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S ‘THE aim of biography”, said Sir Sydney Lee, who had~ wal
S perhaps read and written more lives than any man of ' direK:
his time, “is the truthful transmission of personality’, and no I
. _single sentence could more neatly split up into two parts the
_ whole problem of biography as it presents itself to us to-day.

A On the one hand there is truth; on the other there is per- LIRS
- sonality. And if we. think of truth as something of granite- A
e = : like solidity and of personality as something of rainbow-like :

' ’ intangibility and reflect that the aim of biography is to weld & 1 B
~ these two into one seamless whole, we shall admit that the - sl
problem is a stiff one and that we need not wonder if bie- " |
- - graphers have for the most part failed to solve it. PR

: For the truth of which Sir Sidney speaks, the truth which L
biography demands, is truth in its hardest, most obdurate : g
)

_ . form;itis truth as truth is to be found in the British Museum; :
it is truth out of which all vapour of falschood has been |
~ pressed by the weight of research. Only when truth had '
been thus established did Sir Sidney Lee use it in the build-
ing of his monument; and no one can be so foolish as to deny | Y |
that the piles be raised of such hard facts, whether one is :
called Shakespeare or King Edward the Seventh, are worthy Bl B
) - of all our respect. For there is a virtue in truth; it has an |B Al |
£ almost mystic power. Like radium, it scems able to give off .o o R
B forever and ever grains of energy, atoms of light. Itstimulates :
) - the mind, which is endowed with a curious susceptibility in - gl
: ~} thisdirection as no fiction, however artful or highly coloured,
: . can stimulate it. Truth being thus efficacious and supreme, 5
we can only explain the fact that Sir Sidney’s life of Shake- . |l
speare is dull, and that his life of Edward the Seventh : i
is unreadable, by supposing that though both are stuffed ii fif
with truth, he failed to choose those truths which transmit 1
! New Tork Herald Tribune, October 3o, 1927, '
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~~rso;1ality. For in order that the !ight qoi('i pers;)ln:l:nt?m rtnab};
,\;inc‘d\rougl\, facts must be ma.mgpulat “;czs Fmgetest
" rightened; others shaded; yet, 1n the p g it
i lose their integrity. And it is obvious thati b
lcvcrthcsc precepts by consideripg Ehnt -thc ttmt:th c: o Zn .
)tc)y ct shows itsclf in action which is cyldcn ra i
st § "life of thought and.cmotion which m =
y through the hidden channels of the

~ath. A life, cven when it was lived by a divinc, wasa series

' : Izaak Walton or
~f exploits. The b;ographcr. infasd wa.:_ who is often so

i that unknown write i
Mnnnnﬂugul;;ugioz‘:xgt on tombstones and 'memorlxal ;larl;l:::,
:glrg a tale of battle and victory. With their stat:d); [:mm lmgt
e dC“bCl’ﬂt; ar:tnali?ﬁc' pccrity v’vls::}lxl i:c;?:rfcctly satis-

ity wi o sin ;
?crtsgnaléft);: ll(tl:(;l And so, perhaps, biography might h:}‘:: _
. r:d its way, draping the robes decorously over i
prccumumbcnf figures of the dead, had there not an:lcrrixotl(;v:n .
the end of the cighteenth century onc of t&xﬁoscc ey
{ genius who secm able to break up the stifiness into. e
i has fallen by speaking in his natural voice.
- ‘comPanl):c So we hear booming out from B.oswcl! s page
I&lmwwvf)lllc:: of éamucl Johnson. ‘No, sir; stark msc“x;ssxbnlxtzré
c}luétu' him say. Once we have heard those wo wchiCh
bl that thereisan incalculable presence among us v =
il g ringing and reverberating in widening circt
efarel t?t.i‘mcs may change and ourselves. All the drapcrw;
o cics of biography fall to the ground. We can =
e 9xc::mmm that life consists in actions only or i;x b\;oarwd
llzng:mim in personality. Something hasbclcn e
10  which all else scems cold and colourless. e
g -tude which is now seen to be intolerable.

No longer nced we pass solemnly and stiffly from camp to

council chamber. We may sit, even with the great and good, _

' talk, .
ov'crl'hrothc t?lbtllt:ca'nmﬂd uence of Boswell, pmumab!y, bnograplg'l
all thro‘tllgh the nineteenth century concerned itself as mu

150

#

THE NEW BIOGRAPHY

with the lives of the sedentary as with the lives of the active.
It sought painstakingly and devotedly to express not only
the outer life of work and activity but the inner life of emo-
tion and thought. The uncventful lives of poets and painters
were written out as lengthily as the lives of soldiers and

statesmen. But the Victorian biography was a parti-coloured,

-hybrid, monstrous birth. For though truth of fact was ob-
scrved as scrupulously as Boswell observed it, the personality

* which Boswell’s genius sct free was hampered and distorted.
The convention which Boswell had destroyed settled again,
only in a different form, upon biographers who lacked his
art. Where the Mrs. Hutchinsons and the Izaak Waltons
had wished to prove that their heroes were prodigies of
courage and learning the Victorian biographer was domi-

- nated by the idea of goodness. Noble, upright, chaste,
scvere; it is thus that the Victorian worthies are presented to

- us. The figure is almost always above life size in top-hat and
frock-coat, and the manner of presentation becomes increas-
ingly clumsy and laborious. For lives which no longer express

themselves in action take shape in innumerable words. The
conscientious biographer may not tell a fine tale with a flour-
- ish, but must toil through endless labyrinths and embarrass -

himself with countless documents. In the end he produces
an amorphous mass, a life of Tennyson, or of Gladstone,
in which we go secking disconsolately for voice or laughter,
for curse or anger, for any trace that this fossil was once
a living man. Often, indeed, we bring back some invaluable
trophy, for Victorian biographies are laden with truth; but
always we rummage among them with a sense of the prodig-
ious waste, of the artistic wrongheadedness of such a method.
With the twentieth century, however, a change came over
biography, as it came over fiction and poetry. The first and
most visible sign of it was in the difference in size. In the
first twenty years of the new century biographies must have
lost half their weight. Mr. Strachey compressed four-stout
Victorians into one slim volume; M. Maurois boiled the
usual two volumes of a Shelley life into one little book
the size of a novel. But the diminution of size was only the

151




L e
[
GRANITE AND RAINBOW

outward taken of an inward M& The point of vul:lw llxadf
completely, altered. If we open one of the new school 0
biographics its bareness, its emptincss makes us at onc:
aware that the author’s relation to his subject is differen
He is no Jonger the scrious and sympathetic con;&xm&r;
toiling even slavishly in the footstcps of_lm hcro.al Ic
friend or encmy, admiring or critical, he is an equal. mmyt
case, he prescrves his freedom and lus rlg!xt to mdep_cm.ic:d
judgmcnﬂ Morcover, he does not.thmk hxmsclf constrain
to follow every step of the way. Raised upona little eminence
which his independence has made for him, he sces his subject
tpraid about him. He chooscs; he synthesizes; in short, he
has ccased to be the chronicler; he has boco.mc an artist.
. Few books illustrate the new attitude to l_nog.raphy.b_cttcr
than Soms People, by Harold Nicolson. In his biographies of
Tennyson and of Byron Mr. Nicolson followed: the pat:
which had been already trodden-by Mr. Strachcy an
- others. Here he has taken a step on h.m own initiative. Fo(xi‘
" here he has devised a method of writing about pcople an
about himself as though they were at once real and imagin-
) :;rbut of both worlds. Some Peopls is not I_i(_:tion bccausc it
has the substance, the reality truth. It is not blogrf.lph_y
because it has the freedom, the artistry of fiction. And if we
try to discover how he has won the libcrty.whxch enables him
to pmcnt‘ us with these extremely amusing pages we must
in the first place credit him with having had thd; courage to
" rid himself of a mountain of ilhision. An English diplomat 1s
" offiered all the bribes which usually induce pcoplc'\to s\:vallow
humbug in large doses with composure. If Mr; Nlcolsor}
" wrote about Lord Curzon it should have been wlmly. I
! he mentioned the Foreign Office it should have been
respectfully. His tone wward" the world of Bognors and
Whitehall should have been fricndly but devout. But thanks

num influences and people, among whom onc
mig] i :f Ma:Becrbohh\ ‘:151(:1 V’oltairc,‘thc attitude

might mentio 7 m a
:flghe bribed and docile official has been blown to atoms.
Mr. Nicglson laughs. He laughs at Lord Curzon; he laughs
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He has succeeded remarkably, if not entirely, in making
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~at the Foreign Office; he laughs at himself. And sincchis -

laughter is the laughter of the intelligence it has the effect of
making us take the people he laughs at seriously. The figure
of Lord Curzon conccaled behind the figure of a drunken

. valet is touched off with merriment and irreverence; yet of

all the studies of Lord Curzon which have been written

" since his death none makes us think more kindly of that

preposterous but, it appears, extremely human man.

So it would seem as if one of the great advantages of the
new school to which Mr. Nicolson belongs is the lack of
pose, humbug, solemnity. They approach their bigwigs

 fearlessly. They have no fixed scheme of the universe, no

standard of courage or morality to which they insist that he
shall conform. The man himself is the supreme object of
their curiosity. Further, and it is this chiefly which has so
reduced the bulk of biography, they maintain that the man
himself; the pith and essence of his character, shows itself to
the observant eye in the tone of a voice, the turn of a head,
some little phrase or anecdote picked up in passing. Thus
in two subtle phrases, in one passage of brilliant description,
whole chapters of the Victorian volume are synthesized and
summed up. Some People is full of examples of this new phase
of the biographer’s art. Mr. Nicolson wants to describe a

governess and he tells us that she had a drop at the end of :
~ her nose and made him salute the quarterdeck. He wants to
~ describe.Lord Curzon, and he makes him lose his trousers

and recite “Tears, Idle Tears’. He does not cumber himself
with a single fact about them. He waits till they have said
or done something characteristic, and then he pounces on
it with glee. But, though he waits with an intention of
pouncing which might well make his victims uneasy if they
guessed it, he lays suspicion by appearing himself in his own
proper person in no flattering light. He has a scrubby
dinner-jacket, he tells us; a pink bumptious face, curly hair,
and a curly nose. He is as much the subject of his own irony .
and observation as they are. He lies in wait for his own
absurdities as artfully as for theirs. Indeed, by the end of the

. book we realiz¢ that the figure which has been most com-
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that of the author.bEaci:l
posed su in hi 11 bright
¢ j 1ds up in his or her sma%’
m‘:ng mxr::xl-) Jaoccl?ﬁ'l::cnt -rl::ri,lccﬁon_of Harold Nfcolson.

being. Itis thus, h(;l W(l)iuld
secm » i hiefly live.
i minoﬂofourfncn.ds,thatwcc !

b ¢ ‘1‘1;33 'c::&fmd this effect is a triumph not ofsh;lc(::lx;
-but thhosc positive qualities which we arc hfl:)z ?::n Sl
if were ncgative—-fmodom.from poseéﬁn.w A
| tality, from illusion. And the victory is defint

4

leave us asking what territory it has won for the art of
ca'

biography. Mr. Nicolson has prox_rod that;l one m :s;{ r‘x:m;lay;
of the.devices of>ﬁctio.n in dcalm‘«%l dv)“fac :f:m bc'madc -
i Shat " 1itt{;= ﬁ:::; cffectively. But some objections or
mx.mlt “)c::)::ggt?:,st themselves. Undoubtedly Ehc ﬁguftt:;l —
guﬂhﬁcaﬂo le all rather below life size. The irony Wi
gl ,-though it hag its tenderness, stunts

vwhii:h they are treated Fapg

i th
their growth. It dreads nothing morc ;nw.ous el

i - - should grow up and becom
Tittle bcl:n!!; d:;ain gt“}),ey never occupy the stage forkx::;
mg“" e l;ri e m(;ments- They do not want to}t)c 0‘(:3 S
'than closely. They have not a great dCfll tlo sinowwm; bici
el 1son makes us feel, in short, that he 1s piay gd e
E;nwgaous clements. An incautious movement an
T Sk&"hiig 2 tli’:):lisl‘tl?::nfntgnly do it by using no
] truth of fiction. ! =
.m;mmg,ﬁc a pinch of cither. For though both trul(lllsdi:cy
“ line, they are Iantagonistic; ]Jet them meet an

i s e
: here the imagination 1S no
- destroy cach other. Even here, W s i bc

- whose reality we doubt, the onc
amtoct:ﬂ‘; :)vthcr. Let it be fact, onc feels, or

B 11 not serve under two

let it be fiction; the imagination Wi
masters simultaneously.

" And here we again approd
154

ch the difficulty which, for allA

his ingenuity, the biographer still has to face. Truth of fact
and truth of fiction are incompatible; yet he is now more
than ever urged to combine them. For it would secm that
the life which is increasingly real to us is the fictitious life; it
dwells in the personality rather than in the act. Each of us
is more Hamlect, Prince of Denmark, than he is John Smith
of the Corn Exchange. Thus, the biographer’s imagination
is always being stimulated to use the novelist’s art of arrange-
ment, suggestion, dramatic effect to expound the private
life. Yet if he carries the use of fiction too far, so that he dis-
regards the truth, or can only introduce it with incongruity,
he loses both worlds; he has neither the freedom of fiction
nor the substance of fact. Boswell’s astonishing power over
us is based largely upon his obstinate veracity, so that we
have implicit belief in what he tells us. When Johnson says
*No, sir; stark insensibility’, the voice has a ring in it because
we have been told, soberly and prosaically, a few pages
carlier, that Johnson ‘was entered a Commoner of Pem-
broke, on the 313t of October, 1728, being then in his nine-

teenth year’. We are in the world of brick and pavement; of _A

birth, marriage, and death; of Acts of Parliament; of Pitt
and Burke and Sir Joshua Reynolds. Whether this is 2 more
real world than the world of Bohemia and Hamlet and
Macbeth we doubt; but the mixture of the two is abhorrent.
Be that as it may we can assure ourselves by a very simple
experiment that the days of Victorian biography are over.
Consider one’s own life; pass under review a few years that
one has actually lived. Conceive how Lord Morley would
have expounded themg how Sir Sidney Lee would have
documented them; how strangely all that has been most real
in them would have slipped through their fingers. Nor can

" we name the biographer whose art is subtle and bold enough

to present that queer amalgamation of dream and reality,
that perpetual marriage of granite and rainbow. His method
still remains to be discovered. But Mr. Nicolson with his
mixture of biography and autobiography, of fact and fiction,
of Lord Curzon’s trousers and Miss Plimsoll’s nose, waves
his hand airily in a possible direction. '

155

R e LN B
e - e N :
SH D Sy g Ao S . ‘ e ‘
e e Pre el A ot L o o= e : s ¢
~ > N ket =y - i :
e - S3=x = IR < s o 7 oS - L3 » .

e

-SRI
G-

it o .



