection. When his cousin drowns, he feels little grief, 
"but much awe and wonder, when all the best and kindest 
of US are Struck down, what my own selfish life was to come 
to, or end in."^' His self-analysis is painful and deliberate; 
for some years he keeps a skull on his mantelpiece to look 
at before he goes to sleep. His greatest happiness, he con-
fesses, has always been impersonal, coming when he knows 
no one is thinking of him or judging his conduct, when he 
can avoid the attention of others, as in early childhood he 
occasionally managed to elude his mother's watchful eye. 
But he must also escape his own nagging self-scrutiny to 
secure the peace and satisfaction of his role as alert disin-
terested spectator. 

So compelling is the force of negation in Praeterita that 
some recent readers have found Ruskin perilously dose to 
"Sabotage of the seif," ready to destroy his own identity 
and prepared in the process to "deconstruct" the autobio-
graphical genre.'^ Yet we must not ignore the counterbal-
ancing positive assertions of pride in Observation and mastery 
of medium, the unconcealed delight in a capacity for "draw-
ing delicately with the pen-point" and the self-assured com-
mand of language and "accuracy of diction" well beyond 
the reach of nearly all contemporary men of letters. To-



AFTER THE PREL UDE 15 

wards the end of Praeterita Ruskin cites, without embar-
rassment or conceit, Norton's praise of the already published 
first volume as "the retrospect of a wise man" presented in 
wonderfully "sharp-cut outHne" and "fulness of light and 
colour." From tlie beginning he affirms his respect for ob-
jective fact, however personal may be his response or idiom; 
if his writings often "seem inordinately impressional and 
emotional," he has never, he insists, yielded to "any manner 
of illusion or false imagination," never been guilty, he might 
have said, of what he himself called "the pathetic fallacy." 
Though scarcely in truth so free from illusion as he claims 
to be, he does maintain, at least until his last few paragraphs, 
a considerable clarity of vision and an awareness of his 
original resolve as autobiographer to talk only of what it 
gives him joy to remember. But he associates such enjoy-
ment with neither dose friendships nor public acclaim. He 
finds his highest satisfaction, indeed his true identity in his 
work, his mission as teacher. "How I learned the things I 
taught," he declares, "is the major, and properly, only ques-
tion regarded in this history." More "modest" autobiogra-
phers, he concedes, concentrate chiefly on the amusing or 
distinguished people they have met; he, on the other hand, 
has chosen to notice only "those who have had distinct 
power in the training or pruning of little me to any good." 
Thus the trained, pruned mê  as if observed from outside, 
becomes an object of fascinated attention: "As I look deeper 
into the mirror," he remarks, "I find myself a more curious 
person than I had thought."'*' If his narrative seems to us 
often disinterested and almost selfless, the narrator remains 
a distinct entity, more self-conscious than self-destructive. 

By the 1880s Ruskin was impatiently dismissing Words-
worth as an artist lacking in both humor and the sense of 
tragedy. In the same decade, however, he was invoking in 



76 T H E TURNING KEY 

Praeterita "spots of time" more Wordsworthian than he sus-
pected, moments of qualitative intensity that confirmed his 
purposes or redirected his energies.'*^ His first enraptured 
response to the Alps relates—in the poet's way—dedication 
to setting: "I went down that evening from the garden-
terrace of Schaffhausen with my destiny fixed in all of it 
that was to be sacred and useful." And soon afterwards, 
when he had taken "the grandest pass into Italy," the sight— 
or Vision—of the mountains behind the marble-bright ca-
thedral of Milan parallels Wordsworth's great experience at 
Simplon insofar as it, too, provides symbols of eternity, 
tokens of "seemingly immutable good in this mutable world." 
Less ecstatically but no less distinctly he remembers as a 
Student noticing a snatch of ivy on the Norwood road, 
stopping to sketch it in minute detail, and suddenly per-
ceiving in the process the importance, never taught him by 
his drawing master, of rendering "what was really there." 
The memory of a similar moment at Fontainebleau carries 
deep connotation; tired, depressed, ill, resting by the road-
side—"lost," as Wordsworth would have described the con-
dition—he concentrates attention on an aspen tree outlined 
against the sky and strives to recreate its configuration in 
his sketchbook until the design of the object overwhelms 
him with the wonder of natural law: "At last, the tree was 
there, and everything that I had thought about trees, no-
where." Occasionally the shattering revelation, like that which 
effects his deconversion at Turin, involves a group of con-
verging impressions prompted by long-accumulating but 
hitherto carefully suppressed feelings: the revulsion from 
the solemn black-coated evangelical preacher in the Wal-
densian chapel, the delight in seeing a tousled girl of ten 
basking like a snake in unselfconscious sensuality on a sand 
heap, the discovery of beauty in the vital voluptuous pa-
ganism of Veronese's "Solomon and the Queen of Sheba" 
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in the Royal Gallery—all the contrasts between the self-
righteous inhibition he has long been required to cherish 
and the free assertion of life he has been taught to fear. But 
the epiphanies of Praeterita for the most part are not se-
quential; they tend to validate a sensibility rather than to 
further its development. After the childhood chapters Rus-
kin's method is less chronological than associative and the-
matic. His ideas, he admits, may have shifted somewhat 
Over the years, and he sets no great störe by mere consist-
ency. But he denies that his real seif has changed in any 
essential over the fifty years since he was eighteen.'^^ The 
"total of me," he would have us believe, remains fixed and 
substantial, still "curious" perhaps, but as timeless as his 
clearest intimations of a world beyond time. 

The last page of Praeterita leaves Ruskin in a continuous 
present, suffering illusions and delusions he would not have 
thought possible, confusing the receded past with the ter-
rain near at hand, speaking of his dead Rose La Touche as 
if she were alive and in active correspondence with him. 
He who once rightly valued his gift of objective analysis 
sinks into a rambling subjectivity, heedless of logic and 
coherence. Yet something of his power animates even the 
last dictated sentence, a vivid evocation of an unreal evening 
light Over Siena with "the fireflies everywhere in the sky 
and cloud rising and falling, mixed with the lightning, and 
more intense than the stars." The autobiography has finally 
become a direct transcript of the seif in decline rather than 
a controlled self-portrait, but a stronger and more charac-
teristic sensibility still flashes with intermittent brilliance 
across the darkness. 

Though temperamentally quite unlike Ruskin and often 
diametrically opposed to his views, John Stuart Mill as 
autobiographer was also, nonetheless, in the succession of 
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Wordsworth—responsive to the subjective impulse, which 
he beheved Wordsworth and the Romantics had first thor-
oughly explored and vaHdated. Drilled from childhood in 
an eighteenth-century rationalism and taught to regard Jer-
emy Bentham as his exemplar, Mill came at the time of his 
own mental crisis to look upon Bentham as old-fashioned 
and inadequate, altogether deficient in modern self-con-
sciousness, "that daemon," as he called it, "of the men of 
genius of our time, from Wordsworth to Byron, from Goethe 
to Chateaubriand, and to which this age owes so much both 
of its cheerful and its mournful wisdom."'^ Bentham's lot, 
he explained, "was cast in a generation of the leanest and 
barrenest men whom England had yet produced, and he 
was an old man when a better race came in with the present 
Century." From Wordsworth especially Mill learned to re-
spect what Benthamism had neglected, the internal culture 
of the feelings and the power of "tranquil contemplation." 

Not all self-scrutiny, however, seemed as reassuring as 
Wordsworth's. The one sort of self-consciousness that Ben-
tham did recognize was self-interest, the individual's "cal-
culus of hedonism," his gauging of the relative proportions 
of pleasure and pain involved in any given act. Mill, on the 
other hand, in revulsion from a naive Benthamism, con-
cluded that happiness could not be deliberately willed or 
secured by conscious striving, but must instead come un-
awares as a product of self-forgetting. Before long he rec-
ognized his own f)osition as dose to "the antiselfconsciousness 
theory of Carlyle," propounded most emphatically in Sartor 
Resartus. Eventually he moved from a dose, if uneasy, 
friendship with Carlyle to a serious estrangement. Yet he 
seems never to have rejected the message of Sartor, and his 
Autobiography is perhaps best understood as a replication of 
Teufelsdröckh's spiritual progress, which for many of the 
great Victorians set the Standard pattern of conversion.'^^ 
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Sartor postulates three stages of development. Teufels-
dröckh first finds himself committed by a prevailing skep-
tical rationalism to the Everlasting No, the creation, he 
assumes, of the materiaHstic eighteenth Century, and he 
wanders through a dreary urban wasteland, devoid of all 
hope, purpose, and vital principle. At length, however, in 
the depths of suicidal despair, appropriately in "the dirty 
little Rue Saint-Thomas de PEnfer," he receives the sudden 
irrational fiery illumination, the sense of a stubborn resid-
uary free will, rising now strong enough to reject the com-
pulsions of the deterministic No and to carry him to the 
cool and becalming Centre of Indifference. There he achieves 
a new perspective on himself and society at large and an 
intimation that all true living somehow escapes conditioned 
response and anxious self-interest. He is then prepared to 
move on to the Everlasting Yea, which will bring a positive 
reappraisal of his past experience and a dedication to his 
future work. 

Mill's Autobiography has a similar tripartite structure, 
functioning as a sort of Hegelian dialectic. The thesis, con-
stituting the first four chapters, is the strenuous loveless 
education of the prodigy, presided over by James Mill, and 
the apprenticeship at sixteen of the philosophic Radical with 
little feeling and great intellectual zeal. But when the in-
tellect ceases to be all-satisfying and the Utilitarian program 
no longer seems an all-sufficient happy prospect, the whole 
thesis becomes an Everlasting No, to be repudiated by "an 
irrepressible self-consciousness" dissatisfied with the status 
of "a mere reasoning machine." The "mental crisis" (surely 
as much emotional as mental) described in Chapter V is the 
antithesis, the Centre of Indifference at which Mill ques-
tions the values of his first phase. Here he discovers an 
unsuspected capacity for tears, as he reads Marmontel, an 
unfamiliar response to the passion of Byron and the med-
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itation of Wordsworth, and a quite defiant sympathy with 
Carlyle, Coleridge, and the new schools of idealism. "The 
influences of European, that is to say, Continental thought, 
and especially those of the reaction of the nineteenth Century 
against the eighteenth, were now," he writes, "Streaming 
in upon me."'^ From the collision of thesis and antithesis 
develops the synthesis presented in the last two chapters, 
the Everlasting Yea, which, under the auspices of Harriet 
Taylor Mill, seeks to harmonize the best of Benthamism 
and the wisdom of a "better," more self-conscious genera-
tion and so to establish the sanction for the mature work of 
the foremost Victorian apostle of liberty. 

Carlyle apparently detected no similarity between Sartor 
and Mill's "mental history," for he dismissed the latter as 
"the autobiography of a steam-engine."'*^ Yet the very im-
personality of Mill's narrative, especially the early "thesis" 
chapters, is part of its appeal, even its pathos, to readers 
distressed to imagine a gifted child denied any clear identity. 
As a youth, though unexercised physically, ill-trained in 
social manners, and inept in all practical affairs, Mill knew 
himself to be at least twenty-five years ahead of his con-
temporaries in the factual Information he had amassed. But 
he was allowed no pride in his one great asset, his erudition, 
for that, he was given to understand, was simply the result 
of his father's extraordinary Instruction rather than any un-
usual aptitude of his own; he was expected instead to hold 
"a very humble opinion" of himself. Still, he teils us, "My 
State of mind was not humility, but neither was it arrogance. 
I never thought of saying to myself, I am, or I can do, so 
and so. I neither estimated myself highly nor lowly; I did 
not estimate myself at all."'*® TYit Autobiography is more than 
the record of a remarkable education, which is its declared 
intention; it is also, and more significantly, the chronicle of 
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a search for the seif, a seif suppressed and nerveless tili 
nervous collapse in late adolescence, but then rebellious and 
sensitive to alien feelings and impressions, and thereafter 
bolder, more individual, confident in a reasonableness guided 
by broadened human sympathies. For the mental crisis that 
leads to such momentous self-discovery, Mill briefly invokes 
a metaphoric idiom, the language of feeling he had been 
taught to distrust: the subversive but liberating self-ques-
tioning occurs in "the dry heavy dejection of the melancholy 
winter" when "the fountains of vanity and ambition seemed 
to have dried up within" him.'*̂  Whatever Carlyle's opinion, 
the imagery is reminiscent of the desert in Sartor and so a 
secular equivalent of the "spiritual dryness" in the dark 
night that traditionally precedes the awakening of the soul. 

Late in life, revisiting places he had known as a child, John 
Henry Newman paused beneath the windows of an old 
house where, when very young, he had watched from his 
bed flickering candles set out on the sills to celebrate the 
victory of Trafalgar. "I have" he wrote, "never seen the 
house since September 1807. I know more about it than 
any house I have been in since, and could pass an exami-
nation on it. It has been ever in my dreams.''̂ ^ Such sharp 
personal detail is characteristic of the reminiscences of Rus-
kin or Darwin, but hardly representative of Mill's "mental 
history," or indeed of Newman's. 

The memory in fact is recorded not in his Apologia pro 
Vita sua but in a private letter to a dose friend. The Apologia 
reveals acute powers of recall, the ability to reproduce every 
subtle twist and turn of controversy and every shade of 
deepening conviction, but it maintains a high degree of 
reticence, a refusal to explore aspects of subjective experi-
ence unrelated to its immediate purpose. Though it insis-
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tently defends the role of subjectivity in the assent to faith, 
it shows no concern with the dreams of a lost childhood or 
with other personal data, out of which most autobiographies 
are largely made. 

Newman's Apologia is first of all what its subtitle of 1873 
promises, "A History of his Religious Opinions," his lucid 
and sharply focused reply not only to Charles Kingsley but 
to all others who questioned the course of his religious 
development and the validity of his final religious position. 
Its narrative, though enriched with the precise and appro-
priate imagery of a prose master, has no cause to present 
"images" or vignettes of the individual life apart from its 
religious commitment. The character of the apologist is to 
be deduced from the style, tone, and logic of his argument. 

Newman was aware, however, that his biographers would 
demand something more, some further Information of a 
nonreligious kind. Accordingly about ten years after the 
Apologia he prepared an "Autobiographical Memoir," trac-
ing his academic career to the age of thirty, as a model, he 
thought, of "the simplicity of style in which he desired that 
all told about himself should be composed." Written, like 
The Education of Henry Adams, in the third person, the "Mem-
oir" is almost as discreet and selective as the Apologia. It 
passes over Newman's childhood without comment except 
for an indication of the schoolboy's quickness at learning 
and his distaste for organized games. But it offers some new 
insight into the College years. Newman's real life apparently 
begins at Oxford, but it is a life earnest and austere, having 
no patience with undergraduate frivolities, repelled by the 
alcoholic exuberance of gaudy-days. His shy self-conscious-
ness at first is extreme; he suffers much from "the recollec-
tion of solecisms, whether actual or imagined," in his social 
conduct. He is grievously disappointed at degree time by 
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his failure to achieve the high academic Standing he has 
expected. But he nonetheless recovers confidence in his in-
telligence and analytic powers, and he is finally pleased to 
remember Dr. Whately's compliment that "he was the clear-
est-headed man he knew." April 12, 1822, which brings his 
election as a Fellow of Oriel, is "the turning point of his 
life, and of all days most memorable."^' Despite academic 
disputes and differences in the next eight years—or perhaps 
indeed because of them, for he thrives on intellectual ar-
gument—Oxford seems to him his proper home and haven, 
and he is content to compare himself, in a verse riddle, to 
the snapdragon clinging to the College walls, unable to imag-
ine any other habitat so lofty or congenial." But such ef-
fusions are rare; Mr. Newman, as he calls himself throughout 
the "Memoir," expounds his principles but for the most 
part withholds his sentiments. 

The Apologia in its final form makes repeated disclaimers 
that the author enjoys in any way the act of self-revelation. 
The preface declares, "It is not at all pleasant for me to be 
egotistical; nor to be criticized for being so. It is not pleasant 
to reveal to high and low, young and old, what has gone 
on within me from my early years. It is not pleasant to be 
giving to every shallow or flippant disputant the advantage 
Over me of knowing my most private thoughts, I might even 
say, the intercourse between myself and my Maker . "" Suc-
cessive chapters begin with similar denials. The first sug-
gests the value of privacy, ''Secretum meum mihi." Chapter 
II advises the reader, who may have found some excitement 
in the account of Newman's return from the Continent in 
July 1833, that there is in fact "no romantic story to teil," 
that is to say, no colorful confession to follow. Chapter III, 
the shortest in time-span but the most crucial in terms of 
the religious Odyssey, solicits our sympathy for the reluctant 
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autobiographer, who must perform on himself "a cruel Op-
eration, the ripping up of old griefs." Of all bold ventures 
he has ever undertaken, Newman avers, "this is the bold-
est," the self-explanation essential if he is to convince us of 
his reasonableness and probity. Chapter IV, describing in 
painful self-scrutiny the waning of his Anglicanism, may, 
he fears, be simply a long death-bed scene of "little interest" 
to his readers; its method, at any rate, he adds, must be 
solidly factual and documentary. Only with the fifth and 
final chapter, the account of his Catholic years, does he feel 
absolved of the bürden of self-exposure, and only then, 
paradoxically, is he free to be most passionately personal. 

The drama of the Apologia lies in the clash of ideas held 
with intense emotion. We observe the workings of New-
man's mind, but we see little of the human being, the body 
in a visualized setting such as Wordsworth or Ruskin pre-
sent. Two passages from the first chapter, however, attract 
attention by specific novelistic detail. The first of these 
records, briefly but warmly, what amounts to a spot of time, 
"that hour fixed in my memory after the changes of forty-
two years, forty-two this very day on which I write": the 
occasion of his being summoned to the tower of Oriel, on 
his election as a Fellow, to meet the saintly John Keble, 
and his sudden overwhelming sense of unworthiness to re-
ceive Keble's congratulatory handshake. 

The second and considerably longer break from the reg-
ulär analytic style describes Newman's Italian journey and 
his illness in Sicily, in terms that invite comparison with 
Mill's narrative of his mental crisis and also with the dialectic 
of Sartor Resartus. The traveler senses "some inward changes" 
Coming upon him. He is distressed by the condition of the 
English Church and unresponsive to the Roman. He ad-
mires Italian scenery and historic landmarks but cares noth-
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ing for the Italian people; he is isolated, lonely, more and 
more "driven back" into himself, perplexed rather than des-
perate, yet sharing Byron's view (which he quotes) that 
here, under the Mediterranean sun, "All, save the spirit of 
man is divine." He is now as close as he could come to an 
Everlasting No. At Castro-Giovanni he suffers physical col-
lapse, but in semidelirium he murmurs, "I shall not die, for 
I have not sinned against light, I have not sinned against 
light"—the precise meaning of which eludes him, though 
the words, we might now say, imply the rejection of despair 
and, in terms of the pattern of Sartor, the transition to a 
Centre of Indifference. Gradually recovering, he finds re-
lease—as the young Mill did—in tears and in new reso-
lution: 

Before starting from my inn in the morning of May 26th or 27th, I sat 
down on my bed, and began to sob violently. My servant, who had acted 
as my nurse, asked what ailed me. I could only answer him, "I have a 
work to do in England. 

The work in England proves to be Newman's Everlasting 
Yea, a strenuous mission, extending for more than a decade, 
through which he discovers his gifts of leadership and per-
suasion and virtually his personal identity. 

The three chapters devoted to the course of the Oxford 
Movement then revert to a mode of intellectual analysis, 
which largely excludes circumstantial private detail. At the 
end of his spiritual journey, when he finally abandons the 
Anglican Church, he is deeply distressed to take leave of 
his College. But he expresses his feeling obliquely, invoking 
the snapdragon of his early poem, which was, he says, to 
have been the "emblem" of his permanent attachment to 
the University. 
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Though entitled "Position of my Mind since 1845," the 
conclusion of the Apologia is concerned in the main with 
two larger issues: the general cogency of Catholic dogma 
and the conduct of the Catholic priesthood. In discussing 
the latter, Newman descends of necessity to the ievel of the 
pragmatic, with the result that his defense of the practice 
of casuistry and equivocation reads at times like a specious 
rationalizing of expediency. On the other hand, when pro-
pounding matters of dogma, he rises to a great personal 
intensity, for he wholly identifies the Catholic faith with 
his own Spiritual perception and commitment. No passage 
in autobiography since St. Augustine's meditation on time 
and eternity surpasses Newman's impassioned description 
of the consequences of "original sin," his tremendous cat-
alogue of mankind's errors and miseries, inspiring "a vision 
to dizzy and appal" and to inflict "upon the mind the sense 
of a profound tragedy which is absolutely beyond human 
Solution." For Newman there is no sufficient stay against 
despair and infidelity in all the "objective" world of nature. 
The saving faith must come from within, from a "voice, 
speaking so clearly in my conscience and my heart," which 
makes "the being of a God . . . as certain to me as the 
certainty of my own existence." God, who is to be reached 
subjectively, is in turn the guarantor of the subjective life. 
"If I looked into a mirror," Newman writes, "and did not 
see my own face, I should have the sort of feeling which 
actually comes upon me, when I look into the living busy 
World, and see no reflexion of its Creator."" To Newman 
the familiar analogy of the mirror has acquired a new vi-
tality; both faces are indeed realities; religious faith must 
transcend what confuses human reason and logic, the ap-
parent disjunction between Creator and creation. Whatever 
its first purpose as a limited and more or less impersonal 
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autobiography, ih^Apologia pro Vitasua stands in final effect 
as something more, as Newman's profession of a faith which 
is the very sariction of his selfhood. 

Insofar as he could relate his own subjectivity to a solidly 
objective Church, Newman considered Wordsworth's un-
directed subjective impulse, vague and ill-grounded, essen-
tially secular yet spuriously religious. Wordsworth was to 
be valued, he thought, as a poet of "philosophic meditation," 
representative of the mind of the age, but at the same time 
to be rebuked for his "almost sacerdotal pretensions."^"̂  Oth-
ers, however, unable to achieve Newman's complete assent 
to Christian dogma, saw in Wordsworth's inwardness a 
Substitute religion or at least "the illustration or embodiment 
of some Spiritual law."̂ ^ Among these, William Haie White, 
through his persona "Mark Rutherford," left, I think, the 
most striking late-Victorian testimony of indebtedness. 

Repelied by the ignorance and narrow fundamentalism 
of a theological school, where he is in training as a Dis-
senting minister, Mark Rutherford comes unexpectedly upon 
a copy of the Lyrical Ballads, and the discovery proves a 
more than Wordsworthian spot of time, "a day I remember 
as well as Paul must have remembered afterwards the day 
on which he went to Damascus," for "the change it wrought 
in me could only be compared with that which is said to 
have been wrought on Paul himself by the Divine appari-
tion." The precise cause of his response to the volume re-
mains elusive, but the effect is decided and dramatic: 

it excited a movement and a growth which went on tili, by degrees, all 
the systems which enveloped me like a body gradually decayed from me 
and feil away into nothing. Of more importance, too, than the decay of 
systems was the birth of a habit of inner reference and a dislike to occupy 
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myself with anything which did not in some way or other touch the 
soul. . . . Wordsworth unconsciously did for me what every religious 
reformer has done,—he re-created my Supreme Divinity; substituting 
a new and living spirit for the old deity, once alive, but gradually hard-
ened into an idol." 

But if it liberalizes—or liberates—his faith, Mark Ruth-
erford's new "habit of inner reference" offers no permanent 
Solution to his deepest misgivings. His introspection en-
genders a fear of the seif and for the seif. He experiences 
a loneliness far less creative than Wordsworth's solitude. 
He shyly retreats from society but yearns for companion-
ship and shared understanding. He suffers a recurrent in-
tense hypochondria, a shattering mistrust of his own physical 
being. Eventually he is to be saved only by accepting what 
is good in the present and setting aside his dread of the 
future and all hopeless metaphysical questioning. Yet he 
cannot entirely forgo speculation, for he knows that such 
sacrifice can be achieved only at the expense of the sensi-
tivity that defines his character. 

The Autobiography of Mark Rutherford, for all its probing 
self-revelation, remains a modest and diffident book, the 
product of a latterday Puritan, a self-history in the tradition 
of Bunyan, set like Grace Abounding in nonconformist Bed-
ford. Its first page apologizes for the whole as "a record of 
weakness and failures" and "the tale of a commonplace life" 
but suggests that the story nonetheless may have some value 
as the description of early-Victorian Dissent. White, like 
Bunyan the master of a quiet middle style, has no desire 
for self-advertisement. He not only conceals himself behind 
the mask of Rutherford; he also devises an epilogue in which 
an unidentified friend expresses some fear that the reader 
may think Rutherford "a mere egoist, selfish and self-ab-
sorbed."^' No one who has followed the simple, unadorned 
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narrative from the beginning will find much cause to pass 
that judgment. 

Few twentieth-century autobiographers discover in Words-
worth the grounds of a new religion, and still fewer retrace 
the high-Victorian progress from despair to a triumphant, 
unequivocal Everlasting Yea. But, if vigorous assertion is 
no longer the mode, the possibility of spiritual or psycho-
logical change is still a central concern, and the spot of time 
remains an experience to respect and remember. As in The 
Prelude, the seif, at least as presented in the most compelling 
personal histories, still seeks in the ordinary world of sense 
and outward things the source of extraordinary vision, the 
momentary glimpse—beyond all reasonable expectation— 
of meaning, coherence, or direction. 

Bertrand Russell's brilliant, disjointed autobiography was 
the late and relatively casual byproduct of the longest life 
vouchsafed to any British philosopher. As autobiographer 
Russell keeps moving away from self-portraiture to descrip-
tions of his encounters with the intellectual Community; he 
combines personal narrative with a varied correspondence, 
and after the first of three volumes he relies perhaps too 
heavily on the latter. But he offers us, nonetheless, a re-
markable impression of a curious temperament, the mind 
of a rationalist whose faith and conduct repeatedly defy 
logic and reason. He makes crucial decisions on sudden 
impulse. In his first volume, covering his first forty-two 
years, he records several intuitions, some less edifying than 
his reaction to Mrs. Whitehead's seizure. He teils of reading 
Mill's Autobiography at the age of eighteen, lingering over 
one particular sentence, and becoming forthwith a con-
firmed atheist. With cool dispassion he reports the discovery 
of trouble in his first marriage: "I went out bicycling one 
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afternoon, and suddenly, as I was riding along a country 
road, I realized that I no longer loved Alys. I had had no 
idea until this moment that my love for her was even less-
ening. The problem presented by this discovery was very 
grave." Ten years later, in March 1911, the same capricious 
vehicle provides sudden and complete escape: having given 
Alys's niece a lesson in philosophy, "I then rode away on 
my bicycle, and with that my first marriage came to an 
end. I did not see Alys again tili 1950, when we met as 
friendly acquaintances."^ 

Russell's prose can be as direct and incisive as its content. 
The style throughout his self-history proclaims the man, 
disarmingly candid, yet too abrupt in disclosure, and so 
oddly reticent, brooking no question, self-justifying, arro-
gant, and assured, by turns self-absorbed and wittily de-
tached from self-regard. His "epiphanies," relating erratically 
to his own practical affairs, reach for no metaphysical values 
or Wordsworthian "types and symbols of eternity." Yet his 
declared preference for the temporal does not preclude a 
strain of poetry, a nostalgia for the fixed abiding past, which 
brings him dose to self-contradiction, a denial of eternality 
but at the same time a half-mystical intimation of some 
timeless order. "Yes," he teils a friend, 

one must learn to live in the Past, and so to dominate it that it is not a 
disquieting ghost or a horrible gibbering spectre stalking through the 
vast bare halls that were once füll of life, but a gentle soothing companion, 
reminding one of the possibility of good things, and rebuking cynicism 
and cruelty. . . . For my part, I do not even wish to live rather with 
eternal things, though I often give them lip-service; but in my heart I 
believe that the best things are those that are fragile and temporary, and 
I find a magic in the Past which eternity cannot possess. Besides, nothing 
is more eternal than the Past—the present and future are still subject to 
Time, but the Past has escaped into immortality—Time has done his 
worst, and it yet lives." 
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Hungry for eternity as Russell was not, C. S. Lewis ac-
knowledged a direct, unembarrassed debt to the Romantic 
tradition. SurprkedbyJoy (1935), the title from one of Words-
worth's sonnets, announces by its subtitle, "The Shape of 
my Early Life," the concern of The Prelude with childhood, 
youth, dedication, and memory. A selective narrative of 
Lewis's first thirty years, culminating in his conVersion to 
Christianity, the autobiography, like Wordsworth's, places 
its Spiritual affirmation in a dosely observed ordinary world. 
Lewis clearly evokes the circumstances of the child's life in 
his unaesthetic, unimaginative Northern Irish home, the 
lonely drab misery of his terms at an English public school, 
and always the longing that both places engendered for some 
absent principle of beauty. He remembers the precise set-
tings of his moments of revelation and decision, his spots 
of time, a stillness of mind snatched from physical motion: 
the color of sky and field seen from a train on the evening 
he discovered the visionary power of George MacDonald's 
romance, Phantastes; the ride atop a bus up Headington Hill 
when he reluctantly surrendered his atheism; the drive to 
Whipsnade during which he recognized the direction of his 
religious commitment. 

The Joy that Lewis celebrates is not the attained faith 
but the earlier recurrent "inconsolable longing" for a di-
mension of life beyond our commonplace routine, the stab, 
the sudden sharp sense of loss and deprivation. As the 
yearning rather than the fulfillment, Joy is "an unsatisfied 
desire which is itself more desirable than any other satis-
faction." It comes by surprise, the byproduct of self-for-
getfulness, and cannot be deliberately sought or cultivated, 
though its quality may be suggested by engaged response 
to music or literature. Joy to Lewis may be the memory of 
a memory, the recollection of a time when the yearning was 
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all-possessive, as, for example, a frosty hill walk, just after 
receiving the Christmas gift of Wagner's Ring, remembered 
as a time of anticipated great pleasure in reading—"It seemed 
to me that I had tasted heaven then."^^ Wordsworth, he 
concludes, was mistaken in lamenting the passing of a glory, 
the loss of Vision, for the very wanting was itself the having, 
and The Prelude as a whole realizes the desire by giving it 
expression.^^ Ultimately, however, Lewis himself comes to 
consider Joy less important as something achieved than as 
the evidence of a deeper subjective need. With his conVer-
sion, at the end of his narrative, that need is satisfied by a 
faith less vague and transitory than sudden hunger, and Joy 
in itself then ceases to be the central object of desire. 

Eklwin Muir had as deep a religious sense as Lewis and by 
the end as firm a Christian commitment, though no com-
parable concern with dogmatic theology. But his Autobiog-
raphy, in its first form called The Story and the Fable, is neither 
a narrative of conversion nor an essay in apologetics.^ It 
quietly presents the essential outlines of a modern poet's 
career and the development of his gentle yet acute sensi-
bility. 

The "story" is the record of events and things, the man's 
year-by-year progress in the "ordinary" world (for the "or-
dinary" is as much Muir's point of departure as it was 
Wordsworth's). The book, like Ruskin's Praeterita, is ar-
ranged according to places of residence and work; and the 
physical settings—the Orkney island farm of his infancy, 
the slums of Glasgow, the fetid bone factory at Fairport, 
literary London, subverted Prague—are all observed and 
delineated with a Ruskinian precision. From the beginning, 
however, there beckons a dimension beyond common meas-
urement. "The Orkney I was born into," Muir writes, "was 
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a place where there was no great distinction between the 
ordinary and the fabulous, the lives of living men turned 
into legend."^' On the mainland of his maturity, where the 
distinction was often sharp indeed, Muir continued to seek 
out the fabulous. 

The "fable" relates to a large elusive subjectivity, encom-
passing and transcending the finite life in time. As auto-
biographer Muir faces the problem of how to know and 
define the seif; for each man, he believes, draws on the 
aggregate experience of mankind, somehow absorbs the myths 
and archetypes postulated by Jung, and so shares in some 
vast collective consciousness. Though Muir finally sees no 
Single "neat pattern" in his own life, on the way he has had 
salutary glimpses of meaning and coherence. The mature 
disposal of a childish fear brings him such satisfying reas-
surance, "an unsolicited act of help where no help was 
known to be": 

These solutions of the past projected into the present, deliberately an-
nounced as if they were a sybilline dedaration that life has a meaning, 
impress me more deeply than any other kind of experience with the 
conviction that hfe does have a meaning quite apart from the thousand 
meanings which the conscious mind attributes to it: an unexpected and 
yet incontestable meaning which runs in the teeth of ordinary experience, 
perfectly coherent, yet depending on a different system of connected 
relations from that by which we consciously hve.®^ 

One of these primitive unexpressed relations that haunts 
Muir's imagination is man's kinship with the animals, and 
one of his recurrent discomforts is his sense of blood guilt 
for the betrayal of the animal order. Yet he dreads more 
intensely the degradation of human beings to the bestial 
level. In his most frightening spot of time he suffers a sud-
den hallucination which transforms all his fellow-passengers 
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on a Glasgow tramcar into pigs and then extends the vision 
to a whole world of "nothing but millions of such creatures 
living an animal life and moving towards an animal death 
as towards a great slaughter-house." Images of like intensity 
recur in Muir's troubled dreams and nightmares, presented 
like De Quincey's in circumstantial detail, but offered here 
by one who has read Freud and has sought release in Freud-
ian Interpretation and analysis from deadly fears and trau-
mas. Not all of his "fabling," however, partakes of neurosis 
or demands clinical exorcism; his more positive intuitions, 
as he describes them, elude altogether the reductive expla-
nations of his therapist, who wishes, understandably, to 
reinstate the rational, the normal, and the "ordinary." 

Muir's psychology, happily free of latterday jargon, de-
rives as much from Wordsworth as from Freud, and his 
autobiography, expressing some direct debt but far greater 
Romantic affinity, provides the strengest modern witness 
to the persistence of the method and concern of The Prelude. 
Muir, like Wordsworth, recognizes the power and indeed 
the sanctity of memory as a Warrant of selfhood and pur-
pose. His review of the past—both in this present book and 
earlier at a crucial stage of his career, when he perceived 
his true vocation as poet—brings a sense of long misdirected 
effort and a new perspective. "In living that life over again," 
he writes, "I Struck up a first acquaintance with myself."^^ 
Looking backwards, he escapes the "order to time" and the 
forward rush of temporal things. He recovers his childhood 
assumption of timelessness, of living in an infinite universe, 
and his first intimations of immortality.̂ ® With renewed 
confidence he comes to regard his real life as more durable 
and less restricted than the fixed personality that ordinary 
routine has impressed upon him, to realize, as he puts it, 
"that immortality is not an idea or a belief, but a State of 
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being in which man keeps alive in himself his perception 
of that boundless union and freedom, which he can faintly 
apprehend in time, though its consummation lies beyond 

As in Wordsworth and indeed in all the major autobiog-
raphers, the "fable" ultimately counts tor more than the 
"story." Muir has pleasures as well as miseries to record— 
the achievement, for example, of a happy marriage. But he 
chooses to teil us little of his personal affairs, for his interest 
in reviewing the past lies in the quality of the life he has 
experienced and not in a factual record of private circum-
stance. Unlike populär memoirists, he seeks no reflected 
glory from accounts of the many celebrities he must surely 
have known in England or during his long years abroad. 
The one friend he especially honors is John Holms, a man 
of unfulfilled renown. Holms, he declares, was the "most 
remarkable" person he ever met, because the least self-con-
scious, "not a personality" at all, but simply a "nature," a 
power of pure intellect and emotion.̂ ® Muir himself, selfless 
in his self-probing, was apparently, as he quite inadvert-
ently suggests, such an impersonal natural force. Yet it may 
seem something of a paradox that his autobiography, one 
of the most profoundly subjective since The Prelude, points 
to the conquest, rather than the cultivation, of distinctive 
personality as the highest human aspiration. 
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And we have been on many thousand lines, 
And we have shown, on each, spirit and power; 
But hardly have we, for one little hour 
Been on our own line, have we been ourselves. 

—Matthew Arnold 

J r ASCiNATED by thc masks he could fashion for him-
self, Yeats praised Oscar Wilde's ability to strike an un-
conventional pose, to sustain the "discipline" of a new role, 
and to observe public reaction to his Performance. Words-
worth by contrast, he argued, was "often flat and heavy" 
because he had "no theatrical dement" in his character but 
simply "an obedience to a discipline which he [had] not 
created."' 

Setting aside the value judgment, we might apply Yeats's 
comment specifically to The Prelude and extend it to other 
nineteenth-century self-presentations. We might then agree 
that Wordsworth and the major Victorian autobiographers, 
however dramatic may have been their sense of discovery 
and commitment, however resourceful their rhetorical strat-
egies, were all indeed untheatrical. Each, to be sure, rec-
ognized his role in life and played it effectively: Wordsworth 
as the dedicated poet, Darwin as the scientific observer, 
Ruskin as the critical spectator, Newman as religious leader, 
Mill as defender of intellectual liberty. But each assumed 
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his role as something given by endowment, circumstance, 
and vocation, rather than as a part he himself was devising 
and Staging for special effect. The question of sincerity in 
their autobiographies scarcely arises, for by the time of 
reviewing their careers, each of them had supplied ample 
objective evidence that the role claimed was his true and 
sufficient identity. 

In the more "theatrical" late-Victorian generation, on the 
other hand, the author of a self-history was less confident 
of the truths of selfhood, and his self-presentation, or role-
playing, involved a different sort of self-consciousness. 
Though acutely aware of his audience, he feit alienated from 
the ordinary world and no longer accountable to it. "The 
egoisticnote," Wilde remarked in 1897, "is, . . . andalways 
has been to me, the primal and ultimate note of modern 
art, but to be an Egoist one must have an Ego."^ The "person-
ality," in other words, as opposed to the "nature" of a man 
that Edwin Muir would prize,' must validate itself by the 
uniqueness of private impressions and the individuality of 
personal style, the singularity of gesture and voice. If the 
seif as a separate entity seemed elusive and amorphous, or 
if it, perhaps, did not exist at all, it must be invented, 
dressed up, and projected. It mattered little that the creation 
of a self-image might distort the masker's actual experience 
or willfully commingle fiction with fact. 

In the most striking late-Victorian autobiography Wilde 
himself rehearsed his boldest role. Though written as a 
letter from Reading Gaol and first published in füll more 
than sixty years later. De Profundis reads like a long carefully 
wrought monologue in an immediate cultural tragedy. Lord 
Alfred Douglas, the addressee, is cast as the ruthless self-
seeking antagonist who precipitates the hero's downfall; and 
many pages denounce his perfidy. But the letter must tran-
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scend diatribe, must destroy all bitterness of heart; it should 
prove, Wilde insists, "as important a crisis and turning-
point" in Douglas's life as "the writing of it" proves in 
Wilde's own. The writer, the Speaker, is, of course, the real 
subject, the actor at center stage. At frequent intervals he 
reminds us of his tragic credentials, of the greatness he has 
lost or betrayed. He declares himself the scion of a noble 
and honored family, the master of every literary form he 
touched, "once a lord of language," an incomparable shaper 
of public thought and feeling: "The gods had given me 
almost everything. I had genius, a distinguished name, high 
social Position, brilliancy, intellectual daring."'* For every 
good reason, then, "I was a man who stood in symbolic 
relations to the art and culture of my age. I had realised 
this for myself at the very dawn of my manhood, and had 
forced my age to realise it afterwards."^ Now that he has 
fallen, though he may revile Douglas, he must recognize 
the real tragic flaw in himself, since "nobody, great or small, 
can be ruined except by his own hand."*^ Henceforth he 
must practice deep humility. The model he chooses in his 
grief is Christ, the Man of Sorrows, whom he refashions 
quite arbitrarily in his own image as the "artist in sympa-
thy," the arch-individualist, the first Romantic, and the 
determined anti-Philistine. When released from prison, he 
will, he vows, go down to the sea for healing and a new 
baptism—he remembers Euripides' saying that the sea 
"washes away the stains and sins of the world." There 
Nature, he trusts, or at least fantasizes, will restore him: 
"She will hang the night with stars so that I may walk abroad 
in the darkness without stumbling, and send the wind over 
my footprints so that none may track me to my hurt; she 
will cleanse me in great waters, and with bitter herbs make 
me whole."^ 
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Whether or not, as Wilde once remarked, "one should 
always be a little improbable," the prose of De Profundis as 
here is often implausible, derivative, and self-indulgent. 
The actor himself is scarcely persuaded by his rhetorical 
compunction, and he can hardly expect his audience to be. 
In an earlier passage of confessed abasement, concluding 
with a quotation from one of his own plays, he declares, "I 
would not a bit mind sleeping in the cool grass in summer, 
and when winter came on sheltering myself by the warm 
close-thatched rick, or under the penthouse of a great barn, 
provided I had love in my heart. The external things of life 
seem to me now of no importance at all. You can see to 
what intensity of individualism I have arrived, or am ar-
riving rather, for the journey is long, and 'where I walk 
there are thorns.' But the aesthetic, urban self-image he 
has presented throughout his career is too strong for him— 
or for US—to take his rural excursion seriously, and he at 
once seeks refuge in a self-conscious, ironic realism: "Of 
course I know that to ask for alms on the highway is not 
to be my lot, and that if ever I lie in the cool grass at night-
time it will be to write sonnets to the Moon."^ 

Nonetheless, despite splashes of false sentiment, Wilde 
seems truly to mean much of what he says. If his claim to 
honored family is somewhat shaken by what we know of 
his raffish parents, his estimate of his own literary prowess 
is not wholly unjustified. By virtue of The Importance of Being 
Earnest and Intentions, his achievement both as writer of 
comedy and as critic is unassailable. He was, indeed, as 
most cultural historians now see him, the representative 
man of letters of the English 'nineties. And fallen from his 
brief eminence, he did suffer cruelly for his indiscretion 
and folly. Few descriptions of humiliation could be more 
moving than his account of Standing handcuffed, in con-
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spicuous prison garb, for half an hour on the central plat-
form at Clapham Junction, while successive trains poured 
forth a jeering mob. 

But Our sympathy wavers as soon as he shifts his rhetoric 
to extravagant hyperbole or precious metaphor, when he 
recalls his majesty as King of "that beautiful unreal world 
of Art" or strives to reproduce not just his sorrow but "the 
purple pageant of [his] incommunicable woe."'® At such 
moments the actor's mask is more apparent than the reality 
of the seif behind it; we begin to wonder what sort of Ego, 
if any at all, the Egoist actually has. By the end, however, 
the jarring lines count for less than the virtuoso Perform-
ance; we come to see the role as an act of courage, the 
necessary protection of a hurt seif against a demeaning pity. 

For most of his private life, lived as it was largely in 
public, Wilde avoided self-confrontation. To be sure, he 
had his own special insights, his "spots of time," and he 
even borrowed directly from Wordsworth when he dis-
cussed the problem of sustaining such vision: "One can 
realise a thing in a single moment, but one loses it in the 
long hours that follow with leaden feet. It is so difficult to 
keep 'heights that the soul is competent to gain.' " " But he 
dreaded revealing the long dull stretches of commonplace 
routine, the emptiness of the "ordinary" Wordsworthian 
perception. In his art he repeatedly invoked epigram and 
apothegm to generalize or dismiss his personal experience, 
and abundant defensive wit to conceal his unruly sentiment. 
Some months after his release from Reading Gaol, once 
more seeking an adequate mask but now finding none, he 
wryly remarked, "A man's face is his autobiography; a 
woman's face is her work of fiction."'^ In his most char-
acteristic writing from the beginning through De Profundis 
he himself made no great distinction between the two 
genres. 
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George Moore, with a less immediate need for dramatic 
gesture, also created fictions of the seif. At least eight of his 
books belong to the autobiographical mode as he conceived 
it, an amalgam of incident, impression, and invention, com-
mingling records of private life, sometimes embarrassingly 
frank, often heightened or distorted, with long stretches of 
confident art criticism and much literary gossip, all calcu-
lated to demonstrate his intelligence, sophistication, and 
importance. 

Moore's motivation as perpetual autobiographer is most 
apparent in his trilogy, Hail and Farewell, where he claims 
to have been woefully neglected by parents who from his 
early childhood persuaded him of his personal ugliness, 
incompetence, and stupidity. He is quite aware that he may 
have overcompensated for his "inveterate belief in [his] own 
inferiority." Nonetheless, he insists, "Within the oftentimes 
bombastic and truculent appearance that I present to the 
World, trembles a heart shy as a wren in the hedgerow or 
a mouse along the wainscoting."'^ His swaggering bravado, 
then, which the Yeats circle dismissed with contempt, was 
simply the "theatrical dement" in a deliberate and often 
desperate self-assertion that Yeats elsewhere applauded. 

Moore's first and most flamboyant self-advertisement, 
Confessiom of a Young Man, published in 1888, exploits some 
of the materials treated rather more discreetly in his later 
autobiographies but offers no explanation for the young 
man's rebellious behavior. The confessor is ostensibly one 
Edward Dayne, but the disguise is very thin; the author 
seems uncertain whether his first name is Exiward or Edouard 
or Edwin (he uses all three forms), and in the French edition 
of 1889 he drops the alias altogether and calls himself George 
Moore. His inspiration, he says, is St. Augustine, but whereas 
that great exemplar told "the story of a God-tortured soul," 
he intends to teil for the first time "the story of an art-
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tortured soul."'"* He accordingly creates and maintains the 
pose of an expatriated aesthete living in Paris, producing 
no art but talking endlessly about it and enjoying the am-
biance of artists. Even the possibility of a foolish duel poses 
no serious threat to his determined dilettantism: "We went 
out to dinner, we went to the theatre, and after the theatre 
we went home and aestheticised tili three in the morning"; 
or, as a revised Version reads, "After the theatre we went 
home and aestheticized tili the duel became the least im-
portant event and Marshall's picture the greatest."'^ 

The young man's opinions are expected to dismay and 
repel the respectable reader. Declaring himself bored with 
the "decencies of life," Dayne, or Moore, boasts of his faults 
and foibles, his willful hedonism and monstrous dissipa-
tions. He toys with sadistic emotion and the idea of deca-
dence. He avows an "appetite for the stränge, abnormal and 
unhealthy in art." He alleges "feminine depravities in his 
affections": 

I am feminine, morbid, perverse. But above all perverse, almost every-
thing perverse interests, fascinates me. Wordsworth is the only simple-
minded man I ever loved, if that great austere mind, chill even as the 
Cumberland year, can be called simple. 

But he has, of course, none of Wordsworth's concern for 
the common man or the "ordinary sight." The pyramids, 
he contends, were well worth all the millions of wretched 
lives sacrificed to build them, if eventually they may "fill a 
musing hour with wonderment." His literary models, he 
boasts, are Gautier and Baudelaire, in whom he thinks he 
finds a defiantly pagan amorality and a rejection of Christian 
pity, which he himself dismisses as "that most vile of all 
vile virtues." Lx)oking into the future, he deplores the com-
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ing victory of "pity and justice," the light he chooses to call 
darkness, "which is imminent, which is the twentieth cen-
tury."'7 

Clearly Moore has no great gift of prophecy, and his 
flagrant irreligion plumbs no Nietzschean depths, nor car-
ries any real conviction. It is largely an irrelevance, serving 
only to shock the pious and to sanction his own aesthetic 
autonomy and his release from moral and social concern. 
By the end, when his "exquisitely hypocritical reader" is 
asked, ironically no doubt, to accept the short and frag-
mentary record as "this long narrative of a sinful life," 
Confessions of a Young Man has become its own parody. Moore 
obviously prides himself on his wit, daring, and outrageous 
Over Statement. But the part he plays lacks all real intensity; 
the noisy aesthete, far from being a genuinely art-tortured 
soul, can scarcely imagine the pains of aesthetic creation. 

In his Confessions Moore twice disparages Edmund Gosse as 
the typical Philistine of literature, begotten in a London 
club by an overstuffed armchair.'^ Nonetheless, the two 
men remained dose friends for nearly forty years, and Moore 
took credit upon himself'^ for suggesting that Gosse write 
the personal history that was to prove his most enduring 
book. Gosse's talent as "objective" novelist, at least as evinced 
by his one slight romance, was far smaller than Moore's, 
but his capacity for sustained autobiographical narrative was 
surely greater. Father and San is a well-shaped chronicle of 
the seif, as "theatrical" in presentation as Yeats could have 
wished. Begun in the early 'nineties and published anony-
mously after delays in 1907, it remains the best example of 
the movement of late nineteenth-century autobiography to-
ward a self-consciously literary form, more intent on dra-
matic coloring than on verifiable factual accuracy, a genre 
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ultimately where the author may seem to create a seif in 
the very act of writing and where his existence in any other 
State of being may be questioned or denied. 

At the outset of Father and Son Gosse wams the reader 
that his narrative will blend comedy and tragedy in odd, 
perhaps disturbing, proportions. He clearly aims at a tragic 
pathos, but he freely employs comic devices, the strategies 
of Satire and irony, to lend dramatic edge and distance to 
his Story. He designs the whole as a sort of Bildungsroman 
describing his lonely childhood, the restraints imposed upon 
him by his father's narrow fundamentalism, and eventually 
his liberation at seventeen, when he leaves his home, his 
village, and the religious Brethren, to make his independent, 
agnostic way in the secular city. As the past unfolds in 
sharpened detail, many earnest episodes fall into comic per-
spective: the child experiments with idolatry by worship-
ping a chair; the child expresses dismay that his widowed 
father is about to marry a "pedobaptist"; the father fulmi-
nates against a Christmas pudding as the accursed relic of 
pagan ritual; the father prays with the son for guidance to 
refuse an invitation to a tea party, and the son rises from 
his knees to declare that the Lord has granted him permis-
sion to attend; at the party itself the son shocks his audience 
by reciting morbid "graveyard" verses he himself only half-
understands. Throughout the narrative minor figures among 
the servants and the "Saints" appear with comic height-
ening; the son's govemess, Miss Marks, in particular, emerges 
as "somewhat grotesque, . . . a kind of Dickens eccentric, 
a mixture of Mrs. Pipchin and Miss Sally Brass."^® But the 
"tragic" note intrudes upon the comedy. The boy's mother 
dies a sad solemn death, her last gesture dedicating him 
irrevocably to the Lord and a life of perfect piety. The 
narrator evokes the pathos of the scene but then moves at 
once from object to subject, from the dying woman to him-
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seif and self-pity: "But what a weight," he comments, "in-
tolerable as the bürden of Atlas, to lay on the shoulders of 
a fragile child."^» 

Gosse casts himself as the protagonist of this tragi-
comedy, the innocent victim of repression driven to sub-
terfuge and deceit in order to preserve his selfhood. Like 
Mill's Autobiography, his narrative describes a rigorous ed-
ucation supervised by a well-meaning parent of sorely lim-
ited Vision. But the spiritual or intellectual distance between 
parent and child in Gosse's book is immeasurably greater 
than in Mill's. Whereas Mill eventually assimilates, deep-
ens, and enriches his father's philosophy, Gosse questions 
the "Great Scheme" of enforced dedication, comes to re-
pudiate his father's creed as a wholly untenable fanaticism, 
and sharply dramatizes, in a fashion quite alien to Mill, his 
escape from stifling commitment. Subtitling his story "A 
Study of Two Temperaments," he announces in his first 
sentence that the "struggle," the clash of the two, is to be 
his theme and that final "disruption" will be the inevitable 
result of the conflict. As in earlier autobiographies, an 
epiphany prepares the seif for decisive conversion, but here 
it is deliberately contrived and placed as a climax in a nov-
elistic structure. The son at boarding school, just before 
beginning his apprenticeship in London, contemplates the 
setting sun in the hope of a great apocalypse, the Lord's 
opening of the heavens to carry him off to Paradise. But 
when no assumption takes place, he is half-ashamed of what 
he recognizes as a "theatrical attitude," in which perhaps 
he has never really believed. The anticlimax, at all events, 
is cruelly crushing: 

The tea-bell rang,—the last word of prose to shatter my mystical poetry. 
"The Lord has not come, the Lord will never come," I muttered, and 
in my heart the artificial edifice of extravagant faith began to totter and 
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crumble. From that moment forth my Father and I, though the fact was 
long successfully concealed from him and even from myself, walked in 
opposite hemispheres of the soul, with "the thick o' the world between 
US. " 2 2 

The epiphany, whatever its origin in actual experience, has 
the effect of fiction; the "mystical poetry" invites its im-
mediate ironical reduction to the commonsensical, though 
still highly Hterary, "prose." 

Throughout his narrative Gosse so molds his materials 
that they seem less remembered than invented, or at least 
embellished for the occasion. Nonetheless, he expects us to 
accept his story as "scrupulously true," in all respects "a 
genuine slice of life," for, he insists, "this record can . . . have 
no value that is not based on its rigorous adhesion to the 
truth ."" The preface offers us a "document," the "diagnosis 
of a dying Puritanism," and the text is intended to have 
large implications, to depict the struggle not just of "two 
temperaments" and "two consciences" but also of "two ep-
ochs." Yet its truth as representative cultural history is de-
batable. At times it reads like yet another generalized 
E^wardian indictment of Victorianism. But to most Vic-
torians, who enjoyed a measure of conviviality and folk 
ritual, including Christmas and plum pudding, the auster-
ities of the Brethren would have seemed eccentric and re-
pulsive. Few Victorian children suffered the son's almost 
total deprivation of imaginative literature, and no Victorian 
scientist, as even Gosse admits, was prepared to endorse 
the father's egregiously theologized biology. For the more 
convincing aspects of the record we must tum to the uniquely 
personal relationship between father and son, and even there 
our estimate of the "truth" will rest on our response to a 
skillful blend of fact and special pleading. 
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Father and Son is designed as the son's apologia, his self-
defense against intransigent principle. But the unintended 
irony of the book—its strength as well as its weakness— 
lies in the possibility that our sympathy may ultimately 
shift from the son to the father. Whatever his narrowness 
of view, his literalism, his fear of art and artifice, his mis-
placed ingenuity in the attempt to forestall the heresies 
of Darwin, the father remains a strong character, a man of 
unimpeachable integrity, loyal though mistaken in some of 
his loyalties, sincerely committed to his faith. He survives 
the son's descriptions weighted against him, efforts to read 
his unspoken thoughts, insinuations that he was unduly 
fond of the sound of his own voice lifted in private prayer 
or that he delighted in gymnastic gesticulation as he made 
his devout entreaties. The son by comparison is disingen-
uous and evasive. When as a youth alone in the city, over-
come "by an invincible ennui" he breaks his promise to his 
father to keep up daily Bible readings, he conceals his de-
ception: "The dilemma was now before me that I must 
either deceive my Father in such things or paralyse my 
own character. It does not occur to him that another 
alternative might be possible—the honest disclosure of 
his own changing attitude. In the long run the father, 
not deceived, is strong enough in love to forgive. The 
son, for all his declared devotion to Truth, cares most 
for his own comfort and his final escape from the bürden 
of "dedication." As a boy he found, he claims, an inner re-
source: "Through thick and thin I clung to a hard nut of 
individuality deep down in my childish nature."^^ As a 
liberated young man he is able at last to exercise "a human 
being's privilege to fashion his inner life for himself.''̂ *^ Of 
the child's secret resistance, we have indeed some distinct 
notion. Of the sincerity and strength of the selfhood to 
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be shaped by the liberated adult, we have no such clear 
assurance. 

The Education of Henry Adams, which appeared, privately 
printed, in the same year as Father and Son, records no 
reUgious conflict at all comparable to Gosse's and no re-
pudiation of a repressive background. Though uncomfort-
ably aware that much might be expected of him, Adams 
finds no occasion to proclaim his spiritual independence of 
a more fully committed father. Nor, on the other hand, 
does he feel any need to magnify, as Wilde did, his heritage 
and the social Standing of his parents. His early rationality 
was cool and collected; his credentials of birth and Station 
were impeccable; his position as an Adams was assured. 
Yet as autobiographer he is in his own way even more 
"theatrical" than Gosse or Wilde, readier, that is, to assume 
diverse roles and to fit his life-story into a rigid mold of 
artifice. Despite an obvious endowment of intellect and sen-
sibility and an unusually wide and privileged view of ex-
perience, both in America and abroad, he chooses to consider 
his "education" a series of melancholy failures and himself 
its disillusioned product. Wilde in the depths of Reading 
Gaol remains capable of the brave gesture, never quite so 
defeated as Adams imagines himself to have been, at liberty, 
in the highest circles of polite society. 

Concentrating on that "education," however broadly he 
construes the theme, Adams deems himself free to exclude 
large segments of his career, most conspicuously, perhaps, 
any reference to his tragic marriage. But the story he teils 
retains enough variety of setting and Observation, travel, 
episode, and reflection to belie the bleak judgments he has 
determined to impose upon it. Chapter after chapter, even 
when animated by incidents and impressions a less jaun-
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diced memory would have cherished, ends with the refrain 
of failure. Harvard College fails to educate. Berlin disap-
points. Rome and Paris offer nothing permanent. Five years 
in London, crowded with political excitement and social 
event, prove only "a false Start." Washington brings re-
peated disenchantment. "Failure" labels the account of an 
apparently successful academic career, followed by a dismal 
foray into journalism: "Thus it turned out that of all his 
many educations, Adams thought that of school-teacher the 
thinnest. Yet he was forced to admit that the education of 
an editor, in some ways, was thinner s t i l l . I n spite of a 
self-protective chilly reserve, he eventually does warm to 
two dose friends, Clarence King and John Hay, both of 
whom he deems, like himself, undervalued and misunder-
stood. For the most part, however, personal emotion yields 
to cold critical appraisal. Unlike Wordsworth or C. S. Lewis, 
he is never to be "surprised by joy." As "one of his eminent 
uncles or relations" remarks, even his Class Oration on 
graduating from Harvard is "singularly wanting in enthu-
siasm."^® At the beginning of his narrative he declares his 
preparation for the game of life and then almost immediately 
announces his withdrawal: "As it happened, he never got 
to the point of playing the game at all; he lost himself in 
the study of it, watching the errors of the players."" 

Adams the autobiographer remains aloof and ironic as he 
watches himself watching the mistakes of others, crediting 
them with few successes, and reluctant, either as the nar-
rator or the subject, to admit the value of his own achieve-
ments. The third-f)erson narration enhances the detachment, 
and the past tense, without any sense of an ongoing later 
present, establishes an irrecoverable, disjunctive distance. 
The result is our impression not of a career, as in most 
autobiographies, still in process while being recorded, but 
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of a life already over and done with, a completed dramatic 
Script for a box-set behind a proscenium arch. Again and 
again the tone suggests a long, closed history, seen in remote 
perspective: 

To his life as a whole he was a consenting, contracting party and partner 
from the moment he was born to the moment he died. . . . 

[The notion that Boston had solved the world's essential problems] 
seemed to him the most curious social phenomenon he had to account 
for in a long life. . . . 

[Harvard undergraduates] were . . . the most formidable critics one 
would care to meet, in a long life exposed to criticism. . . . 

Many a shock was Henry Adams to meet in the course of a long 
life 

In a long experience, before and after, no one ever approached [the 
brilliance of Swinbume's talk] . . . 

The Summer of the Spanish War began the Indian summer of life to 
one who had reached sixty years of age, and cared only to reap in peace 
such harvest as these sixty years had yielded.'" 

Watching the watcher, as if from beyond life, the narrator 
concedes that the "identity" he is attempting to describe 
and define is no more than "a bündle of disconnected mem-
ories."'! Yet he is able to see in sharp enough outline the 
figure he himself recalls—or half-remembers and half-in-
vents. (For he is not quite sure of the status of his impres-
sions. Of an early train trip he writes: "This was the journey 
he remembered. The actual journey may have been quite 
different, but the actual journey has no interest for edu-
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cation. The memory was all that m a t t e r e d . T h e Henry 
Adams presented in the narrative has become a sort of "man-
ikin" (the image clearly borrowed from Sartor Resartus), draped 
in the costumes that are his successive "educations," and, 
if a manikin may be animated sufficiently to act several 
parts, he is assigned his successive roles: the private sec-
retary, the dilettante, the editor, the professor, the specu-
lative philosopher who likes to consider himself "the Virgin's 
pilgrim." Only in this last role does an individual rather 
than a type emerge, the character of a man born a Century 
too late, alienated in the modern "multiverse," obsessed 
with a Vision of vertiginous acceleration as his own spent 
life slows to a complete stop. 

Yet the finished chronicle is by no means as dreary as 
the fixed expression on the manikin's face. The Education of 
Henry Adams, which remains, I should think, the most im-
pressive of American autobiographies, rises repeatedly above 
its declared negations. Its power lies not only in the pre-
cision and color of its prose but also in the very devices that 
reduce its protagonist: the imposition of a shaped confining 
pattern, the attention to a ränge of external things, the skill 
in capturing the ambiance of great cities and cultures, the 
sophisticated satiric commentary, the portraits of memo-
rable people—Lincoln and General Grant, Swinburne and 
Thackeray, Gladstone and Earl Russell—the sharp reac-
tions of a gifted ironic witness, who seeks no reflected glory 
in eminent acquaintance. The record, to be sure, includes 
some mistakes and contradictions; the narrator chides Har-
vard College in the 1850s for ignoring Karl Marx's Capital, 
the first volume of which was actually not published even 
in German tili near the end of the following decade; and 
he Claims in one breath that no "education" could equal the 
Embassy life in London, and in another that "the private 
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secretary" gained no real "education" at all in England. But 
factual consistency here matters less than the larger truths 
of fiction, and overstatement helps neutralize too frequent 
confessions of defeat. Key scenes, such as the meeting with 
Clarence King in Estes Park or the splendid dinner given 
by Monckton Milnes at Fryston, are prepared and presented 
with the care and calculation of an accomplished novelist. 
The most moving episode of all, Henry Adams's visit to 
his sister Louisa, stricken in Italy with fatal tetanus, is 
elaborately set against the soft sensuous beauty of the Ap-
penines in mid-summer. And the epiphany which reveals 
the dynamo as a "symbol of infinity" and a portent of the 
frightening speed of the new Century is timed deliberately 
as the climactic moment of a progress through the Gallery 
of Machines at the Paris exposition of 1900. From the be-
ginning the narrator is aware of the ironies, comic or cruel, 
as in a Hardy novel, that may mock the protagonist's 
impressions or aspirations. But in the end, the last sentence 
of The Education, the ironist can scarcely suspect an even 
greater irony in his suggestion that, were Henry Adams 
able to return to earth on his hundredth birthday, he might 
possibly find at last "a world that sensitive and timid natures 
could regard without a shudder." Henry Adams's centenary 
year was 1938. 

As readers of The Education, however, we ought not to 
be swayed unduly by a misjudgment reaching far beyond 
the closed design created by Adams's expressive style. As 
in the autobiographies of Wilde, Moore, and Gosse, we 
must accept the author's need of a Controlling fiction and 
even a considerable degree of "theatricality," if we are to 
approach an understanding of the temperament he seeks 
both to mask and to reveal. Though the method of each of 
these in presenting specific scenes is highly circumstantial. 
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to none of them do the precise details of a vocation or mental 
history matter as they did, say, to Newman or to Mill. All 
four are centrally concerned with the elusive identity of the 
seif and the parts it has played. In the work of each we see 
autobiography moving toward one of its most characteristic 
twentieth-century forms, the autobiographical novel. 

A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, to cite only the 
most distinguished example of that modern genre, presents 
a hero drawn closeiy from its author's own experience and 
in certain attitudes not unlike the disaffected aesthetes or 
intellectuals we have met in the self-histories of Wilde, Moore, 
Gosse, and Adams. Though Joyce knew nothing of The 
Education, his Portrait apparently owes something to the 
legend of Wilde's personality, if not to the abridged text of 
De Profundis, and it may be more specifically indebted to 
Moore and Gosse. Moore, at any rate, claimed to have done 
"the same thing, but much better, in The Confessions of a 
Young Man.'"^^ The claim does not, of course, require our 
serious consideration, but we should note one signal ad-
vantage of Joyce over Moore and the others. Joyce presents 
himself as the novelist rather than the autobiographer, and 
as such, no matter how subjective the materials he chooses 
to exploit, he must create an independent protagonist, whose 
role we as readers will appraise quite apart from any ques-
tion of the author's "theatricality" or any right to demand 
a true reflection of his real life and character. 
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M i s s P r i s m : Memory, my dear Cecily, is the 
diary we all carry about with us. 

C e c i l y : Yes, but it usually chronicles the 
things that never happened, and 
couldn't possibly have happened. I 
believe that Memory is responsible 
for nearly all the three-volume nov-
els that Mudie sends us. 

—Oscar W i l d e 

In Our lives we are always weaving novels. 

— A n t h o n y T r o l l o p e 

R. EViEWiNG Northanger Abbey and Persuasion in 1 8 2 1 , 
Richard Whately commended the late Jane Austen for her 
choice of third-person narration as the best means of giving 
independent life to her characters. To be sure, he added, 
a few novelists had succeeded with story-telHng in the first 
person. Daniel Defoe, in particular, was able to present the 
thoughts of an imaginary narrator "just as a real autobiog-
rapher might do," with the result that his books were "of-
tener mistaken for true narratives, than any fictions that 
were ever composed." In general, however, the first-person 
method, as practiced by Defoe, failed to please Whately 
since the narrator, who would also be the hero, risked a 
mistaken view of himself and "an offensive appearance of 
egotism."' 

114 
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Nevertheless, despite such misgivings, the first-person 
novel persisted into the later nineteenth Century when Jane 
Austen's elegant detachment was scarcely the literary mode. 
Sometimes the narrators in Victorian fiction are minor char-
acters like Mr. Lockwood and Nelly Dean in Wuthering 
Heights. But often they are the protagonists, very much 
aware of the ego and the perils of egotism and even of the 
bürden of a kind of self-creation through the act of writing— 
as in Jane Eyre, David Copperfield, Great Expectations, and 
Harry Richmond. Each of these four stories is presented as 
the "autobiography" of the narrator—indeed Jane Eyre spe-
cifically bears that subtitle. Each, following the Conventions 
of the Bildungsroman, reflects something of the real author's 
own experience, not just Jane's autobiography or David's, 
Pip's, or Harry's, but in some measure Charlotte Bronte's, 
Dickens's, or George Meredith's. Each remains recogniza-
bly a novel, and none of these four, at any rate, is likely to 
be construed as the work of "a real autobiographer." Yet 
the fictional genre is no longer quite so distinct as it seemed 
in Persuasion, and it becomes less so among the later Vic-
torians like George Gissing and Samuel Butler. As the twen-
tieth Century approaches, it proves increasingly difficult to 
distinguish between the autobiography invaded by fiction 
and the first-person fiction involving the autobiography of 
the author. 

In an essay on the style of autobiography Jean Starobinski 
comments on "the ease with which a narrator may slip into 
fiction, a hazard that we ourselves are surely aware of from 
our own experience in recounting past events."^ One of the 
most engaging of contemporary autobiographies illus-
trates—with no fear of inadvertent "slipping"—the close-
ness of the nonfictional form to fictional narrative. In A Gab 
at the Door V. S. Pritchett draws freely on the devices he 
has mastered as a writer of short stories. He sets up the 
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scene with revealing detail and clear color, an eye for comic 
incident, and an understanding of class consciousness. He 
introduces much dialogue—far more than could be exacdy 
recalled without the aid of precise notes or tape-recordings. 
The characters he remembers have preposterous Dickensian 
names, like Uncle Bugg and Aunt Lax, and they behave 
with fictional idiosyncrasy. His father, who dominates a 
household constantly on the move, resembles both Mr. Mi-
cawber and H. G. Wells's Teddy Ponderevo, but achieves, 
at least in these pages, his own vivid, larger-than-Hfe iden-
tity. The narrator himself has no need or wish to be "the-
atrical" like Wilde or Moore; he is quietly detached, ironic, 
amused by his family circle, absorbed in his independent 
reading, and fascinated by his quickening powers of Obser-
vation. Though he would greatly have preferred further 
schooling to apprenticeship in the leather trade, he brings 
a saving vision to his drudgery, a response to the human 
tragicomedy: "Story after story walked into the ware-
house."' Eventually he is free to shape such stories into 
satisfying tidy patterns. The end of his memoir shows him 
recovered from a serious illness, setting off for Paris like 
Stephen Dedalus, but with none of Stephen's hubris."^ 

Nevertheless, though in its own way a demonstration of 
the novelist's art, A Cab at the Door reads as the work of "a 
real autobiographer," not as a fiction, for there is no ap-
parent artifice set up between the author and the narrator. 
We assume instead a likely relationship to an actual life-
history known to us from other sources, which offer an 
extrinsic Validation both of the speaker's voice and the "real-
ity" of the episodes he has chosen to re-create. Here, and 
perhaps to some extent in all autobiography, we knowingly 
accept some fictional distortion as a necessary adjunct to 
the teller's style, just as in any lively conversation we expect 
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and indeed welcome the wit or sentiment or transparent 
hyperbole that may heighten a true personal report. 

But if we conclude that all autobiography is to some 
degree fictional, we may question the reverse proposition. 
Thomas Wolfe's contention that "all serious work in fiction 
is autobiographical"^ may seem little more than a ration-
alization of his own self-absorbed practice as a novelist. 
Anthony Powell, however, whose art is less egregiously 
subjective, makes a similar claim: "I have a theory that all 
novels are autobiographical," insofar as each is "the day-
dream of the writer."^ Powell's own fiction, his Dance to the 
Music of Time, is no prolonged exercise in self-indulgence 
or self-revelation, but rather an extended review of his re-
sponses to the public years of his life. The serious novel, 
of course, may be much less obviously autobiographical 
even than that. Vanity Fair, Our Mutual Friend, The Ambas-
sadors, The Old Wives' Tale, The Rainbow—none of these is 
intended to mirror the novelist's career, though each in its 
manner, choice of subject matter, emphasis, and imagery 
reveals much that may be characteristic of his temperament 
and vision. Nonetheless, avoiding broad generalizations about 
the novel and restricting our definition of autobiography to 
conscious self-revelation, we may still consider a large body 
of fiction designed, at least in part, to accomplish the central 
purposes of a "true" personal narrative. 

Among late Victorians George Gissing provides a striking 
example of the Operation, both direct and indirect, of the 
subjective impulse. Unlike the clinical French naturalists to 
whom he is often compared, Gissing experienced an urgent 
need, despite an apparent reticence and a real aloofness, to 
achieve some sort of personal justification. His late Private 
Papers of Henry Ryecroft imitates a form of direct first-person 
autobiography. Ryecroft, living in a simple country retire-
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ment, defensively reflects on his career, his choices and 
prejudices, his struggles as a young author against poverty 
and neglect, and his present self-approved retreat from a 
hostile Society. H is self-portrait in its essential details could 
readily serve as Gissing 's own. Ryecroft 's memories of his 
London life recall the precise misadventures that Gissing 
described in his early stories and that his biographers have 
amply documented, and Ryecroft 's sentiments and trench-
ant judgments often draw with Httle or no change on entries 
in Gissing 's own commonplace book. Gissing, however, 
strenuously objected when a reviewer, suspecting auto-
biography, equated his life and temperament with Rye-
croft's. And there were indeed differences between the 
imagined character long since grown mellow in his mis-
anthropy and the novelist who could neither enjoy nor tran-
scend his estrangement.^ 

We see more of the actual Gissing, we may suppose, in 
the indirectly autobiographical novel, New Grub Street, which 
imposes a third-person perspective on a tortured self-scru-
tiny. The hero, defeated by the new journalism, is the long-
suffering Edwin Reardon, clearly the author's Surrogate and 
exact contemporary, drawn with intimate understanding 
and an unconcealed compassion. But Reardon is also seen, 
as Ryecroft is not, from a distance, the victim not just of 
circumstance but also of his own perverse will, betrayed by 
what is false within, and his portrait restrains Gissing 's self-
justification with a saving self-criticism. Besides, the bio-
graphical component is deployed among several more ob-
jective characters: Harold Biffen the "realist" eking out a 
bare livelihood by tutoring, the comical Mr . Whelpdale 
remembering a sad hungry experience in America, the quer-
ulous Alfred Yule thwarted in his scholarly ambition and 
bound to a wife wholly lacking his intellectual concerns. 
Gissing excelled neither in direct self-revelation nor in the 
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invention of a fictional world beyond bis immediate expe-
rience. In New Grub Street, surely his finest achievement, 
he found a middle course, a way of satisfying his personal 
need for confession and at the same time placing it at several 
removes from the literal fact and so shielding himself both 
from undue self-pity and from public misjudgment. 

An effort like Gissing's to cloak self-appraisal or apology 
in the protective covering of fiction recurs in other late 
Victorian novelists and becomes common practice in the 
twentieth Century. As in New Grub Street the autobiograph-
ical content is frequently diffused. In Marius the Epicurean, 
for example, Walter Pater assigns his gentle philosophic 
temper to Marius and his fiercer aestheticism to the rebel-
lious Flavian. In The Way of All Flesh Samuel Butler presents 
a narrator, Mr. Overton, very like himself in disposition, 
prepared at every turn to express a gleeful Butlerian icon-
oclasm, but devised primarily to describe the career of Er-
nest Pontifex, which often nearly replicates that of the young 
Samuel Butler. Similarly in Lord Jim Marlow, a mature 
loquacious Joseph Conrad, seeks to fathom the enigma of 
the Conradian Jim, who is "one of us" yet perpetually elu-
sive and alone. Henry Green amusingly reported how he 
liked "to bring others in when I wrote about myself in order 
to blame as much as possible on others."® And Patrick White 
more recently has explained with due gravity the personal 
sanctions of his art: 

Sexual ambivalence helped drive me in on myself. Lacking flamboyance, 
cursed with reserve, I chose fiction, or more likely it was chosen for me, 
as the means of introducing to a disbelieving audience the cast of con-
tradictory characters of which I am composed.' 

If the principal English and American autobiographers, 
not excluding De Quincey, are characteristically too reticent 
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to admit any considerable degree of really intimate confes-
sion, the autobiographical novelists are free to explore their 
personal traumas, sexual fantasies, and moral nonconform-
ities without embarrassment or fear of being directly iden-
tified with the experience described. While the modern 
autobiographer self-consciously avoids self-analysis lest he 
expose his inner life to a reductive psychology, the post-
Freudian novelist psychologizes with no such compunction. 
But even nineteenth-century writers, innocently ignorant 
of dark complexes, were reluctant to divulge idiosyncrasies 
of thought or conduct which seemed unique, unorthodox, 
or actually antisocial. Mill, whose essay 0« Liberty vigor-
ously defends eccentricity, strove in his Autobiography to 
present his responses to his unusual education as normal, 
rational, and representative. The colorful cast of Victorian 
eccentrics appears mostly in the novels rather than in the 
"true" personal histories, but many of their quirks and 
quiddities derive from the odd predilections of the novelists. 

Though many Victorians "thrilled," as George Eliot did, 
to Rousseau's apparently unabashed self-revelation, the 
Confessions had but limited acknowledged impact on formal 
Victorian autobiography.'® Yet it may well have been in 
the mind of the foremost Victorian novelist as he began the 
central work of his career. The second paragraph of Rous-
seau's preface ends with a teasing defiance: "Whether Na-
ture did wisely in breaking the mould with which she formed 
me, is a question which can only be determined after having 
read these books." Dickens begins David Copperfield, one of 
the trial titles of which was The Copperfield Confessions, with 
a more modest challenge to the reader: "Whether I shall 
turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that 
Station will be held by someone eise, these pages must show." 
The similarities between the two openings seem to me more 
than merely coincidental. 
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David Copperfield is the first of Dickens's novels to be 
written in the first person and as such an experiment af-
fording new opportunities for self-analysis, reflection, and 
reverie. As John Forster first revealed, the fiction had its 
origin in an actual autobiographical fragment, a painful 
"confession" Dickens was unable to complete, recounting 
his servitude at Warren's blacking factory, which he tran-
scribed with little change in the chapter concerned with 
David's misery in the wine warehouse of Murdstone and 
Grinby. Other sections of the novel also have a firm basis 
in remembered experience—notably the courtship of Dora, 
which recalls the infatuation with Maria Beadnell. Dickens 
obviously had a strong personal stake in the narrative, and 
some years after its publication he acknowledged its attrac-
tion: "I never can approach the book with perfect composure 
(it had such perfect possession of me when I wrote it)."" 
In writing, he must often have identified with David, but 
he may also have been attempting self-appraisal in the draw-
ing of other characters quite unlike David: the aggressive 
Steerforth, with his Byronic restlessness and all his dan-
gerous mesmeric charm; the invincible Micawber, verbally 
transcending all vicissitudes; even, some readers now argue, 
the compulsively scribbling, gently mad Mr. Dick. Yet the 
Observation of the real and the tangible in setting and the 
great power of invention completely subsume any personal 
source or merely subjective impulse. The novel calls into 
being a Dickensian world with an autonomous life of its 
own, with energy, exuberance, and primary colors and little 
or no final dependence on the secret history of Charles 
Dickens. 

David Copperfield, after all, must be understood as David's 
autobiography and not as Dickens's. David eventually 
achieves his own distinct identity, but less by self-centered 
introspection than by noting with the novelist's sharp eye 
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the conduct of those about him. His own need for direction 
and serious commitment is made clear to him by the bad 
and good examples of friends and relations who have either 
succumbed to wayward passions or with a struggle managed 
to resist them: Clara Copperfield, Em'ly, Steerforth, Rosa 
Dartie, Annie Strong, Aunt Betsy. Each of these provides 
a Variation on his central theme, repeatedly announced as 
the conquest of "my undisciplined heart."'^ The deepest 
subjectivity lies in his fascination with the functioning of 
memory, the resurgence and reenactment of the past. David 
more than recollects the scene of Annie Strong's declaration 
of fidelity: "I see and hear, rather than remember, as I write 
about it." And he relives the Yarmouth tempest in all its 
fury: "I do not recall but see it done; for it happens again 
before me." He is concerned, of course, with "my own 
heart . . . in its secret experience" and the menace of a "dis-
tempered fancy," but like Wordsworth he is eager to relate 
his hopes and fears and unforgotten past to a general psy-
chology, a sense of the "ordinary." He presents the mys-
terious sensation of dejä vu as "the strong feeling to which, 
perhaps, no one is quite a stranger," and, again, as "a feeling 
that comes over us occasionally" and that all of us know. 
Throughout his narrative he would have us believe that his 
remarkable gift of recall is always within the higher ränge 
of normalcy, differing, if at all, from the common in degree 
but not in kind. By the end we should have little doubt 
that David actually is the hero of his own life or that his 
heroism, like that of Dickens, lies less in the projection of 
a powerful ego than in the strength of the sympathetic 
imagination that animates and objectifies his story. 

Among Victorian novels TheMillon theFloss stands dosest 
to David Copperfield in the vivid depiction of childhood, and 
the initial impulse behind its composition was similarly 
"confessional." Though George Eliot credited Rousseau with 
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first awakening her to "deep reflection," her own most per-
sonal probing of the psyche was to be a safely detached 
third-person fiction rather than a direct autobiography. As 
a child Maggie Tulliver the protagonist greatly resembles 
in spirit, temper, and intelligence the young Mary Ann 
Evans whom we know from other records. George Eliot 
presents the thought and action of this alter ego from a 
distance, with sympathy, amusement, and quiet irony. And 
she is hardly less successful in the portrayal of Tom Tul-
liver, who is the image of Mary Ann's brother Isaac. But 
when eventually she turns to describe the spiritual conflicts 
of the adolescent Maggie and her unhappy alienation from 
Tom , who is now the censorious, unforgiving Isaac, her 
narrative becomes unfortunately engaged and defensive. The 
heroine now is "poor Maggie," whose "young heart" in all 
its high aspiration is cruelly misunderstood by a narrow-
minded provincial middle dass. Though Maggie's final tragic 
fate was planned from the outset, the ending of the novel 
seems fortuitous, too deliberately contrived, and marred by 
sentimentality. The estrangement of brother and sister, un-
resolved in real life, must here be resolved in a melodramatic 
death. Maggie in effect is punished by a parochial code 
which George Eliot rejected, though never wholly escaped. 
Henry James wished that Maggie had eloped with Stephen 
Guest. We might have preferred to see her run off alone— 
to London and to George Eliot's strenuous career in liter-
ature. As it is, she must somehow atone for the novelist's 
half-suppressed sense of guilt in having repudiated the Con-
ventions and proprieties of her own inheritance. If the first 
half of The Mill on the Floss gains much in intimacy from 
recollected personal detail, the second part, though often 
cogent in social analysis, suffers distortion from the effort 
to satisfy an unforgotten private need. 

The most striking examples of a similar subjectivity in 
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early-modern fiction, Lawrence's Sons andLovers and Joyce's 
Portrait, again illustrate both the strength and possible 
weakness of the autobiographical mode. We can readily and 
reasonably identify Paul Morel with the young Lawrence 
by reference to the latter's poems and letters, the copious 
reminiscences of his family and friends, and even published 
Interviews with his neighbors. We can verify descriptions 
of setting by comparison with actual photographs; the Best-
wood of the novel is clearly the Eastwood near Nottingham, 
and the "Morel" houses have become literary shrines. Above 
all, we have Lawrence's confession, commenting on Paul's 
instability, that "one sheds one's sicknesses in books—re-
peats and presents again one's emotions, to be master of 
them."'3 

We can also establish the relation at nearly every point 
of Stephen Dedalus's development to that of Joyce, the 
Dublin of his childhood, the Jesuit education, the rebellion 
against the family, and the final exile from Ireland. As with 
Lawrence, we have ample documentation: correspondence, 
a most substantial biography, memoirs by the Originals of 
characters in the novel. Besides, we have Warrant from 
Joyce's letter to his Spanish translator to interpret the title 
as self-reflexive. A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Joyce 
explained, derives from labels on self-portraits by the old 
masters in a picture gallery.''^ Joyce, of course, expected us 
to understand 'Hhe artist" as typical, no less than individual. 
All the same, we may be reminded of Rembrandt's self-
portraits at which we look not just as pictures but also as 
revealing images of the artist himself. 

Awareness of such extrinsic data makes it difficult to 
judge Lawrence's novel or Joyce's in purely aesthetic terms, 
without reference to the author's life and character or to 
facts he withheld that might have elucidated obscurities in 
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the text. Neither book is as variegated and inventive as David 
Copperfield, as independent of materials outside the fiction. 
Rather the imagination in each, though operating at a high 
level, serves not so much to create, as to re-create, an intense 
personal experience and ultimately to relate every significant 
detail of the action to the subjective life of a hero who is 
dose to the author as the author once was or as he now 
chooses to remember himself. In each a good measure of 
primary substance resembles that of The Prelude, drawn, 
that is, from keenly recollected impressions, moments of 
insight or spots of time, Joyce's "epiphanies" or Lawrence's 
flashes of the flame of life, symbols of individual or isolated 
identity. The virtue of the subjective approach in each is 
that it may render the sensation or emotion with sudden 
fresh immediacy. The limitation is that the fiction, like 
many autobiographies, may become a mere shedding of 
private sickness or an intricate exercise in self-justification. 

Sons and Lovers begins as a family novel with a number 
of sharply delineated characters and a beautifully realized 
social setting, one of the finest achievements of British re-
alism. It ends as distinctly Paul Morel's story, an exploration 
of his troubled psyche, at times approaching the abstraction 
of a reductive case history. Paul is now quite alone, self-
centered but lacking his father's ardent selfhood, probing 
his mixed emotions, proud but miserably unhappy, ready 
to impute his own failure at love to the tremulous Miriam. 
His problem in clinical terms (which Lawrence fortunately 
did not know until most of the novel was complete) is all 
too obviously a mother-fixation or Oedipus complex, and 
it persists relentlessly after his mother's death. Though quite 
conscious of the malady, Lawrence as narrator seems to 
endorse Paul's attitudes and personal "religion" and to ra-
tionalize his neurotic self-absorption. The last chapter, 
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"Derelict," however, prepares us to leave Paul broken, dis-
consolate, and even suicidal. Then unaccountably the very 
last paragraph intimates his survival in some purposeful 
future that the novel itself nowhere prefigures: 

But no, he would not give in. Turning sharply, he walked towards the 
city's gold phosphorescence. His fists were shut, his mouth set fast. He 
would not take that direction, to the darkness to follow her. He walked 
towards the faintly humming, glowing town, quickly. 

Lawrence himself, of course, did survive as the modern 
artist and the lonely nomadic prophet. But in ending Sons 
and Lovers on a positive note, however true he may be to 
his own subsequent experience, he is less than faithful to 
the image of himself that he has projected in Paul Morel. 
The real epilogue to the autobiographical content of the 
novel may well be the short sketch written years later, 
"Return to Bestwood" (significantly, the place retains its 
fictional name), in which Lawrence, now speaking in his 
own person but still as dogmatic as Paul, argues gently with 
his dead mother and firmly defends his repudiation of her 
values.'^ 

Joyce's Portrait likewise invites the reader to look before 
and after, beyond the text, for clues to interpretation. But 
the text itself has a tighter unity than Sons and Lovers, and 
the Protagonist has a more ambiguous relation to the author. 
We are able to empathize readily with Stephen the small 
child and the schoolboy, and to assume that the narrator 
considers him with similar indulgence. As we continue, 
however, we find the sympathy with which Stephen the 
"young man" is drawn frequently qualified and undercut 
by irony of a kind totally missing in Lawrence's novel. 
Eventually we must determine how much of the Portrait is 
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intentionally satiric and in what light we are to assess Ste-
phen's endowment, revolt, and ambition. The dates ap-
pended to the last page, 1904-1914, establish the distance 
from which the author, constantly revising his narrative, 
viewed in detachment a boyhood and adolescence in all 
essentials like his own. Unless we are impressed, as some 
readers are, by Stephen's one creative effort, the sentimental 
fin-de-siecle villanelle of "enchanted days," we must conclude 
that the "young man" is not yet an artist or even that he 
will hardly achieve that status in his maturity. Still we 
cannot be sure what Joyce would have us think of the poem, 
though we may note that it compares favorably enough with 
most of the pieces he saved for publication in Chamber Music. 
We are surely expected to see an irony, of which Stephen 
is not conscious, in his late diary: "Mother is putting my 
new secondhand clothes in order"—as if the rebel were a 
child being abetted in his childish plan to run away from 
home. And we may decide that the bravado with which 
that same entry concludes is to be properly regarded as 
excessive overstatement: "Welcome, O lif̂ e! I go to encoun-
ter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to 
forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of 
my race." But we hesitate to judge the boast when we 
discover that Joyce himself expressed an almost identical 
sentiment, with no trace of irony or self-mockery, in a letter 
to his wife, written before he had published a single volume 
of his fiction: "I am one of the writers of this generation 
who are perhaps creating at last a conscience in the soul of 
this wretched race."'^ 

Joyce, to be sure, far more than Stephen earned the right 
to make such a claim. But we have too much evidence of 
Joyce's egomania throughout his life to be certain that he 
would wholly condemn Stephen's overweening aesthetic 
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pride and self-satisfaction or even his messianic delusions. 
Our familiarity with the larger Joyce canon, all in effect 
one vast, intricate, correlated self-expression, draws us out-
side the Portrait to its origins, parallels, and sequel. The 
evolution of the novel may be traced from a short autobio-
graphical sketch of 1904 entitled "A Portrait of the Artist," 
through the long fragment called Stephen Hero, to the cun-
ning artifice of the final 1916 text. We may then, if we will, 
move on to Ulysses, where Stephen, returning from exile, 
is sadly reduced in stature and pretension, and even to 
Finnegans Wake, where "Shem or James," according to one 
explicator, is "another Stephen, egocentric and literary, au-
thor of Ulysses and Joyce's other works."'^ Taken all to-
gether, these extrinsic materials complicate our view of 
Stephen both as an invented character and as a partial image 
of the young Joyce. 

As autobiographical novels both Sons and Lovers and the 
Portrait, whether engaged or defensively ironic, may be read 
as apologias, testaments of defiance and dedication. If so, 
both leave something to be desired, insofar as the reader 
may fail to develop any great affection for either Paul or 
Stephen or even any sense that either hero ultimately has 
sufficient vision beyond the seif to attain the perspective of 
the heroic artist. Yet the value of each book is larger than 
its original subjective bearings. Each as a work of fiction is 
presented by a third-person narrator more vibrant than his 
Surrogate, a Lawrence more resilient than Paul, a Joyce 
more creative than Stephen. Sons and Lovers captures with 
a selfless power the tensions of family life and the reality 
of a whole group of characters who live quite apart from 
Lawrence's declared will to shed his sickness in the narra-
tive. And A Portrait by subtle contrivance of image and 
Symbol and virtuosity of language achieves the harmony 
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and design of an art about which Stephen the aesthete can 
only speculate. 

Though Lawrence and Joyce attacked each other for ec-
centric and self-regarding views of life and literature, both, 
especially in the major work of their middle years, at-
tempted to move "beyond egotism" towards a general psy-
chology and a broadened acceptance of fallible human 
beings.'® Autobiographical fiction, however, sometimes more 
narrowly focused than theirs, persisted among their con-
temporaries. Women writers in particular, usually distrust-
ful of nonfictional self-scrutiny, found the subjective novel 
a congenial medium. Dorothy Richardson, for example, 
indebted in part to Joyce's techniques, followed through 
the many volumes of her Pilgrimage the stream of con-
sciousness of Miriam Henderson, whose impressions, non-
adventures, hopes, and fears apparently at almost every 
moment paralleled her own. May Sinclair, like Lawrence, 
probed a child's relationship to a too possessive parent, and 
the child, whether a daughter as in Mary Olivier or a son as 
in Arnold Waterlow, reflects all too starkly the experience 
and sensibility of the author. Meanwhile, Virginia Woolf 
was developing a far firmer command of form, strong enough 
to re-order her own mixed memories. In To the Lighthouse, 
her personal masterpiece, she achieved both intimacy and 
distance: Mr. and Mrs. Ramsey translate her intensely re-
membered father and mother to another time and setting, 
and Lily Briscoe, observing the family circle from the out-
side, represents the detached artist who was her creator. 

Many later novelists have recognized the challenge of 
subjective intrusion, and a few have seen the threat of so-
lipsism and narcissism. Henry Miller had no qualms about 
giving himself free entree to his Tropic of Cancer: "I have," 
he declared, "painstakingly indicated throughout the book 



130 T H E T U R N I N G KEY 

that the hero is myself. I don't use 'heroes,' incidentally, 
nor do I write novels. I am the hero, and the book is my-
self."'^ More recently, on the other hand, the late John 
Gardner, whose narratives are studiously objective, re-
marked that "keeping personal ego out of one's art is one 
of the hardest things about writing fiction.''^"^ Other con-
temporary writers, differing widely from each other in style 
and content—Christopher Isherwood, William Golding, 
Samuel Beckett, Doris Lessing, Saul Bellow, John Barth, 
and many more—draw frequently on private experience, 
sometimes to the enrichment of their analysis, often to the 
circumscribing of the ränge of their invention. Some of these 
present not so much an emotional development, or even a 
sensibility in which the sympathetic reader may share, as 
their own struggles with a fictional craft of increasingly 
private meanings. Their novels then may become involuted 
narratives of the effort of the protagonist, himself a novelist, 
to write an autobiographical novel much like that in which 
he appears.^' David Copperfield achieved that end with con-
spicuous success, but David's art as narrator lay in his ability 
to evoke dramatic scenes and characters and not in any need 
to discuss the problems of evocation. A more self-conscious 
fiction locked in upon itself can scarcely be expected to attain 
a comparable energy or resonance. 



^ ^ V 1 1 

P O E T R Y AND T H E P R I N C I P L E 
OF S E L F 

Poetry, and the principle of Seif, . . . are the God 
and Mammon of the world. 

—Shelley 

Ce que on dit de soi est toujours po^sie. 

—Ernest Renan 

PuBLiSHED within a few weeks of each other in 1850, 
the two major long autobiographical poems of the English 
nineteenth Century, In Memoriam and The Prelude, differ 
greatly in tone and texture, yet share a common problem 
in the definition of the Speaker or narrator. Tennyson, re-
senting a too personal reading of his elegy, claimed that the 
"I" was "not always the poet speaking of himself, but the 
voice of the human race speaking thro' [him]."i Wordsworth 
during some forty years of intermittent work on The Prelude 
apparently had no disposition to suggest that the "1" of the 
poem should be construed as other than the true voice of 
William Wordsworth. Nevertheless, he assumed, as we have 
Seen, that the psychological experience he was describing 
was broadly representative, or at least rooted in the circum-
stances of "ordinary" life, and so available in some measure 
to other sensitive souls. Like Tennyson, he therefore moved 
freely from the particular to the general, from a private first 
person singuIar to mankind's first person plural. 

131 
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In even the most personal poetry the seif of a poet, insofar 
as he submits to the discipline and distance of meter, fig-
urative language, and often stanzaic form, is perpetually 
more elusive and ambiguous than the seif of the narrator of 
a subjective prose fiction. A mid-Victorian essay attempting 
to define autobiography, posited that the genre demanded 
"always the voice of a living man which speaks to us of 
himself" and then went on to contend that 

the poet is always to some extent an autobiographer. Speaking the lan-
guage which takes its form and sequence from his own emotions, he 
must often record these as his own.^ 

But to say this is to ignore the fact that the " I , " like Ten-
nyson's frequently, may be suprapersonal or, if indeed in-
dividual, spoken through a more or less dramatic mask. 

Byron, fbr example, almost from the beginning, on the 
evidence especially of Childe Harold, was accused of a hy-
pertrophy of the ego, and indeed Byron the man may often 
have exhibited an egregious pride, conceit, and self-will. 
But the titanic voice of Harold, as he aligns himself with 
elemental powers, is a deliberate invention rather than a 
simple echo of the poet; it is the expressive cry of a literary 
construct, the "Byronic hero." The real Byron, though with 
still other masks, is, we may suppose, to be found, if any-
where, in the poet's incomparable letters and in the infi-
nitely varied digressions of Don Juan. In his preface to the 
latter Byron mocks Wordsworth's declaration that the nar-
rator of "The Thorn" is not the poet but a garrulous retired 
sea-captain. Well, then, he teils us, the adventures of his 
Don Juan are to be recounted "by a Spanish Gentleman in 
a village in the Sierra Morena on the road between Mon-
asterio and Seville, sitting at the door of a Posada, with the 
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Curate of the hamlet on his right hand, a Segar in his mouth, 
a jug of Malaga or perhaps 'right Sherris' before him on a 
small table containing the relics of an Olla Podrida." ' The 
actual narrator, of course, is no such distinct or limited a 
personage. If he is not precisely Byron, he is a worldly-
wise observer, satiric, racy, tender, robust, reminiscential, 
speaking a fluent colloquial English, charged with the en-
ergy, wit, and sentiment we assume to have been Byron's 
own. Yet we must judge his vitality in the context of the 
poem and not simply as a reflection of the more genial 
aspects of the protean poet. 

Shelley's apparent subjectivity is likewise equivocal. His 
early "Alastor ," replete as it is with symbols of self-con-
sciousness, mirroring pools, subterranean caves, the yellow 
flowers of the narcissus, is the allegory of a poet isolated 
by his own sensibility, defeated by "the spirit of solitude" 
within. Though the poet-hero has obvious Shelleyan attri-
butes, the poem is less a self-portrait than a reminder of 
the perils threatening a typical Romantic artist. Some of 
Shelley's lyrics—the several pieces " To Jane , " for in-
stance—may be read without loss as statements of personal 
feeling, the sheer music of which invites our participation. 
But a much greater poem, the memorable "Ode to the West 
Wind," suffers from the intrusion of what seems little more 
than a maudlin self-pity: "I fall upon the thorns of life! I 
bleed!" The artifices of the pastoral Convention invoked in 
"Adonais" partially conceal a similar agony of self-contem-
plation; among those lamenting the death of Adonais comes 
one readily identifiable as Shelley himself, 

one frail Form, 
A phantom among men; companionless 
As the last cloud of an expiring storm 
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Whose thunder is its knell; he, as I guess, 
Had gazed on Nature's naked loveliness, 
Actaeon-like, and now he fled astray 
With feeble steps o'er the world's wilderness, 
And his own thoughts, along that rugged way, 

Pursued, like raging hounds, their father and their prey. 

A pardlike Spirit beautiful and swift— 
A Love in desolation masked;—a Power 
Girt round with weakness. . . . 

But whether or not this passage strikes a false note, it jars 
but little in the rieh orehestration of an otherwise generally 
selfless tribute. Shelley's most sustained poetic autobiog-
raphy is the triumphant "Epipsychidion," füll of private 
fantasies and symbols, yet lifted by the power of sound and 
structure into a unique, impersonal celebration of erotic 
love. In "A Defence of Poetry," his true personal apologia, 
Shelley sets up the basic conflict between poetry and the 
principle of seif, between the life of the Imagination and a 
self-seeking materialism. By "the principle of seif" he wished 
to connote the self-interest of an acquisitive society, but he 
must also have had in mind the self-regard that threatened 
to encroach upon his own broad sympathies as upon the 
Vision of every dedicated Romantic poet. 

Disturbed by the record of Shelley's irregulär conduct, 
Matthew Arnold was prepared to read the man into the 
poetry: 

Let no one suppose that a want of humour and a self-delusion such as 
Shelley's have no effect upon a man's poetry. T h e man Shelley, in very 
truth, is not entirely sane, and Shelley's poetry is not entirely sane either. 
The Shelley of actual life is a vision of beauty and radiance, indeed, but 
availing nothing, effecting nothing. And in poetry, no less than in life, 
he is "a beautiful and in^ectual angel, beating in the void his luminous 
wings in vain."'' 
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So concludes one of Arnold's last essays, an impatient 
review of Edward Dowden's biography. His view of Shel-
ley, however, was fixed many years earlier when he diag-
nosed the failure of the "moderns" as a willful subjectivity, 
an effort, particularly conspicuous in Shelley and Keats, to 
achieve self-expression at the expense of carefully delineated 
action. Shelley's "incurable want . . . of a sound subject 
matter" was simply, he thought, the common malady of a 
self-conscious introspective modern literature, a weakness 
unfortunately being encouraged rather than corrected by 
the taste of the time. In the 1853 preface to his own poems 
he scorned a "modern critic" who had remarked that "a true 
allegory of the State of one's own mind" was "perhaps the 
highest thing that one can attempt in the way of poetry." 
"The highest problem," Arnold retorted, "of an art which 
imitates actions! No assuredly, it is not, it can never be so: 
no great poetical work ever has been produced with such 
an aim."' 

Arnold prepared the 1853 preface to explain his suppres-
sion of "Empedocles on Etna," the title piece of his second 
volume and the most ambitious of all his early poems. Though 
not exactly a true personal allegory, "Empedocles," despite 
its ancient setting, presents what Arnold recognized as 
"modern problems" in a typically modern form, a "dialogue 
of the mind with itself," the sort of irritable, unavailing self-
colloquy that the young poet knew only too well from his 
own experience. "Sohrab and Rustum," however, which 
replaced "Empedocles" in the new volume, was less than a 
complete success as a convincing demonstration of the ad-
vantages of narrative action over dispirited introspection. 
For all its genuine pathos and consistency of texture, "Sohrab" 
remains too self-consciously Homeric, both in its noble 
characters and in its overuse of extended simile, too patently 
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a contrived literary exercise. And more ironic than its many 
calculated ironies is the fact that a number of latterday 
readers, without much Warrant, have given the objective 
Story an ominously subjective significance as a clue to the 
poet's repressed resentment of his dominant f a the r / At any 
rate, Arnold's most memorable verse, from all phases of his 
career, is neither epical nor dramatic; it is lyric, often elegiac 
in tone, more personal than as critic he could have wished: 
"Dover Beach," "The Buried Life," several pieces in the 
Marguerite sequence. The truly representative poem of 1853 
was not "Sohrab" but "The Scholar-Gipsy," a sort of mod-
ern pastoral, at once a warm nostalgic evocation of the Ox-
ford countryside and an angry polemic against the "stränge 
disease of modern life" that was blighting all direct response 
and steadiness of vision. And part of the indictment of the 
Sick age was characteristically (for the literary critic in Ar-
nold was never far behind the lyric poet) an attack on the 
sorry State of modern letters, which nourished a pervasive 
malaise and applauded a melancholy spokesman: 

amongst us one 
Who most has suffered, takes dejectedly 

His seat upon the intellectual throne; 
And all his störe of sad experience he 

Lays bare of wretched days; 
Teils US his misery's birth and growth and signs, 

And how the dying spark of hope was fed, 
And how the breast was soothed, and how the head, 

And all his hourly varied anodynes. 

Though Arnold was unwilling in later life to say so, the 
suffering author recounting his griefs was almost certainly 
the poet of In Memoriam P"intellectual throne," a phrase 
appropriated from "The Palace of Art ," was surely meant 
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as an ironic description of the post of Laureate that Ten-
nyson recently had accepted, and the "hourly varied ano-
dynes" must have been intended as a reference to the short 
lyrics of the elegy, which Tennyson's text itself compared 
to "dull narcotics soothing pain." But Arnold's condescend-
ing dismissal of both poet and poem simply reflected his 
distrust of the sad subjective impulse, which he was striving 
to repress in himself, rather than an understanding of Ten-
nyson's private and public voices or a just estimate of the 
poem as a whole and the positive resolution to which it 
aspires. 

In Metnoriam actually anticipates any charge of subjectivity 
that might be brought against it.® A short pastoral dialogue 
near the beginning presents three travelers as they approach 
the shepherd-mourner. The first deplores what seems to 
him an excessive sentimentalism: 

"This fellow would make weakness weak 
And melt the waxen hearts of men." 

The second cynically suspects self-advertisement: 

"Let him be, 
He loves to make parade of pain, 
That with his piping he may gain 

The praise that comes to constancy." 

The third, ignoring the bucolic setting, speaks for a pur-
poseful modern society, impatient with a self-indulgent re-
treat: 

"Is this the hour 
For private sorrow's harren song, 
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When more and more the people throng 
The chairs and thrones of civil power? 

"A time to sicken and to swoon 
When Science reaches forth her arms 
To feel from world to world, and charms 

Her secret from the latest moon?" 

But the poet has at the moment no will to celebrate the 
progress of either democracy or science. In a subsequent 
exchange between the muses, the stern epical Urania and 
the sensitive elegiac Melpomene, he still clearly supports 
the latter, who defends her concern with personal love and 
loss rather than with more august mysteries. He must renew 
his own sense of selfhood and wholeness, almost destroyed 
by the death of his friend, before he can begin to relate his 
life and poetry to any large objective context. 

Deeply self-conscious and ambivalent in his lonely in-
trospection, the poet wonders whether his memory has mis-
represented the past as "pure and perfect" and, more 
frighteningly, whether his present misery has somehow de-
ranged his personality: 

Or has the shock, so harshly given, 
Confused me like the unhappy bark 

That strikes by night a craggy shelf, 
And staggers blindly ere she sink? 
And stunned me from my power to think 

And all my knowledge of myself; 

And made me that delirious man 
Whose fancy fuses old and new, 
And flashes into false and true, 

And mingles all without a plan? 
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The loss of self-knowledge, the confusion of time-levels, 
the failure to distinguish false from true, subjective from 
objective realities—these are precisely the symptoms of what 
we now call schizophrenia. In our time, however, the con-
dition has been extolled by R. D. Laing as a literary asset 
and deliberately cultivated by a number of disaffected con-
temporary poets. Unlike these, the poet of In Memoriam 
recognizes and resists the State and resolutely struggles to 
affirm his sanity and personal identity. "But what am I?" 
he asks at the depth of his self-questioning, when he is 
prepared only to answer helplessly, 

An infant crying in the night, 
An infant crying for the light, 

And with no language but a cry . 

He chooses the image with care, punning on the root mean-
ing of infant, "not yet speaking," without language, inar-
ticulate. Elsewhere he has speculated on infancy as the first 
stage in the gradual emergence of a distinct selfhood: 

The baby new to earth and sky , 
What time his tender palm is prest 
Against the circle of the breast, 

Has never thought that "this is I : " 

But as he grows he gathers much . 
And learns the use of " I " and "me , " 
And finds "I am not what I see. 

And other than the things I touch ." 

So rounds he to a separate mind 
From whence clear memory may begin , 
As through the frame that binds him in 

His isolation grows defined. 
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The poet's argument here foreshadows both Jacques Lacan's 
attention to "the primary alienation of the infans from 'him-
self and the subsequent discovery of his Seif ," and also 
Erik Erikson's account of "the battle for autonomy" when 
the infant first learns to distinguish his "worids as T and 
'you' and 'me' and 'mine.' But the importance of the 
passage lies in the poet's capacity for public speech, for 
generalization beyond the ego, rather than in any original 
contribution to identity psychology. As the poem contin-
ues, the Speaker becomes increasingly aware of the need for 
an adult perspective on "the soul within" and the objective 
World without. He learns that his self-absorbed grief may 
have distorted his vision of ongoing life. He perceives the 
falsity of dreams and the psychic displacement they may 
bring; dreaming, he has found "a trouble" in his dead friend's 
eye, but now 

I wake, and I discern the truth; 
It is the-trouble of my youth 

That foolish sleep transfers to thee. 

In a later jargon the trouble of his youth is the "identity 
crisis" he must confront and overcome. 

In Memoriam, nonetheless, remains a highly subjective 
poem. The resolution of the crisis demands a Atting ad-
justment between the subjective and the objective, between 
"faith" and "knowledge," rather than a repudiation of either 
one. Faith is not a matter of willful self-indulgence, for that 
produces only delusion and bewilderment. It is an act of 
disinterested Intuition, a mystical, Tennysonian spot of time, 
the sort of ineffable illumination that flashes suddenly and 
briefly upon the poet as he reads his friend's letters on the 
quiet lawn at Somersby: 
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So word by word, and line by line, 
The dead man touched me from the past, 
And all at once it seemed at last 

The living soul was flashed on mine, 

And mine in this was wound, and whirled 
About empyreal heights of thought. 
And came on that which is, and caught 

The deep pulsations of the world, 

Aeonian music measuring out 
The steps of Time—the shocks of Chance— 
The blows of Death. At length my trance 

Was cancelled, stricken through with doubt. 

As this crucial revelation ends, the language drops abruptly 
from the eloquent to the anticlimactic ordinary, for the 
experience has effected a transformation of the seif ulti-
mately beyond description: 

Vague words! but ah, how hard to frame 
In matter-moulded forms of speech 
Or even for intellect to reach 

Through memory that which I became. 

But the epiphany results in a strong new sanction for a 
subjective religious faith, independent of theological proofs 
and evidences, a reason of the heart, like Pascal's, beyond 
all reasoning: 

If e'er when faith had fallen asleep, 
I heard a voice "believe no more" 
And heard an ever-breaking shore 

That tumbled in the Godless deep; 
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A warmth within the breast would melt 
The freezing reason's colder part, 
And like a man in wrath the heart 

Stood up and answered, "I have feh." 

And it also provides a basis for faith in the value and con-
tinuity of a selfhood, streng though disciplined—as the last 
section before the epilogue insists, a "faith that comes of 
self-control." 

Knowledge, on the other hand, looks outward: "For 
knowledge is of things we see," things we can "prove" by 
sense experience. To the poet of In Memoriam, as to most 
Victorians, science, the formidable new knowledge of the 
nineteenth Century, is empirical, perceptual rather than con-
ceptual. Having attained the balance of faith in an ordered 
universe, he can regard scientific Observation and discovery 
as objective material data, no longer, as he feared in his 
early lyrics, inimical to the life of the spirit. And he can 
also accept the tools of a poetic knowledge, "the matter-
moulded forms of speech," of which he senses his own 
mastery. His recovery is complete when he can recognize 
his calling and his responsibility for communication to a 
Society beyond himself and all his "vacant yearning": 

I will not shut me from my kind, 
And, lest I stiffen into stone, 
I will not eat my heart alone, 

Nor feed with sighs a passing wind. . . . 

What find I in the highest place, 
But mine own phantom chanting hymns? 
And on the depths of death there swims 

The reflex of a human face. 

He has achieved in effect his real identity—what the psy-
chologist will call "ego integrity"—in work and fellowship. 
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At the dose of the clegy he affirms his larger intuition of 
meaning, but also "the lesser faith / That sees the course 
of human things," the worth of history, and the Utility of 
knowledge; with the simile drawn appropriately from his 
vocation as poet, he can see at last, or rather 

see in part 
That all, as in some piece of art, 
Is toil cöoperant to an end. 

Though many of the details of In Memoriam are too private 
to be wholly intelligible without reference to his biography, 
Tennyson wished the poem to be read as a representative 
account of "the way of the soul," told in the public first 
person. T . S. Eliot once called him "the saddest of all Eng-
lish poets, among the Great in Limbo."'° Yet Tennyson 
was reluctant all his life to "make parade of pain," or indeed 
to show directly any other personal feelings. In dramatic 
monologues throughout his career he was able to mask, and 
so to distance, some of his deepest emotions by assigning 
them to remote correlatives, Mariana, Ulysses, Tithonus, 
Tiresias, the Ancient Sage, through all of whom he might 
speak sympathetically yet without obvious subjective com-
mitment. As his fame grew, however, he found a public 
increasingly eager to approach his work (as if it were all a 
sort of literal confession), ever readier to pry into his per-
sonal affairs, and more and more flagrantly to encroach upon 
his actual privacy. On one occasion he is reported to have 
driven off with his walking-stick a flock of sheep that he 
nearsightedly mistook for yet another band of inquisitive 
Americans on pilgrimage to his home at Farringford. If he 
sought—and found—a large audience, he nonetheless re-
fused to pander to "the many-headed beast" of popularity, 
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and at times he looked enviously at such a poet as his brother 
Charles, who was Willing to abandon publication altogether 
rather than suffer gossip and crude exploitation: 

And you have missed the irreverent doom 
Of those that wear the Poet's crown; 
Hereafter, neither knave nor clown 

Shall hold their orgies at your tomb." 

He himself feared the excesses of his own reputation; pri-
vately, in a notebook, he scored both his too intense ad-
mirers and those who would surely one day repudiate his 
achievement: "While I live, the owls! / When I die, the 
ghoulsWV'̂ '̂  If the former attempted to sophisticate his thought, 
the latter would seek to destroy the art that had affirmed 
his very identity. 

Other Victorian poets, sharing the legacy of Romantic sub-
jectivity, were as circumspect as Tennyson or Arnold in 
avoiding excessive self-revelation. T h e Pre-Raphaelites and 
Swinburne, despite distinctly personal signatures of style 
and content, resisted all efforts to equate the " I " of the poem 
with the life of the poet. Swinburne's lyric monologues, 
chants, and pagan hymns, submerging his own stränge fan-
tasies and aberrant visions beneath tidal waves of sound and 
surf, were designed both to destroy public complacency 
and to assert the autonomy of the art work. Even his poetic 
autobiography "Thalassius," celebrating, in the third per-
son, the spiritual growth of a child of the sun and the sea, 
conceals in symbol and allegory the specifics of his intense, 
though largely vicarious, experience. Christina Rossetti, 
whose love songs and devotional pieces seem more direct, 
believed that a poem should be "a genuine lyric cry" but 
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at the same time an embodiment of universal feeling artic-
ulated by an individual poet. She could hardly have imag-
ined that exegetes of a later time would attempt to discover 
in the narrative of "Gobiin Marlcet" a hidden confession of 
a guilty amour thwarted at the last minute by the Inter-
vention of her pious sister Maria. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 
who enshrined his memories and impressions of a rather 
more various eroticism in the ornate, depersonalizing decor 
of The House of Life, was distressed to the point of almost 
complete collapse by the Charge of unmanly "fleshiness" 
that Robert Buchanan levelled against both his person and 
his poetry. But his sonnets—discreet, abstract, metaphys-
ical, concerned certainly with love but also with many other 
human values—should themselves have been sufficient ref-
utation of a censorious philistinism. One among them, at 
any rate, as profoundly personal as any, presents in unfor-
gettable terms the bürden of selfhood that every modern 
man must carry; the poet is speculating on the "lost days" 
of his life, the missed opportunities for action beyond the 
seif: 

I do not see them here; but after death 
God knows I know the faces I shall see, 
E^ch one a murdered seif, with low last breath. 
"I am thyself,—what hast thou done to me?" 
"And I—and I—thyself," (lo! each one saith,) 
"And thou thyself to all eternity!" 

Rossetti's sense of the inescapable seif anticipates the mood 
of Gerard Manley Hopkins in his last "terrible sonnets." 
From the time of his first major poem the subjective impulse 
in Hopkins was intense, encouraged by frequent intro-
spection and often painful self-analysis, but usually turned 
to serve a larger religious purpose. The first section of "The 
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Wreck of the Deutschland" is directly autobiographical, an 
account of the poet's experience of spiritual "instress," which 
is intended to f^oreshadow the theme of the second part, the 
hope for the total conversion of England through the ex-
ample of the transfigured drowning nun. T h e nature poems 
that followed record the warmly personal, yet essentially 
selfless response of the "heart in hiding" to the intricate 
inscaped beauty of created things. Even among the "terrible 
sonnets" only one remains narrowly and specifically private: 
"To seem the stranger lies my lot," the pathetic cry of 
loneliness, touched by self-pity, from exile in Ireland. The 
others, especially in the sestets, become powerful state-
ments of human struggle and religious resolution, for they 
succeed in relating the most personal of alarms to the general 
plight of mankind: 

O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall 
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap 
May who ne'er hung there. Nor does long our small 
Durance deal with that steep or deep. Here! creep, 
Wretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind: all 
Life death does end and each day dies with sleep. 

T o Hopkins controlled self-awareness may be the prelude 
to conversion. T o George Meredith self-consciousness of 
any kind is forever fraught with peril. Though based on his 
own tragic first marriage, which ended with his wife's de-
sertion and suicide, Meredith's Modern Love places its inti-
mate autobiographical content at a steady impersonal distance. 
As the title suggests, the poem concerns not a unique mis-
marriage, but a typical "modern" relationship. The hus-
band, who is described in the third person and speaks in 
the first, is irritable in his defensive sarcasm, self-drama-
tizing, inconsiderate. T h e wife in turn is sentimental, vain. 
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and vulnerable. Yet neither is the villain; "passions spin the 
plot"; both are "betrayed by what is falsa within." No less 
than the absurd Sir Willoughby Patterne, though they play 
grimmer roles, they are both egoists, lacking in the comic 
spirit, failing sadly in perspective. Both refuse to accept the 
challenge of change and maturity; they have "fed not on 
the advancing hours"; they childishly take offense, mistrust 
each other, and seek self-justification at disastrous cost: 

Then each applied to each that fatal knife, 
Deep questioning, which probes to endless dole. 
Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul 
When hot for certainties in this our life! 

Like these lost lovers, most modern men and women, Mer-
edith would have us believe, are corrupted by the principle 
of seif and an isolating pride. Few dare enter his enchanted 
Woods of Westermain, where the abundant life flourishes 
only when it has learned to repel "the scaly Dragon-fowl" 
that is egoism. But even poets scarcely attain Meredith's 
selfless ideal (which is similar to Edwin Muir's impersonal 
"nature") with the grace or purity of his "lark ascending," 
whose song remains "seraphically free / Of taint of person-
ality." 

"Shall I sonnet-sing you about myself.^" asks Robert Brown-
ing contemptuously in a late lyric called "House"—refer-
ring not, of course, to Elizabeth Barrett's sonnet-singing, 
but to Rossetti's House of Life, which he considered shame-
lessly subjective. Browning was no less eager than other 
Victorians to achieve self-expression; he was simply more 
reluctant than most, even than Tennyson, to reveal any-
thing of his private life to an inquisitive public. In his mon-
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ologues he maintains a persistent interest in the vivid 
Personalities of egoists and casuists, madmen and gentle 
philosophers, all intent upon confession, introspection, 
apologia, or self-analysis. And his speakers are not to be 
taken—or mistaken—for his spokesmen. Many, in fact, do 
voice his values, his ideal of aspiring struggle, his cult of 
imperfection, his notions of faith and doubt, courage and 
cowardice; and all demand some dose confrontation of the 
Problems of selfhood and identity.'^ But the dramatic form 
provides a means of insinuating points of view without the 
risk of overt or definite commitment. It offers the poet a 
desired protection and concealment, a way of hiding his 
private life and subjective emotions. And if we remember 
that the word hide ultimately derives from the same root as 
house and hoard, a house being a hiding place or secret hoard, 
we begin to appreciate the implications of one of Browning's 
most characteristic metaphors. 

"House" develops in explicit detail the image of poetry 
as private housing: 

Shall I sonnet-sing you about myself? 
Do I live in a house you would like to see? 

Is it scant of gear, has it störe of pelf? 
"Unlock my heart with a sonnet-key?" 

Invite the world, as my betters have done? 
"Take notice: this building remains on view, 

Its suites of reception every one, 
Its private apartment and bedroom too; 

"For a ticket, apply to the Publisher." 
No: thanking the pubHc, I must dedine. 

A peep through my window, if folk prefer; 
But, please you, no foot over threshold of mine! 
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The poem then iliustrates its argument with an account of 
an actual house in Italy, destroyed by an earthquake and 
so exposed to the malicious gossip of the townsmen, who 
never before had an intimate view of the dead owner's per-
sonal habits. The poet, however, intervenes: whatever may 
be said in disparagement, "the goodman of the house at 
least / Kept house to himself tili an earthquake came." The 
moral is only too clear; the poet, denying public access to 
his threshold, must resolutely reject Wordsworth's as-
sumption that the great objective Shakespeare himself wrote 
subjectively in his sonnets and so in effect invited an in-
vasion of his innermost Chambers: 

"Hoity toity! A street to explore, 
Your house the exception! 'With this same key 

Shakespeare unlocked his heart,' once more!" 
Did Shakespeare? If so, the less Shakespeare he! 

Much of Browning's 1876 volume, Pacchiarotto and How 
He Worked in Distemper, in which "House" appeared, is con-
cerned with related themes: the poet's response to his au-
dience and every man's right to privacy. Several pieces 
repeat with variations the image of the house. "Shop" re-
bukes a tradesman who, living with his wares, has no other 
house, no escape from his public business, and so no second 
life of his own. "Fears and Scruples" imagines God as a 
friend hidden from view behind brick walls, spying on the 
World through shutters. "A Forgiveness" presents a proud 
autocrat who from boyhood has retired to a secret room in 
his large house, "my fortress, stronghold from annoy, / Proof-
positive of ownership," which finally becomes a paranoid's 
refuge, 
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My doset of entrenchment to withstand 
Invasion of the foe on every band. 

And the curious title poem with grotesque rhymes and blunt 
invective attacks all critics guilty of "bringing more filth 
into my house / Than ever you found there" and especially, 
through the tale of a third-rate Italian painter turned po-
lemicist, the poetaster Alfred Austin, who had recently in 
a distempered article questioned Browning's capacity and 
status.i^ More accessibly, without the house image, the lyr-
ical monologue "At the Mermaid" permits Shakespeare him-
self, sounding remarkably like Robert Browning, to defend 
the logic of the locked heart, of a poet's refusing to divulge 
his personal tastes or otherwise to "seil you cheap" his soul: 

Which of you did I enable 
Once to slip inside my breast, 

There to catalogue and label 
What I like least, what love best, 

Hope and fear, believe and doubt pf, 
Seek and shun, respect—deride? 

Who has right to make a rout of 
Rarities he found inside? 

Browning's impatience with readers looking for personal 
confession in his work undoubtedly increased with his 
growing reputation. In the 1870s, when the legend of the 
Wimpole Street romance was beginning to take shape, he 
was particularly irked by biographers in search of details 
about his courtship and marriage. But twenty years earlier 
he was already intent on declaring his objectivity. In the 
epilogue to Men and Women, "One Word More," addressed 
to Mrs. Browning, he begs leave to "speak this once in my 
true person," and this once simply to offer the labors of his 
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"brain" to the woman who commands his "heart." The other 
fifty poems of the volume are to be construed as dramatic 
and disinterested, for 

Hardly shall I teil my joys and sorrows, 
Hopes and fears, belief and disbelieving: 
I am mine and yours—the rest be all men's. 

One of the fifty, "How It Strikes a Contemporary," a mon-
ologue spoken by a Spanish man of affairs, describes the 
town poet of Valladolid. Observant of life in all its variety 
and color, "Scenting the world, looking it füll in face," the 
poet is "The town's true master if the town but knew." Yet 
all the time he remains aloof from the crowd, unobtrusive, 
and, contrary to vulgär gossip, thoroughly abstemious in 
his habits; he lives neither as a princely sybarite nor as a 
garreted bohemian, but with unromantic respectability 

In that new stuccoed third house by the bridge, 
Fresh-painted, rather smart than otherwise! 

Like other pieces in Men and Women, the poem is placed at 
some distance in space and time, as if to disown immediate 
Identification, but the poet-realist at its center, in his un-
invaded middle-class house, comes obviously dose to the 
ideal impersonal artist Browning himself in his maturity 
aspired to be.'^ 

The younger Browning, however, had not been so alarmed 
at the prospect of self-revelation. There is little dramatic 
hiding or "housekeeping" in his first volume. Subtitled "A 
Fragment of a Confession," Pauline is an amorphous Shel-
leyan rhapsody, mildly erotic, wildly undisciplined in its 
subjectivity, a glorification of the lonely ego and its wav-
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ering moods, its adolescent fears of love and death and its 
broad declarations of faith and doubt. John Stuart Mill, 
who annotated a review copy, properly detected a high 
degree of disorganized autobiography and concluded that 
"the writer seem[ed] possessed with a more intense and 
morbid self-consciousness than I ever knew in any sane 
man."'® Carefully weighing and partially accepting the charge, 
Browning resolved to write no more of himself directly but 
always to make his poetry the dramatic speech of "so many 
persons, not mine." Yet the impulse to justify his views 
never wholly vanished, and more than the "once" of "One 
Word More" he faltered in his objective resolution. He made 
clear enough in lyrics throughout his career what he liked 
least and loved best, and in some longer pieces he argued, 
often with characteristic involution and verbosity, the wis-
dom of his choices and convictions. Christmas Eve and Easter 
Day, for instance, which appeared less than two months 
before In Memoriam and stands in sharp contrast to it as a 
religious testimony, defends at length his preference of Eng-
lish Dissent to Roman Catholicism and German Higher 
Criticism and debates the sanctions of his own brand of 
evangelical Christianity. Nearly forty years later Parleyings 
with Certain Peopk of Importance in Their Day allows Brown-
ing, in his own voice and a singularly awkward syntax, to 
harangue seven more or less forgotten men representing 
seven of his principal concerns, and in the process to present 
what amounts to his intellectual autobiography.'^ But the 
personal ideas expounded in such pieces are less engaging 
or original than the poet must have supposed, and the art-
istry falls far short of that achieved in his best dramatic 
monologues. Browning need not have proclaimed so loudly 
his need for concealment. Few of his true admirers could 
regret that he did not choose more frequently to open his 
private house for public inspection. 
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Though often more indebted to the major Victorians than 
they cared to admit, the principal proponents of the mod-
ernist mode in the early twentieth Century devised their 
own techniques of concealing or transmuting the subjective 
impulse and developed a new vocabulary to affirm the au-
tonomy of their art. Ezra Pound alone freely acknowledged 
the influence of Browning, but many others experimented 
as he did with variations on the dramatic monologue and 
with the lyric as essentially dramatic speech rather than the 
poet's personal cry. T . S. EHot, demanding an adequate 
"objective correlative," exploited odd juxtapositions of image, 
disjunctions of syntax, irony, wit, sharpened metaphor, and 
recondite allusion. Wallace Stevens, devoted to his "su-
preme fictions" and intricate artifice, practiced a fastidious 
hard-edged depersonalized aestheticism. And Yeats, in whom 
the subjective compulsion was stronger and more passion-
ate, sought to find not the seif but an "image," a comple-
mentary mask: 

I call to the mysterious one who yet 
Shall walk the wet sands by the edge of the stream 
And lock most like me, being indeed my double, 
And prove of all imaginable things 
The most unlike, being my anti-self.^® 

For all these and many others distrustful of naked person-
ality in art, C. S. Lewis provided a sanction in his attack 
on "the personal heresy." "To see things as the poet sees 
them," Lewis argued, "I must share his consciousness and 
not attend to it; I must look where he looks and not turn 
round to face him. I must make him not a spectacle but a 
pair of spectacles."^! 

By the 1960s, however, the modernist movement was 
inspiring scant respect among writers of a younger gener-
ation responsive to the claims of a "counter-culture" and 
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perplexed about their own function and identity in a world 
more desperate and threatening than any intellectual Waste 
Land. To many of these the austere objective poetry of the 
age of Eliot seemed already remote in its calculated clev-
erness and disengagement. Whether or not they wished to 
make "a spectacle" of themselves, the new poets cultivated 
a confessional verse, often invertebrate in form, frequently 
embarrassing in its intimacies, and more self-regarding than 
the work of the most subjective Romantics. 

W. H. Auden was never a "confessional poet," in the 
contemporary sense of that labe). As a distinguished ex-
ponent of poetic modernism, he had no desire for apology, 
clinical self-analysis, or defiant exhibition. Yet his own late 
work in its own way seemed to recognize the "post-modern" 
thrust towards subjectivity, for in it he had moved from 
the brittle brilliance of his early satires to a relaxed and 
gentle introspection. His 1965 About the House offers what 
Browning's "House" refused to allow, a view of his private 
residence and its personal furniture. Among the constituent 
poems, the moving elegy to Louis MacNeice, "The Cave 
of Making," which unlocks the poet's workroom-study, re-
veals 

how much, in our lonely dens, we need the companionship 
of our good dead, to give us 

comfort on dowly days when the seif is a nonentity 
dumped on a mound of nothing." 

The "I" of the Speaker, though clearly Auden, here be-
comes, as often in Tennyson's poetry, a warmly feit first 
person plural, the voice of the human condition, and the 
den poem as a result becomes far more than "this egocentric 
monologue" (as the ending self-consciously describes it). So 
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it is throughout the house; we are invited to share an inter-
pretation of our common experience. The poet admits his 
readers to room after room, while he himself stands con-
fidingly at the door of each, as if inviting the guests to turn 
round to face him. If he has no lurid secrets to divulge, 
neither has he any trace of Browning's anxious fear of dis-
closure. 
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P E R S O N A L S T A T E M E N T S 
T o confess, Yes I remember. Perhaps even to have 
a voice. T o murmur, Yes I remember. What an 
addition to Company that would be! A voice in the 
first person singular. Murmuring now and then, 
Yes I remember. 

—Samuel Beckett 

OCRUPULOUSLY edited in its several versions, Words-
worth's Prelude has at last taken its place as the archetypal 
subjective poem in the language. Shortly before his death 
in 1977 Robert Lowell, with a gesture of indebtedness, 
described the drift of his own life's work: "The thread that 
strings it all together is my autobiography, it is a small-
scale Prelude, written in many different styles, and with 
digressions, yet a continuing story."' But the level of self-
revelation in Lowell's poetry, and in much other contem-
porary verse, differs sharply from Wordsworth's discreet 
testimony of spiritual growth in a world of ordinary sights 
and shared responses, for in it the assertion of an intensely 
private suffering has replaced the assured subjective dis-
covery of a general psychology. 

Though anticipated by Allen Ginsberg's rowdier effu-
sions, Lowell's Life Studies of 1959, more than any other 
volume, set the vogue for American "confessional" poetry 
of the 'sixties.^ Always the anxious craftsman, Lowell worked 
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and reworked his autobiographical probings to achieve econ-
omy and tautness of line and image and an often wry view 
of the traumas he was exploring. Yet self-absorption inev-
itably invaded his detachment, and his friend, Allen Täte, 
who had greatly admired his early work, understandably 
complained to him of the later personal pieces: "The new 
ones sound to me like messages to yourself. . . . Quite 
bluntly, these details, presented in causerie and at random, 
are of interest only to you." Lowell, nonetheless, persisted, 
seeking for his intimate messages an apparently relaxed idiom, 
"one that used images and ironic or amusing particulars."^ 
Lesser "confessional" poets, some of whom resented and 
rejected that label,"^ were content to deliver their undramatic 
monologues in an "authentic" speech form, unliterary, ex-
plosive, consciously raw, sometimes ostentatiously vulgär. 
Many, unlike Lowell, were more intent on a personal State-
ment than a personal style. 

Whatever its aesthetic virtues or defects, confessional po-
etry, far more than Arnold's "Empedocles on Etna," offers 
everything to endure and little to inspirit. Much of its con-
cern, even among its most gifted exponents—Theodore 
Roethke, Sylvia Plath, Lowell himself—centers on the tor-
ments of nervous instability, especially the cycles of manic 
depression. Whether the "I" of the poem is speaking of 
actual fact or of fantasy, the autobiography, as presented, 
repeatedly proves a record of threatened sexuality, psychic 
disorientation, and suicidal despair. Lowell revealed more 
than we need rightly know of his failures in marriage, his 
extramarital affairs, his reactions to those dosest to him, 
and his own recurrent mental distress—all in a restricted 
first person and all apparently "real," for the telling bears 
no mark of fiction or subterfuge. John Berryman, on the 
other hand, invented a third person for his "Dream Songs," 
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an alcoholic masochist named "Henry," but Henry's neu-
roses are so like what we readily recognize as Berryman's 
own that we must doubt both the purpose and the substance 
of the persona. Confessional verses are frequenriy poems 
about the seif writing poems as a means of release or ther-
apy. In Day by Day, his last volume, some of which reaffirms 
a lost objectivity, Lowell questions his self-reflexive work, 
his effort to give "my simple autobiography a plot," and his 
search for order when the "blessed structures, plot and 
rhyme," seem to have failed him: 

Is getting well ever an art, 
Or art a way to get well?' 

But the content of such poetry, whether Lowell's or Ber-
ryman's, may well deflect the reader's attention from the 
poetic process to the illness under treatment or review, and 
so threaten to engage his appetite for mere gossip or eaves-
dropping, or at worst a prurient voyeurism, an unpoetic 
defense perhaps against the spectacle of pain and madness. 
Despite flashes of vivid metaphor and interludes of bright-
ening irony, poem after confessional poem remains a dark 
testament to unbalance and self-destructive compulsion. In 
such terms autobiography, once the search for coherence 
and meaning, becomes troubled case-history, the disaf-
fected poet's rejection of Wordsworth's ordinary universe. 

Confessional verse has, of course, been only one kind of 
recent poetry, and not the only or always the best kind 
written by the confessional poets. Yet it is nonetheless a 
striking Illustration of the persistence and often extravagant 
indulgence of the subjective impulse. In the visual arts, 
where direct autobiography is less to be expected, the near-
est parallel is the occasional intimate self-portrait or the 
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lacerating self-caricature. (An early modern example of both 
may be found in Stanley Spencer's study, now at the Täte 
Gallery, of himself in grotesque nudity contemplating his 
recumbent wife.) But the personal Statement, when graphic 
or tactile, requires no such narrative context; calculated 
novelty of approach or material may be all that is necessary. 
The Statement may assume any form sufficient to demon-
strate the artist's individual difference, Isolation from com-
mon values, and revolt from established aesthetic traditions. 
It frequently consists of unlikely configurations or enigmatic 
vacancies: a torn canvas tacked to a barn board, an empty 
frame, a reputedly buried sculpture, random strings criss-
crossing an egg-crate, a stone wrapped in burlap or a whole 
rocky coastline shrouded in plastic, parings of fingernails 
or other unconsecrated personal relics. 

None of these "statements," except the biological ex-
hibits, seems patently insane, and each to the artist, if in-
deed it is more than an exercise in labored exuberance, may 
have some real esoteric meaning. But to the spectator the 
display exists all too often simply to announce the defiance 
or eccentricity of an elusive alienated seif. None invites 
measurement by any recognizable aesthetic Standard. What-
ever its appeal, each exhibition stands anarchically alone, 
never to be repeated, with no relation to a canon or a de-
veloping technique. None in any true sense evinces an eamed 
style or bears a real signature. The personal Statement, at 
least of this kind, denies not only the "nature" that Edwin 
Muir admired, but even personality itself, which demands 
some measure of continuity, complexity, and social inter-
play. 

An obvious sanction for the unconventional artifact has 
been the violence and unreason of a society offensive in 
many respects to every sensitive observer. But a more spe-
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cific rationale for alienation in both art and literature ap-
peared throughout the nineteen sixties and early 'seventies 
in the prose and verse of R. D. Laing, who became a sort 
of guru-prophet of the counter-culture.'^ Laing as psychol-
ogist moved from a dose clinical description of schizophre-
nia to a Virtual endorsement of the schizoid condition as one 
effective means of resisting and resolving the discontents of 
modern civilization. The schizophrenic, according to Laing, 
may have embarked on a "healing voyage" away from the 
constraints of family, social institutions, and every objective 
"otherness" that threatens the sanctity of the subjective life. 
Schizophrenia in such terms might be less an illness than 
a commendable strategy of escape and recovery, a decla-
ration of "authentic" personal need. So by extension might 
be other rather different pathologies—manic depression, for 
example, or narcissism—insofar as they encouraged radical 
self-absorption as a release from social engagement. 

No English or American writer or artist is a more con-
spicuous representative of the actual schizophrenic as au-
tobiographer than the Swiss Adolf Wölfli, who was certified 
as insane, incarcerated for thirty-five years, and ultimately 
in 1975, long after his death, celebrated by a Wölfli Foun-
dation dedicated to the study and promotion of his work7 
Düring his confinement Wölfli devoted much frightening 
energy to imagining self-histories, which he told in elaborate 
drawings and accompanying narrative commentary: first the 
fantasies of the child Doufi, From tbe Cradle to the Grave, 
and later the celebration of a new-found seif, "Saint Adolf 
IL" From the beginning he chose to cover every Square inch 
of paper with symbols and hieroglyphs, haunted eyes, hooded 
faces, talking vegetables, images of space travel, dizzying 
architectural perspectives, musical notations, calculations of 
enormous financial returns on Adolfs fancied investments. 
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Whether his madness released or merely distorted an im-
pressive talent, Wölfli's designs, especially his mandalas and 
abstract geometries, attracted the attention, even during his 
lifetime, of commercial dealers and buyers. But despite its 
often meticulous rhythm, his production in both Hne and 
language testifies as much to his sickness as to his skill. The 
detail of a late picture, "Saint Mary with the Christ-Child; 
That is, with my Humble Seif, St. Adolf II," does nothing 
to conceal the messianic delusion. Here and elsewhere his 
obsessions perpetually intrude upon our disinterested view 
of his subjective art. 

Wölfli's example may well seem remote and extreme. But 
within the English context and with a more persuasive san-
ity of logic, Adrian Stokes also drew upon the schizophrenic 
sense of otherness, in a determined effort to "rationalize" 
the distorted vision. Published in 1947 but little known tili 
a generation later when Laing and others may have prepared 
an audience for it, Stokes's Inside Out evokes childhood 
memories of perception and fantasy in a wholly existential 
Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens. After prolonged psy-
choanalysis Stokes the autobiographer has come to accept 
and value his subjective responses to a large amorphous 
outside Space as expressing his need to project himself upon 
the environment and so to objectify his deepest emotions 
by way of aesthetic substitution. He is eager to defend what 
Ruskin attacked as the pathetic fallacy, for "indeed," he 
writes, "it is the initial Imputation, in such a strong degree, 
of emotional states to the external world, inferno or paradiso 
or both at once, which characterizes the person who will 
primarily be an artist, even when childhood is passed." 
Some such Imputation, as Stokes understands it, becomes 
the essential mark of all humanity: "Whatever the degree, 
whatever the distortion, all men impute themselves to their 
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surroundings. The broad distorted aspect of the innermost 
informs every particle of the huge outlying space."® Inside 
Out moves accordingly from an intensely private experience 
to a generalized aesthetic theory. Beginning with the be-
mused child in the park, it concludes with a dose appre-
ciation of Cezanne's spatial blockings, the splendid 
substitutions of a creative mind. 

Few autobiographers have succeeded as well as Stokes in 
identifying, transcending, and sublimating a neurosis. But 
many since the early modern period have been only too 
self-consciously aware of their psychological case-histories. 
Some, with traces of an older reticence, have confessed 
sadly to aberration or instability. G. Lowes Dickinson, for 
instance, in reminiscences first published some forty years 
after his death in 1932, set out "to teil what is usually not 
told"—that is, solemnly to reveal behind the facade of re-
spectability a secret life of fetishes, delight in self-inflicted 
pain, and furtive homosexuality.' Others, less inhibited, 
have freely presented their fixations as tokens of tempera-
ment and sensibility. And some have emulated the bravado 
of Henry Miller, who with due irony, at the beginning of 
his earliest novel of self-contemplation, announced: "I have 
moved the typewriter into the next room where I can see 
myself in the mirror as I write."i" 

No one, however, in sustained psychological self-scru-
tiny, has surpassed—or apparently desired to reach—the 
self-loathing achieved by Michel Leiris. La Regle du jeu, 
begun in 1935 when Leiris was thirty-four, "at life's mid-
point," and translated in the 1960s as Manhood: A Journey 
from Childhood into the Fierce Order of Virility, has received 
wide recognition in England and America as an uncom-
promising personal Statement, a ruthless exercise in self-
exposure. Manhood avows sadomasochism, voyeurism, trans-
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vestism, erotic perversities, recurrent impotence, the crav-
ing for self-degradation, and the transitory thrills of a guilt 
complex. The author apjiears the narcissist reversed: "I loathe 
unexpectedly catching sight of myself in the mirror, for 
unless I have prepared myself for the confrontation, I seem 
humiliatingly ugly to myself each time." He calls attempted 
suicide the "punishment one inflicts on oneself in order to 
have the right to love oneself to excess," and he describes 
a manic assault with sharp scissors on his whole naked body. 
He Claims a fearful attraction to women weeping, for he 
"cannot conceive of love save in torment and tears." Having 
told his mistress, "I'd like us to be buried together," he 
comments on that expression of affection: "This sentence 
must be one of the most genuinely tender I have ever spoken 
to anyone." At times his wicked attitudinizing seems as 
ludicrous as the young George Moore's: "As for Biblical 
antiquity," he declares, "I never can think without emotion 
of Sodom and Gomorrah." But there is little of Moore's 
ebullience in the neurasthenic virilist, who finds the passage 
to manhood only a steady depletion of vital energy. In an 
"Afterword" Leiris explains his cruel self-violation as an 
effort to rid himself of "certain agonizing images" and to 
find somewhere through complete confession some abso-
lution. Professional psychotherapy, to which he has re-
sorted, has, he assures us, provided but little satisfaction 
or relief. Yet the record he has assembled remains the ex-
hibition of a mind in need of psychiatric help, rather than 
an exploration of the devious paths by which a represen-
tative man found his own way to maturity." 

If the new autobiography as a genre has exploited the ills 
of the psyche and the maladies of maladjustment, it has 
also, with a characteristic contemporary distrust of lan-
guage, questioned the whole process of self-creation through 
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words, the actual substance of memory, and indeed the very 
reality of selfhood. The best and most cogent example of 
this latter development may well be Samuel Beckett's late, 
elegiac Company (1980). Here the author, or a Speaker much 
like him, offers a few sudden glimpses of things past, snap-
shots, as it were, of his childhood in Ireland, his dependence 
on mother and father, his solitary rambles as a boy, a shad-
owy early love affair. Then almost at once, in the very act 
of recollection, he retreats, wondering how accurate could 
be his remembrance. Might his past seif, he asks, be simply 
a fable, a figment of Imagination invented to solace a lonely 
present? An actual past seif, he muses, would surely be 
welcome "company," the alter ego for which the mind now 
yearns in an encompassing dark. But there is now no certain 
personal identity in the present, nor any true community 
with another in all past time: "For the first person singular 
and a fortiori plural pronoun had never any place in your 
vocabulary." All that now preoccupies the Speaker is his 
physical Isolation, the body prone, scarcely moving, and 
always, as the ending emphasizes, always quite "Alone." 
Thus the subjective impulse subsides in ultimate despair, 

Till finälly you hear how words are Coming to an end. W ith every inane 
Word a little nearer to the last. And how the fable too. The fable of one 
with you in the dark, the fable of one fabling of one with you in the 
dark. 

With Beckett the personal Statement, in a distinctly per-
sonal style, moves beyond private reflection to become a 
bleak paradigm of the condition of modern man. The key 
of subjectivity that T . S. Eliot heard turning nearly sixty 
years earlier has now effectively locked in the prisoner of 
seif, and no outside voices penetrate the thick-walled con-
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tainment. But Company, firm as it is in its finality, does not 
necessarily terminate the autobiographical genre. The same 
key, as many have discovered in the past two centuries, can 
open as well as dose the door to dialogue between the seif 
and the objective ordinary world. Neither the distance of 
one from the other nor the frequent antagonism has required 
a categorical denial of either. 

Among all the autobiographers we have encountered 
Wordsworth seems best to have understood the need for a 
reciprocal relation between the inner and the outer. Near 
the end of The Prdude he describes the vision by which his 
subjective art, including that poem itself, was to be shaped: 

I remember well 
That in life's every-day appearances 
I seemed about this time to gain clear sight 
Of a new world—a world, too, that was fit 
T o be transmitted, and to other eyes 
Made visible as ruled by those fixed laws 
Whence spiritual dignity originates, 
Which do both give it being, and maintain 
A balance, an ennobling interchange 
Of action from without and from within, 
The excellence, pure function, and best power 
Both of the object seen and eye that sees." 

Ever since Rousseau and the first Romantics faith in the 
subjective life has been an essential defense against a soul-
destroying objectivism. At the same time the sense of a 
reality beyond the seif has steadily challenged an isolating 
solipsism. From the beginning the literature of selfhood, 
both animated and threatened by its focus, has sought in 
its every positive aspiration a Wordsworthian balance be-
tween seif and society, and at its rare best has achieved a 
rieh, ennobling interchange. 
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18. "To the Reader," Confessions, p. 253. 
19. Confessions, p. 375. 
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24, 94, for a number of interesting parallels. 
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67. An Autobiography, pp. 52, 193. 
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Houghton Mifflin, 1965), p. xxxvii, and Evan Charteris, The Life and 
Letters of Edmund Gosse (New York: Harper, 1931), p. 307. 
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23. Pp. 3, 4, 194. 
24. P. 216. 
25. P. 142. 
26. P. 227. 
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8. The discussion of In Memoriatn which follows draws in part, though 
with changes, on two of my earlier essays: "Victorian England: The Self-
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is used for rather indiscriminate praise by Robert Phillips, who tends to 
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the other hand, introducing the collected poems of Anne Sexton, gladly 
accepts the label: "Of all the confessional poets, none has quite Sexton's 
courage to make a clean breast of it" and "No other American poet has 
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