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Introducing Lives

Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker

We began to think about this subject—surely not coincidentally—as
Oxford University brought to fruition the largest project in humanities
research in modern times: a full revision and extension of the Dictionary
of National Biography, an ongoing biographical database of the most
notable English men and women through history. The ODNB is a mon-
ument of modern scholarship, but one need only enter a local bookstore
or scan the pages of the weekend supplements to see that biography is
also a thriving and popular form. From literary and historical lives to
the biographies of sporting heroes and of course celebrities, lives are the
predominant form of non-fiction. The very popularity of biography and
the authority of the ODNB seem to have so naturalized the form that
we seldom pause to ask questions about the origins and the emergence
of biography, or about the changes in the form through centuries of eco-
nomic, social, and intellectual transformations. When was it, we might
ask, that biography emerged as a distinct form? How does biography
relate to—and how has it negotiated with—other modes of imagining,
scripting, and depicting lives? Biography is of course not an exclusively
national genre, but we should ask, as Stella Tillyard suggests, how and
in what ways biography is shaped by cultural styles and national habits
of recording, memorializing, and celebrating lives. Most fundamentally,
we ask, why do people write and read lives, or, to pose the question
historically, what have been the purposes and uses of biographies and
other forms of life writing?

Writing Lives is concerned with these questions, most particularly
with early modern England, the place and time in which what we
recognize, and what contemporaries began to describe, as biography
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Such a recovery must begin with the simple but fundamental ques-
tion: what were the purposes of life writing in early modernity? Eyep
a casual perusal of early modern lives discloses quite different inten-
tions and purposes to those of the modern biography: where, for
example, the modern biographer focuses on childhood, developmen,
psychology, and individuality, early modern lives are more concerned
with community, with spirituality, but most of all with the life as exem-
plar. Indeed, exemplarity is at the heart of early modern lives and carly
modern life writing. From classical antiquity and medieval hagiography,
Renaissance writers inherited, edited, and re-presented exemplary lives
of scholarship, sanctity, and civic virtye. Such lives were consumed as
pedagogic texts, as counsel and guide, as models for the life of the
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and materials, the very forms of early modern life writing, are to an
extent that we have not fully appreciated central to our understanding
of early modern lives.

Out of what materials was the early modern ‘lif¢’ constituted? And
whar place might their materials of life writing have in our imagining
and writing of their lives? To begin with the example of the early modern
literary life, modern biographers have anxiously sought to distinguish
the archival records—the locus of fact, event, and truth—from the liter-
ature and fictions of their subjects, to police the fictive and privilege the
factual. It is such anxious discriminations that long characterized, even
limited, so many modern lives of the greatest of Renaissance literary fig-
ures, not least the lives of Marlowe and Shakespeare. By contrast, in our
collection Andrew Hadfield identifies a Spenser who self-consciously
writes himself into his own fictions, perhaps plots his own life, certainly
his own aspirations from those fictions. Rather than a nervous resistance
to such moments, Hadfield urges the full embrace of the fictive as
evidence of life writing. The life imagined, even fantasized, within the
work becomes then the archive of biography. Traditional biography
would be quick to record and narrate the fact of Spenser’s marriage;
Hadfield turns our attention to Spensers fantasy of his own wedding
night in which a voyeuristic queen peers in envy through his bedroom
window and Hadfield invites us to find in such a fantasy a deeper truth
about Spenser’s imagination and life: his erotic selfhood, his domestic
economy, his transgressive political daring. In the case of Milton, early
modern lives are, albeit differently, as at great a distance from modern
biographical preoccupations. The modern biographies have privileged
the poet’s high ideals, his spirituality, his ideological engagement and
public service, and of course his epic literary achievement. But as
Thomas Corns reminds us, this is hardly the Milton written into or
out of his early lives, lives which subordinate spiritual development and
political engagement for stories and rumours of illicit sexuality. Such
carly rumours and innuendoes have been accorded little place and play
in modern lives of Milton, yet the insistence and in some cases the
anxiety with which early modern lives of Milton engage what we have
been inclined to dismiss as trivia surely invite us to admit rumour and
innuendo into the archive of biography. Harold Love urges us not only
to acknowledge gossip as the very material of early mod.ern life writing
but to see gossip as constitutive of personality and identity, recognition
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we might say the life itself.4 In Love’s f_'Ole_llation,
gossip by underpinning sof:ial norms p“jm].(ﬁs ofa c?nven}tlxonahty That
might well evoke the Renaissance exemplar ’I “flgOSS‘Il’ are g Same time
depends on particularlty_ﬂnd idiosyncrasy. F? ssaLy TO e world,
gossip constituted a social sclf-hood; but o en it was the instrumen,
of defamation, of the destruction of reputation ar}d identity. Becayge
rumour and gossip are often the fragmentary residues ch fuller lives
and histories, modern biography in its quest for organic wholeness
and linear narrative has often elided gossip in the construction of carly
modern lives, not only on the grounds of unreliability but on account
of its fragmentary nature. Our contributors in accord with other critical
and historiographical moves, and perhaps with some scepticism aboug
master narratives, have variously privileged the fragmentary as a window
onto historical circumstances and contingences, and therefore as an
especially rich material for early modern lives.

To identify and insist on the importance of the various materials of
carly modetns’ life writing for our own writing of early modern lives
raises 2 set of questions about method. OF a]l literary forms biography
has least been troubled by issues of method, by thar series of critica
enquiries that has so insistently raised questions about textuality, about
our own positior} in relation to interpretation, abour the stability of
;:irs[,) Zr:::] ;?:;th islzzsg o:S:;f;cf;ieon ?nd tll:1e cc})]nstruction of meani.ng.
it T s biogrgphjca[ ro\{a uTz o sucl textual and rhc.tonc,:i]
st dmpe b B _project; to apply ‘such perspectives is
radicalli’, to read S‘lc li?csitta ;f] iy trasdmona! blography, even most
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Renaissance rhetorical theory fully recognized that the meaning of
texts was as much made—as we have latterly recognized—by readers as
by authors. We might suggest that some greater attention to the recep-
tions of lives should inform our understanding of how lives themselves
were written, represented, even lived. As Alastair Bellany observes, in
the very act of fashioning his life Buckingham anxiously anticipated
not only different but contestatory readings, indeed writings, of that
life. And finally, we would urge the application to biography of the
new bibliography and history of the book which have so enriched
our understanding of the performance of early modern texts. At the
simplest level, litcle attention has been paid to the very materiality of
the materials of early modern life writing, to, that is, the presence of the
hand, to multiple scripts, to emendation, to address and subscription.
Leah Marcus attributes considerable significance to the varying size
and position of Elizabeth’s signature in explicating the purposes and
meanings of her lecters. And Marcus reminds us that the relationships
among materiality, meaning, and reception are by no means the business
only of the manuscript archive. Elizabeth may have written her prayers,
but her readers read them and viewed them within the paratextual and
marginal illustrations that surely complicated and perhaps contested not
only Elizabeth’s meanings but her authorially represented life. In the
case of James II's ‘Life’ we cannot begin to think about the life outside
its material circumstances: its gaps and fragmenary slips, the scribal
copies, the published compilations, the contested versions. We need to
return carly modern lives to the material forms from which they were
written and in which they were first consumed and interpreted.

Recent critical perspectives have not only insisted on the mulriplic-
ities, instabilities, and materialities of texts, they have raised questions
about the critical categories and determinations of genre. Such critical
perspectives open valuably onto the relations between genre and early
modern life writing, For the modern biography that relation appears
untroubled; nothing is more obvious about modern biography than
the stability of its genre and forms, and nothing could be less the
case with early modern life writing. As we have discussed, the very
sites of early modern life writing in prefaces, paratexts, dedications,
and epistles themselves preclude the notion of an established or even
Predominant genre of life writing. Early modern readers consumed
lives in and through the texts that we assign to a variety of other
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hi romance, travel narrative, classical translarign, hﬂgiOg.
enres: ‘[st_ofi” esis. Even to discuss the ‘early modern life’, 55 per.
raphy, b1bf11c§ C:l(:si lch- doing is to fix and stabilize forms and Modes
force we fin ,: 4. in flux, indeterminate, and for much of. our perjod
that were varied, level this claim may seem surprising, Early
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undetermined. At som!

modern publishers, writers, and readers after all spoke and wrote of
‘lives'; they described lives in the language of literary genres—epic anq

romance, tragedy and burlesque. They even recognized sucb SUb_'g_eIlres
as religious lives and royal lives. Yet whcn we turn o tl'lc.)se lives, itis less
their generic fxity than generic multiplicity and instability that srike ys,
Foxes Lives, for example, could be and was read as martyrology, confes.
sional identity and argument, counsel, providential history, and politicg]
polemic. Are not the lives in Clarendon’s History simultaneously char-
acters, texts of memory, exemplars, sites of ideology, and protagonists of
party? In the case of royal lives, as Paulina Kewes vividly asserts, ‘lives
of princes were located at the intersection of chronicle, political history,
panegyric, martyrology, hagiography, confessional polemic, and other
more ephemeral forms such as ballads, poems, sermons, pageants, and
plays’.® That Kewes's list virtually runs the gamut of all early modern
literary forms underlines the myriad of genres within whose forms
early modern lives were imagined, published, and read. If, as scems
the case, generic uncertainty is more a feature of the beginning than
of th; end f)f the seventeenth century we need to ask what drove the
T e s o
cumstances, new conditions ofwritinCSS nzlw CU_fo;ﬂ anfi gl o
may be difficule precisely to det 16 an reading; Whlle' the relation
that civil war, regicide, and revoelrul?imc’ we surely can be in no do.ubt
lived through these events bur as w, l(lmlllflfmsforrrled L on_ly the lives
Surely by the end of ths eriod 3 ha e —r
the stable genre ‘biograph bertod what begins to be recognizable as
mid-century, ¥ emerged from the political instability of
. For all the emerg
Increasingly of |
interdependences,
Todﬂy the moder;

s;“r;e__oé la stable genre of biography—and indeed
- immediately alerts us to the

nsci::)egt:?is tension‘s, between biography and history.
Phy—particularly political biography—is as

¢ Sce Ch. 9, p. 147,
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much a ‘times’ as a ‘life’; and today once again historians, no longer iln
sympathy with grand struFtural explanations be .they Marxxsr_or An;aai
iste, accord considerable 1nﬂ1{ence to the ‘shapmg force. of indivi u:

men and women. If today history and blograph?f are 'mseparable in
the recently theorized field of memory and me‘morzallzatif)n, we should
ately remind ourselves of the self-conscious polemics of memory

immedi f . .
in post-civil war England. Memory is of course a fact of all historical
argumcnt——the medieval chronicle, Renaissance antiquities, civic histo-

ries. But in the wake of sectarian division and political contest, hist.ory
writing was more obviously, more deliberately dcl?loyed for pol,eml.cal
and partisan purposes. When Andrea '\f(/'alkden writes of Walton’s sz/es
as ‘the guardian of great men after deatl’, she reminds us of the centrality
of commemoration to Restoration biography.” Thoug.h we read them
as biography, Walton's and Clarke’s ‘lives’ were concfelved and al.most
certainly read as texts of collective memory in the service of confessional
and political causes. The polemics of Clarke’s ‘Lives’, Peter Lake shows,
did not depend on the exemplary force of great men. Indeed, at the
centre of Michael McKeon’s argument is the suggestion that by the end
of the seventeenth century the exemplary figure no longer depended on
social greatness or political prominence. Ordinariness itself—common
humanity—now most powerfully spoke to readers. The twenty-first-
century reader immediately recognizes ordinary humanity written into
popular celebrity in countless biographies and cultural histories. But
what we more specifically would suggest is the need to consider the
implications of new forms of exemplarity and life writing for Enlight-
enment conceptions and practices of history.

The traditional modern history with its clear notions of evidence and
archive has permitted little space for what we might call the records
of representation which only following the work of Roger Chartier
and others has entered the historical narrative. In early modernity, by
contrast, representations were the essential materials of history, not least
because lives were lived as representations. And not only were they
lived as representations, they were imagined and performed as represen-
tations. Famously Stephen Greenblart has characterized the condition
of early modernity—of socialities as well individuals—as one of self-
fashioning, that is of the artful constructions of identities, selfhoods,

7 See Ch. 15, p. 333.
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Certainly in the case of such courtiers as the Dyke 2
blic authority but the personal ideny;
es of constructions and performances

clination—even desire—is m

ublic lives.
Il;uckinglmm, not only the pu
were produced through a sert

In the theatre of modernity, our own 1Y e | .
believe in an essential self, a core being beneath all roles, all fashionip

. b H
and formulation. In Buckinghams case Alastair Bclllany asks whether
there was a ‘real’ self outside rcprese(;ltatwl?- 1H(|; s I?WS ll(i)w,F even if
; ;
there were, the duke was defined, an c;rtau; y }y tl ¢ end of his life
trapped, by his images and representations.” Scholars now may be
familiar—wearily familiar—with the concept of self-fashioning; ironj.
cally, however, as biographers we have not embraced in our own writings
of early modern lives the full immersion, in some cases submcrsion,
of selfhood in representation. Bellany gestures to a new biography in
which the archives of the life are signs, symbols, and mythologies. Even
for lives less obviously theatrical, less insistently represented, modern
biography needs to find greater space for the symbolic and performative
as essentials of the early modern life. Only recently have we begun to
appreciate how the symbolic, the performative, the figured, not only
enriches but in some sense transforms the life of Oliver Cromwell as
read and contested by contemporaries and even as chronicled by us.’
nglc ;Fcf Lirge Fhe full application of the concepts of representation
an - iti ;
: ST] as ;llomng to the writing of early modern lives, we must
also allo : Criti istorici i ;
ok Wt lt cr:inque of a new historicism that has, in empbhasiz-
the soci: P ) e
Fg Al and secular, underplayed interiority and spirituality.!°
rances Harris, by recovering i
] g the courtier Robert Moray’ 1
e ! oray’s persona
ahle armhasts o | 0 seem’, more broadly challenges a fashion-
p on image and theamcaliry: ‘one needs’ Harris insists ¢
oY et e . s' Harris insists ‘to
d ance an i i :
would not ourselves fully endor. (mlS)lzﬂl.Jl‘csenranon’.” gy
fepresentation as misrepresentat SC ﬂHSCCPt,lClsm e ey gl e
ation, i ive i :
one. Not least because it retyrns o e POHIE.; AT portaiiL
S 0O 1 . . .
ur attention to the interior life, to,

3
Bellany here fol]

N ows Peter Burke's pj .

( e Haven and London, 1992), TKes pioneering study of the Fabrication of Louis XIV

See Laura Kno
. ppers, C. ;
16%1 (Cambridge, 208{))? onstructing Cromuwedf. Ceremony,

See esp. Debg
e b ra S .
Politics, and g, Dnmijzm:x %:fnf::?m of Thought in she

" See Ch. 13, p. 288 Berkeley, 1990).

Portrair, and Print, 1645~

English Renaissance: Religion,
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f course, the spiritual, but as well to the affective, the sexual, the
) )
psychological.
Sex and sexua
modern biography,

lity have of course a prominent place in almost every
and not only for commercial reasons. In a post-
Freudian world, it could not be otherwise. Whether or not we .hfave
read Freud, we have interiotized the sexual as the d_eﬁmng condition
of the self: of childhood, development, adult formation, 'thc psyche—
of the life narrated, of the life narrative. Fear of anacl.lromsm may'have
reinforced earlier moral sensibilities in leading us to elide or subordinate
the sexual in our narrating of early modern .live.s. In some respects
carly modernity itself encourages such subordinarions. Ra-ther. than a
self fulfilled in copulation, even fornication, the hegemonic discourse
of early modernity is a discourse of self-abnegation and of sexual s.elf—
re religious instruction proscribed sex outside marriage
and procreation, neo-stoic philosophy instructed a s‘ubjugation of base
appetite to rational soul. We may read these as denials of the self, but
for early modernity the scripts of self-regulation were texts for the full
realization of the rational self. Post-Freudian psychology suggests that
in ubiquitous discourses of self-denial there always lurks a fear of the
overwhelming force of desire; bur early modernity itself seems to recog-
nize, if not in psychological language, the powerful—and destructive—
undercurrents of appetite, desire, of the undisciplined body. Scholars
have underscored the prominence of the discourse of the body in
early modernity; we would remark how those discourses fully recog-
nized, even as they sought to regulate, sexuality.'? Because the various
discourses of the body were early modernity’s idioms of sexuality, per-
haps they deserve a greater place in our own narrations of early modern
lives. We could even go further and say that because the discourses of
the body were so ubiquitously public and political, their recovery for
the biographical project makes a significant and a seamless link between
what we distinguish as the private and the public. In the middle of the
seventeenth century, the body and the appetites were the very matter
not only of politics bur of political theory and philosophy.

regulation. Whe

'_2 For imporrant recent studies, see Jonathan Sawday, The Body Emblazoned: Dis-
section and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture (London, 1995); Michael C.
Schoenfeldt, Bodies and Selves in Farly Modern England (Cambridge, 1999); and Gail
K. Paster, Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage (Chicago, 2004).
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Hobbess new theory of state, as we know, was foundcd Upon ,
recognition of appetites; what h:}s been le'ss. emgrked i ho_w Profoung
were the implications of Hobbes's naturalizing of the appetites fo, carly
modern sexuality. There can be little dolubt_ that the figure of Hobheg
lies behind the full expression and publication of sex and sexuality i,
the Restoration, or that Restoration lives on the stage, at court, indeeq
in St James's Park, in poetry, print, and portrait were fully lives of
sexual appetite and desire.'? Julia Alexander demonstrates that sex and
sexuality have a newly, a recognizably modern, place in the [iveg of
Restoration subjects, and most especially Restoration women, While
we have appreciated this for Castlemaine and Nell Gwynn, we need
more fully to acknowledge and to psychologize the sexual in narrating
Restoration lives. ™
Frances Harriss recent and rich study of John Evelyn and Margaret
Godolphin counsels not to conceive Restoration sexuality too narrowly,
for as well as the blatant and the pornographic, Restoration sexuality
embraced the erotic and affective in public as well as private lives.!s
In this collection, Harriss portrait of Robert Moray discloses, some-
what surprisingly, the degree to which the life of the senior public
servant, Presbyterian gentleman, founding member of the Royal Society,
scientist and alchemist, makes little sense without a centring of the
amorous and affective. Moray’s emblem ‘agape’ announces his own
conception of a life with love, in the broadest sense of that word, at the
centre of identity. In Moray’s case the archive—although previously
underexplored—ﬁxlly opens the affective dimension. In the case of
Pepys, though the sexual life has long been apparent, scholars have
}l:iovl:lbeglun :10 explicate thcmfull force of the affective in the life of a
resgoufcei if;e cwll' servant.'® Eyen v\{hcre we lack such rich archival
Skt e af}g;?::éi;::ﬁi .me(rin'oxrs and diaries, we must not lose
s and in the case of apparently colourless

13 g -
ngmt;ar”l'l;il;li;:r:n?élence o Rochester, sce Warren Chernaik, Sexual Freedom in
Grantham Turner, Libm;,::f:;i,gw”z); ch. 1, ‘Hobbes and the Libertines’; James
L”l:”‘g’ C}dmm 1630-85 (CambridglemZO’ngarb' Modern London: Sexuality, Politics and

ee Jam o o
MacLean (ed.)e,scgulzz:f :md?n?e" Pepys and the Privage Parts of Monarchy’, in Gerald

.15 Pk, Tangoome [70"; :m? n the Stmfrt Restoration (Cambridge, 199)’5,)_ 95-110.

ph:[: (Oxford, 2002), of Love: The Friendship of John Evelyn and Margaret Godol-
See Clajre TOma]inj

S
amuel Pepys, The Unequalled Self (New York, 2002).
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bureaucrats we must retain a sense of the force of the affective in a
Restoration culture more than ever inflected by the affective no less
than the sexual. In writing the affective life, even when the archives
are extensive, explication demands empathies and imaginings; when

the archive is silent perhaps we should not entirely resist ‘emotional

speculations’. 7

The sexual and affective have been most fully explored and theo-
rized in modern scholarship through the prism of gender. For some
time gender theory, contesting assertions of essentialist difference, urged
the constructedness and porousness of male and female and implicitly
argued that biography and life writing ought not to be delimited by
traditional constructions of gender. And yet, when we turn to early
modernity we cannot but be struck by rigid categories of gender and the
relentless gendering of lives written and lived. Such categories compel us
to ask: how different were early modern women’s lives?> How differently
were they represented and written? And how do we as modern scholars
both recognize and critically interrogate the early modern texts and signs
of difference? As we have suggested, the predominant purpose of carly
modern life writing was exemplarity. The exemplary life, most com-
monly that of a figure of public standing or greatness, was perforce male;
female exemplarity was seldom written as biography and was restricted
to the spheres of private devotion and household economy, and to the
gendered virtues of silence and chastity. The recovery of women's lives
has largely emerged out of the texts of domesticity and devotion. 151
particular, social historians have uncovered the shared traces of women’s
lives in courtesy manuals, devotional tracts, household accounts. For all
the riches of such histories, we have not yet recovered a highly individ-
uated sense of female lives, of lives self-fashioned, engaged, active. The
lives of female monarchs would seem to provide an exception; they are
after all and most obviously the lives of public figures, exemplars, models
of religious leadership and civic engagement. And yet for all tha, an.d
perhaps because of all that, in some measure their femaleness _and their
relation to other female lives have not been sufficiently studied, espe-
cially in the case of Mary Tudor. We have of course some examples of
women who have written themselves into and out of spaces and genres
which early modernity had not gendered—letters, memoirs, portraits.

17 See Ch. 5, p. 101,
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Lady Anne Clifford forged both an identity and.public authoriry fro

acts of representation—reading, writing, narrating her own life 18 I
is such sites in which women wrote themselves and lived theijr ow,

lives that draw our critical attention as biographers. Annabel I’attcrson
rereads the life of Elizabeth Cary not only as a biographical form bur;:
a text of the processes through which an early modern womap, Crafteq
her familial and social relations, her identity, her very self, Reading ang
rereading between the lines of this life, Patterson allows us to hear 4
distinct female voice and to glimpse a highly individual female Jife. Early
modern women’s lives were defined by, lived within, not only sphereg
bur also what we categorize and they recognized as genres. As Pattersop,
observes, the sponsoring institutions of life writing—the church, the
university—were male domains. Though we have not yer fully explored
the subject, there can be little doubt that changes in women’s lives, both
lived and written, were mapped and enabled in the history of early
modern genres, Protestantism, still more religious radicalism, opened
new genres and spaces for female biography and autobiography. And as
th.(.’ l:lblquitous male complaine long evidenced, the romance was a site
within which and out of which female identity—often transgressive—

Ignetr;cglcl é)l;l)fﬁgl;r;: ;y p‘:l}gf?, :s i?)sgp?rablle f"rom the emergence of women
= g e l:' bcc:ous ¥» infamously, the stage, bur also
‘ » became not only genres and sites for new
lrepres?mt.mns of females, but female spaces and geographies, and not
t;mcsrr ;a:i :IEI:)I%/ eers:)c mhd explicitly sexual character, I any narrative of
i ]ei ; buein gender we turr? naturally to the emergence of
i ol e ause Fon;cmporanes worried those relations. For
j~fiin fcm,'njnjn'cg ?:mous y regarded as licensing, emancipating,
and of gender diffcrenc’e its‘:lafs. fl:lffger)cred] - th'c sobvent of n‘mscu“niry
fepresentation of female lives, b s PFOquCS b
» but perhaps more importantly it fashions

New modes of wrig .
. ng and reading, thar i
1 . 5
lives—a] readers’ ives, 8 that is to say, experiencing, female

The Grear Portrait of
/ Lady Annc Clifforg’ ;
o .‘Ets;fj:gi Ig'ﬂra.lmr Court (Cambridgc, 19195)rd2'01; II)é'HOW“d‘h (ed'): Fhe
Renaissance | Ject: Lady Anpe Clifford and ol healing] e e
e12(1992), 347-68; Barbar, ¥ rading. it

(Cambridge, Mass, 1993) o, 5. K- Lewalsk, Writing Women in Jacobean England

—
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The history of the novel is not only interewined with the cultural and
social histories of the late seventeenth century, but with architectures of
the mind, with the emergence of a new psychology of the self.!” And
as historians of the novel have observed, the emergence of the form
cannot be separated from the foundation of what we would recognize
as the field of psychology and in particular with the determining force
of childhood and with the concepr of development. The moment of the
novel and Lockean psychology are historically specific and mark the end
of our period and perhaps of early modernity. Yet, today, as historians,
as literary critics, as students of the human sciences, we cannot deny
the powerful impulse, the need, to identify psychological affinities with
the subjects of carly modernity, to, in the words of Paul Johnson's life
of Elizabeth, know our subject ‘with a fair degree of intimacy’.?® The
question then poses itself: are we able to interpret and write an early
modern history and biography which incorporates the psychological
without the cardinal sin of anachronism?

While early modernity was obviously not concerned with develop-
mental psychology and the emotional dynamics of early childhood,
Renaissance culture was deeply concerned with the lives, the train-
ing, the formation and regulation of youth.?' Humanist pedagogy was
directed not only to learning bur to the shaping of spiritual, moral,
and civic lives. The modern sensibility finds in pedagogic manuals and
habits not only the texts of instruction but disciplinary practices and
discourses which undoubtedly spoke to the erotics of early modern edu-
cation.?? Nor are the erotics of what we would categorize as adolescence
entirely absent from the texts and archives of early modern life. We
are familiar with the story of Elizabeth’s adolescent encounter with her

19 Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel 1600-1 74'Q (Baltimore, 1987‘);
John Bender, fmagining The Penitentiary: Fiction and the Architecture of Mz’zd in
Eighteenth-Century England (Chicago, 1987_); see also, now, McKtzon, The Secret History
of Domesticity: Public, Private, and the Division of Knowledge (Baltimore, 2005). )

2 Paul Johnson, Elizabeth I (New York, 1974), 195, as quoted by Leah Marcus in
Ch. 10. o )

21 See Philippe Aries's classic study, Centuries of Childhood: A Social Hmary/af. Frgn?'
Life (New York, 1962); and, more recently, 1. Ben-Amos, Adolescence rmd_ Ybu‘n in r)fv_
Modern England (New Haven and London, 1994), and Matthew 'H:"kmlsj Poetics ion
Youth in Early Modern England’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Washington University

St Louis (2003). )
. See(Alan )Stewart, Close Readers: Humanism and Sodomy in Early Modern England

(Princeron, 1997).
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) . iral Thomas Seymour; but in the g
gfmd!an . k]bn.sman }]:;rsd}ﬁi:l moved swiftly and even embarrasse;[;
istorians anff oEp would unquestionably call abyse, B
over the archival hints of what we 2 Iq di I :
laying aside the discomforts not only of adult ;m lmP['.O{)CI' male _dCS“'C,
still more the sexual infatuation of an ado escent gir and‘ princess,
Marcus opens a psychological dimension of life critical to history anq
bmgjffg(.)dcrn sensitivities to the psycholog%es of childhood sexuality,
abuse, and paedophilia may open further historical and biographicy
subjects. A recent rereading of a poet at the heart of the early modern
literary canon exposes an Andrew Marvc!l that we coulfi not have
imagined let alone written a decade ago. While we hav::’ lon{?' if nervously
acknowledged the children in Marvell’s poetry and imagination, it js
the modern diagnosis of pacdophilia that brings out the full and illici
powers of that attraction. And beyond that, we can now suspect and
in the psychological as well as critical sense analyse the traces of child-
hood trauma and even abuse in that hitherto impenetrable lyric, 7he
unfortunate Lover, in which Marvell imagines and perhaps discloses the
history of a life, his own biography.” Such enquiry surely opens other
texts, most especially fictions, to the discovery of elisions and repressions
which are fundamental to the life, if not as obviously to early modern
life writing. We need in other words to lay aside our discomforts—
perhaps our own repressions and elisions—in order fully to understand
the desires and traumas that determined early modern lives no less than
our own,

Thougl_l the modern sensibility locates the psychological first and
forc_most in the sexual, for carly modernity it was spiritual desire and
anxiety Ih‘ﬂt was at the hearr of selthood. Frances Harris cautions a
moc'iern l_)logmphffr saturated in secularism thqg ‘where we are preoc-
cupied with the self, they were with the sou 24 Harris’s axiom neatl
summarizes for us eptjre literatures and discourses iri )i'
guides, homilies—hgar urge th -—SC!:I’I:]Oﬂs, o 1rmfa

8¢ the surrender of self, che giving of the life

3 See Derek Hirst d S .
ELH 74.2007), 37195, " 2Vicker,
See Ch, | ) D ; i
period, reverses tiisl)forzzg}a%ulsr: appols_:;ely McKeon, writing of the very end of our
terms over the span of this p ving “The gradyal replacement of “soul”_by “self”—

: S o) eriod’, % !
sociological Imaginatiop’, p.p 349 of xe“;rlisisn:}lf)liﬁ?h ofboth sectlarization and the

‘Eros and Abuge; Imagining Andrew Marvell’,
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God and to others. Further, the reference to soul underscores the
o ely different temporality in which the life was lived, and an entirely
e?;rrcﬁt narrative of its writing. Modern biography of course frames
ﬁlfe ;arrative between the histqrical moments of .birth 'and death. The
religious life, by contrast, has its origins in conmldcratlo‘ns of the ﬁl:St
man and woman, of the fall, of original sin, of infant innocence; its
terminus is not of course the death of the body but tl;le translation of
the soul and the life fulfilled in a return to the Lord’s err{brace. The
aftetlife, which only occasionally_ feat.urcs in the r.nodem biography as
an epilogue of reputation, of historical and §0c1al memory, was for
the early modern life anything but an aPpendlx‘. The afterlife was the
realization of the life—what gave the life its meaning, .Thcfugh of. course
historians and biographers have fully charred deno'mmat:o‘nal histories
and spiritual lives, it may be that the modt?rn blographxcal. form of
narrative as well as our scepticism and secularism accord w00 lietle place
to the obsession with the hereafter as a determining force in the early
modern life. And yet the contrast of selves and 'souls may separate what
contemporaries experienced and often disturbingly as mt'cgral. For all
the literatures of self-subordination, the discourses of self—rlghteousnes.s,
spiritual ambition, and pride inhabit e_afly modern texts from the pulPlt
to the stage. The ubiquitous recognition and satirizing of hypocrisy
evidences a deep concern that the spiritual was all too often the worldly.
The tensions between the secular and the sacred need to be brought to
the fore in our writing of all early modern lives. ‘

In the case of rulers, we have histories and biographies that compre-
hend the sacred and secular, the history of kings and queens as heads of
church and state. What we have inadequately ipterrogatcd is the early
modern configuring of the secular and sacred. m-rule and the persor;:
of the ruler. Ernst Kantorowitz’s famous expllcatlo'n oF. the theol{'y. ol
the king’s two bodies has rightly influenced our hlStOfl.CS of po itl}(l:;ls
thought and in some measure political pracrice. I'iut this cTncepd
seldom driven or even much informed the narration of early mo ern
royal life.’ And yet almost all early .modern mon:n:chs dtr,‘f'w Zfit:l?‘:slsoer;
to their corporeal and spiritual bodlfzs and selves in %;/'lh el;:]ames =
but more revealingly in poems, portraits, and prayers.

3 E. H. Kantorowicz, The Kings Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology
(Princeton, 1957).
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devotions have been discussed at all, they] have been "i{a.red a5 a teyg
of Whig and Jacobite pOIe”_"C; they surely “W'T lrerea ‘"(ti‘% a5 2 text
of intense personal spirituality, of compleXl pSycho fJg)’Ian ﬁ.éfcmred
subjectivity. For James IT as for Charles I we have spiritua r}rllemmrs t!lat
can be opened as biography; whaf we might recognize is that a myrjyg
of spiritual discourses open not S{H_IPIY onto the SP'_r{fL‘“l but onto 4]
the dimensions of the life less familiar to us as the spiritual.

Religious histories and biographies have understandfll.)ly been writter,
as the stories of confession and denomination; we famxharIy describe ip
titles and subtitles early modern English men and women as Anglican,
Calvinist, Puritan; we might note in passing that only recently has
historical and biographical attention been given to the Catholic lives
subordinated by confessional polemic.26 Such denominational termj-
nology serves the needs of religious history and even of straightforward
biographical description; what we would urge is a deeper consideration
of the relation berween confessional identity and the full contours of
the self. The theological and liturgical differences between Carholic
and Protestant have defined religious history in early modern as in our
own histories. But what did it mean to inhabit soteriological systems,
to intetiorize the different scripts of salvation and damnation, to live
the spiritual life according to the different prescriptions of works and
grace? The few experiments in the psychobiography of spiritual figures
have PthaPs understandably dererred scholars from a full psychology
of the spiritual life, but the ubiquitous literature of spiritual anxiety

and struggle has not been accorded its full place in the life of character,

of the formation of the whole personality. Though contemporaries

% For the principal works on the recoye i
e I ‘ 1y of Catholic history sce f L The
izﬁ'ﬂ; [fﬂ;f:m’;t" fnmmumiy 1570-1850 (Oxford, 1975); C. Haig)l’n Rfj%mi?!si?:l ﬂffjﬂ'
(O 1993)ffE0rDLﬂfgfﬂ§/;m (Can_lbridge, 1975); C. Haigh, English Reformations

sl nyu/,;li‘-;m , !;c Strzppmg aj_‘ the Altars (New Haven and London, 1992);
T St i M[ Community in Early Modern England: Politics, Aristocratic
P Prammi' - P( 550-1640 (Camlxridge, 2006); P Lake, 7pe Antichrists
London, 2002), Alisu,n gﬁlﬁf i Pl;fy 73 in Post-Reformation England (New Haven and
"o (Cﬂm[)ridgé, il Ae}; C'flt/fm’m.tm. Controversy and 1y English Literary Imagina-
g:rl!Ami»Cmbalic - tthur Marot, Religions /df};\lﬁty and Cultyrgl Fanrag: Caf/m/ic

olan, Wores of By Cor? otre Dame, Ind., 2005); Frances
Ng} 1999). by olicism, Gender and Seventeent), Century Culture (Ithaca,

See, most fnmuuxly,

Erik Eriksop i
Luther (New Yorl 1958 rik Erikson's controversig| biography of Luther, Young Man
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d modern scholars have often written religious lives as the stories of
o itual companionship and community, attention to all the tremors of
fll::lspi‘rit may help to i“llm.inate the particular and.ipdividual spiritual
experience. Once we recognize Fhflt'early modern spiritual texts are texts
pot only of the devotional life, it is important o acl‘(now]edge that texts
of spirituality should not be confined by dcnomlr.lanon—rhe Protestant,
the Puritan, the Catholic. Thc. texts and conceptions of whart hav‘e often
been deemed spiritual esoterica—the cabalistic, the ne.oplatomc,'the
Hermetic—must be, as the case of Moray dFmonsrrates, integrated into
the entire life, and into the writing of thar life. .

The early modern life as we have seen was, above all, a site of exem-
plarity, and written for use. In any dlvxdc?d ct_llturc, however, notions
of exemplarity and perceptions of use are inevitably matters of debate,
contest, and division. There is no doubting the consequences of Refor-
mation for life writing as for all literary forms in early mm'iern Englan_d.
In Protestant and Catholic martyrologies, in spiritual biographies, in
scaffold life narratives, in wills and testaments, spiritual stru-gglcs as
well as identities were forged and published. The R.eformaflon was
the impetus for collective biography and individual lives which were
written, circulated, often printed, not only as exemplary mod.els b}jt
also as confessional polemic. If sixteenth-century lives were written in
the wake of Reformation fractures, how much more obviously and
powerfully did political division across the se\'renreemh century deﬁnF
and drive the imagining and writing of the life. Most obwou_sly civil
war, rcpublic, restoration, and revolution wrloltc and were wrltte.n by
biographical narratives: the lives of heroes, political martyrs and tr:'ill_tors,
protagonists for lofty principles or good old cause. Ev.e‘n':if[er military
contest in civil war was subdued by the temporary stablh_nes of Restora-
tion, life writing remained central to continuling polemical warfare. As
Andrea Walkden remarks, ‘the life narrative [is] the batflegr'ound of the
Restoration’.?® Civil war and revolution not only and lqcv1r:1bly wrote
and rewrote lives as texts of party and cause, they fashlom‘:d a dleslre,
an appetite and market for lives, old and new, a market. \}:’h:id[li prmste;sF
and publishers rushed to satisfy. As well as the estal}lns ¢ : gur}t:t il
government and court, warfare and republican experiment I'roug g
the fore as subjects a new cast of characters—brilliant parliamentary

28 See Ch. 15, p. 335.
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generals, cavalier heroes, charismatic prfacbers',SUCh figures became th
subjects of life narration and representation in print, in Portrai, :
engraving and woodcut, on medal, in memento, in verse and b aﬁa:{n
The life of Cromwell—a hitherto obscure provincial gentleman_;_
only the most obvious example of a public life represented, indeeiis
created, in civil contest; in the cases of Henry Ireton, Charles Fleetwooq
Colonel Wildman, James Naylor, the most obscure and lowly ﬁgure'
became the subjects of fame and infamy. ;
During the 1640s and 1650s lives, old and new, were not only written
in and for the new demands of a public sphere; the commerce of prin
was everywhere embedded in partisanship and conflict, Though sv:holart
have yet fully to interrogate the ideological identities and relations :'
publishers, printers, and parties, there can be little doubt that cert )
publishing houses were deeply identified with positions and ca -
uses;
Quakers, 'Ranrers, and Levellers had identifiable printing houses; it w .
1;11 f:acr printers ar;;i publishers who created their communal idc,ntirieiS
([)fell‘ Zu‘bhc lives.”” Less obviously, less tangibly, in his various editions,
cavalier poets—Carew and Lovelace for example—Humphrey M
ley surely sought not only to form a literary canon b e chasin »
L Iy canon ut, while chasing a
R e poetry arllc.i poets to the banner of ideology. The civil
ered the literary edition a sjte of polemic and partisanship, and

As Blai

Edmizlfj \I)-V;)(;}:l;n demonstrgr?d, John Toland’s edition of the life of

el o }:: :;:vsi(ie refll\:)g(;igs rajiicalism to highﬁght republican
; oF Whig polemics.3® Toland ;

Ot course as one of the fist editors and biographer(: Zl;'(;ollinml\‘:[ﬁtfamgui

on; bu

es ma‘kes clear, Toland’s design was to

arlep(t)lbhcan commitments at the expense
- Out of past political contest editors

publiciz'e a Milton of consisten
of the lives of spirit and scand

2
See eg. Joad Ry
(Cambridge, 3003) 2 mond, Pamphiers and p 5
Mty d Goon, 1.1 i % Damard, ‘Iz':‘gﬁﬁtgﬁﬁiﬂ? Sarh Modern Brivain
'Rm!mg in the Netherfyng 1600 Prunger, Ty from t/]e“;g, 1640~1§60, Book
obert Waldegrave: The priyye 0070 (Leiden, 1994y, ang ao-2c": English Puritan
& Retiatiag nter as Ageng apd Link be, y 4l Katherine Van Eerde,
1o EAMUnd Ludloy, %’””"év 34(198p),  veen Sixteenth-Century England
”fg;g);ﬂ{'ld Blair Worde’n, RD?::{}]F rom the Watch Touer. ed. A B
sterity (2001), 21-12] ead Reputations. The E;lgh},.b C;'” I‘L;Uord;n (London,
' % War and the Passions
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such as Toland wrote and rewrote histories and lives as new models
of exemplarity and for the new conditions of the politics of party. In
these conditions of partisanship the acts of memorializing and com-
memorating lives were often written and likely to be read as polemic;
acts of recollecting and re-presenting lives rewrote them in ways that
often rendered the life quite other than originally written or lived.
Elizabeth I, for example, might have happily embraced her Anglican
afeerlife, but surely would have been horrified by being memorialized
as champion of international Calvinism, still more of Whig politics.’!
In the case of Charles I, from the moment of regicide and self-scripting
the life was everywhere appropriated and rewritten; indeed, in serving
myriad polemic ends the complexities of the life were subsumed in
the typologies of saint and martyr, heretic and sinner.*” Ironically, as
rewritten by Restoration and revolutionary polemic, the lives of Charles
I appear to have lost the intricacies of an interior life which was the
essence of the Eikon Basilike.

We would not wish to argue, however, that the polemics of Restora-
tion life writing are confined to the public and social, the external life.
Nor was a Restoration fascination with the interior a business only of
the lives of faith and spirit. In Restoration life writing as in Restoration
culture, we can hardly avoid a contemporary fascination, an obsession,
even a prurient engagement with the most intimate aspects of aristo-
cratic and public lives. Lely’s poreraits of female aristocrats and courtiers
disclose an interior and sexual life not obvious in the canvases of his
great predecessor, Van Dyck.3? No student can read Poems on Affairs
of State without everywhere encountering the most intimate details of
lives once veiled and proscribed as arcana imperii. Late seventeenth-
century readers both demanded and secured an unprecedented access
to the privacies and interiorities of lives of state and stage, even of the
king himself. As mention of the king reminds us, Charles II responded
to, even encouraged, such access to intimacy for his own purposes in
beth in Stuart England: Li e, History, Sov-
The Elizabethan Icon, 1603-2003 (Basingstoke,

England's Elizabeth: An Afierlife in Fame and
of Elizabeth in the Age of Johnson (Cambridge,

3! See J. Watkins, Representing Eli
ereignty (Cambridge, 2002); ]. Walker,
2004); M. Dobson and N. J. Watson,
;a)magr (Oxford, 2002); J. Lynch, The Age

03).

3 dbridge, 2003).

See See A. Lacey, The Cult of King Charles the Martyr (Woodbridg; 4

33 See Catharine l)\;IcLeod andj}ulia Marciari Alexander (eds.), Painted Ladies (New

Haven and London, 2001).
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the representation and. sqipting ?f hIfS Sfif%idecr‘Zﬁz ﬂ;)tho.ncms. o
the publicity and publication of ¢ co teﬂ r I OF s privyg,
affairs. As we have begun to appreciate, however, [;u‘c zi acts of sexug]
self-publication may have bcen.tacnca[ as well as self-in ulgeng; and jp,
the case of the narrations of his escape from the Battle of Worc‘cster,
intimacy, humanity, even vql;xcrablhry \;lfre deployed and publisheg
as personal virtues and qualities (])f rule. 'I_‘l?ough unpreccd.cnted in
their preoccupation with Charles’s Vl{lnemb_lhry and humamry, carly
narrations were popular not only as printed lives, but as songs, ballads,
and symbols. Charles II is by no means the only example of the inti-
macies and commonalities of the royal life. In the 1680s there was 2
vogue for stories of Henry VIII as the companion of a humble cobb]er
and for romances of Elizabeth’s amorous and personal life, a vogue
which extends to the genre of the secret I_]isrories, which came into huge
popularity by the end of this century.®® All these genres of lives gave
unprecedented access to arenas hitherto intimate and private; rhough
their relation to the broader stories of politics and ideology have yet to
be plotted, there can be liccle doube that the publication of intimacy
was itself part of the narrative of rcvolutionary politics, and even of the
larger processes of demystification and democracy.
In Michael McKeon’s formulation, we are presented with the exem-
Plary life itsclf as it shifts from a focus on greatness to the celebration and

3'5‘ K. Sharpe, ““Thy Longing Country's Datling and Desire”: Aesthetics, Sex and
Politics lnvthc England ofChfulcs IT,in]. M. Alexander and C. Macleod (eds.), Politics,

2)0_07); A M. Broadley, e Royal Miracte: 4 Collection of Rare Tracss, Broadsides, Letters,
Prints and Bn!{frt{l'x Concerning the Wﬂnr{ering.v of Charles i1 After the Battle of Worcester
(1912); M, Williams (ed.), Charles I3 Escape from Worcester: 4 Collection of Narratives
Assembled by Samuel Pepys (1967). See B. Weiser, ‘Owning the King’s Story: The Escape
from Worcester, Seventeently lemy 14 (1999), 43-62.

® The Pleasans and Delighfii} History of Kin

o g ? some in two parts,
¢ ot Zizabeth, see e.o 70 45 of Elizabety "
:{; jz{:ﬂgi (\X[f:mg A4221, 1680); 77, History of the /ll%u[ Renazjerd%uf:ln }Zf/;zn?b,:“;f:
T s J‘r;’:;'z't avourite, the fryy of Lisex fa gy 2arts. A Romanee (Wing H2173, 1700);
i F:) : r;ifrz awfo.rﬁ: OD]m@lr a{ Alencon ang Q. Elizabesh 4 True History (Win g,32341

5 I} i > ,
Dome;ricig/, vy the ‘secrer history Eente, see McKeon, 77, Secret History of

d Ann; : : .
Toxe 4412y g1 (2000) ?Zﬁa/ifé;jlbd Patterson, 4 Restoration Sueconiys: 4 New Marvell

Introducing [ iyes 23

publication of ordinarine'ss, o'f the common man. McKeon finds in the
rise of cmpiricisn},_the scientific rcvolun'on, and the ‘sociological imag-
ination’>® the origins of new forms of 1m;§gining and writing lives—
most signally th§ cmefgence of the novel with g new modes of virtual
exemplarity and.lts NEW picaresque heroes and heroines, What we might
also emphasize is fhe_ Poll‘tlﬁf O’fs‘ Td'{ese developments ang transactions,
“The valorization of interiority’? i .the_ﬁguring of all lives, the turn
from greatness to common e}fe.mplamy, Is unquestionably related to 2
Restoration unsettling of traditional structures of authority an‘d hierar-
chy. Even aristocratic life, by the early clgh-tc.emh century, !)Cgl.ns to be
depicted less as removed greatness and prml_ege than as life lived not
only within but across th.e SOC}&JIUES and social an‘angements.of ord?r
and class. The conversation [;.)u:ce—the .favoured genre of aristocratic
sclf-portraiture—was unquestionably 1 site of status and privilege, -b.u[
status and privilege now presented not (.)nly as intimate and familiar
but even accessible and inclusive. By the time of Queen Anne, the royal
portrait—the very mode of iconicity and mystery.—has becorpe domcs;_
tic, bourgeois, almost ordin:u*y.j'8 These d§mystlﬁ_ed portraits ha}zrc Od
course their own politics which in cele-br'atmg ordinariness and sb.are
humanity construct new bonds‘ (?f affectmty between rulers ;mc}il su ]iercl::Z
in ways that gesture to the familiar images of our ownlmonarchs, l;:; !
ministers, and presidents. On c:mvai as 13-the Ji?fze , even the life
egun to be written as the ordinary i e
gre%tl'lll:zsml?;[;nglife identified by Michael McKeon is not only common
;A also in the sense of
in our sense of humble or lowly; it is common : s
i ious, a forlorn hope
communal and shared. This may scem, if not a pious, 1 pmisrny
in an age that we have described as riven by dlfferelnci M: r;ﬁhcr nshlp
rather than defined by community and afﬁml:y.[w r;e ;il:he -
disjuncture we identify a_relanon—a hlstoryl;meﬂnity R Al
I i i ComeOHJd not surprise us that after
o lives. of the nf)Ve!v . }51 Tluthe discomforts of necessary
half a century of bitcer conflict in whic ; any public and licerary
allegiance troubled the careers and lives of so many p

: g p.‘341‘- [ture (Cambridge,
* g‘iiicé}é»:ffr’spf?;igi;a[fzia @’Mntlnrlmadi\f{imb LII{;;T;’:!:SYC;;:!; i(mre, 150% 4
Y icati Sty 2 ] o
:ggg?, & E{Chﬁmz ‘Thde_?‘m}aI[;;&t(l:;S;fAnal:n;}’ History: Images and their Meaning
> In K. Rotberg ai 5

(Cambridgc, 1988), 155-83.
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figures, contemporaries yearned for at least the illusion of ¢
That quest for harmonious coexistence has been told as thm e
of politeness and latterly as the forging of a common identi © hist
Britons.?? Do we not also detect the desire for pacification "m(;y | St
nity in new modes of life writing, and not only in the live; re iommw
by fiction but as well in the new communities of readers Fashionidei)enmd
form.“® Whether written to underpin political causes and commij Y the
or to deny or temper bitter partisanship, late sevenreenth—v:enrurt mﬁnts
were formed by and within, and gave definition and expres g s
human needs, social formations, and ideology. .
Reflections on the end of our period inevitably lead us to review th
processes and histories out of which biography emerged in late tle
modernity. We have briefly discussed within the broad and col;tin -
category of exemplarity changes in the writing of lives as mode}mufsT
splfl.tuality and civic virtue. We have argued—for all the contin i
lablg(tjy of rh<_: ;I:mdfls z;:nd forms of life writing—some increasing lslsl:?fg
confidence within the form its i i i
‘life'—that is a more clearly ait?iﬁ[itic‘ittslgxﬁec(ffl (s}f:lcs a'nd defsll)g'ns i
Unsurprisingly such emerging self-confidence and plr? Fonsi ik
have plotted in the history of : in th the clear publication
and recognition of the ligas ag‘;?t:;;lin e P”bhc““_on
Yol Dr e e erary genre. In. t'he case .ofa figure like
e, gagement with and the writing of biography is for
i Jfglrchlirrl;eagr:ict;;he ll.tcrary career, not only as a literary mode
: : ry site of self-reflection. The histories th
are tracing are not simply literary: the shifting f o
the emergence of biograph ; il hfe‘writmg .
oo arismcm%‘ phy must be told as part of economic and social
of the commerce of ;&Tﬁ?ﬁ? - Clhcmage’ o .
lives. And finally we have u,rged the fi‘llf tuating o flfba? "t Ufb?_l"e
ol ELiarratives ofoatiyt il situating of lives in :z.H thc.lugh
ideological narratives. We would ar, OUIMUOHS ol i in &
such narratives—especially brought 1'gnue e the f_llrther exploration of
another—will unfold new pc:rsp‘o’ective[O cocril ‘feffa“(’ﬂ.and e
berween lives and histories. However vssrlan o e _thﬁ e
» what most characterizes the essays

39 See Colley, Britons,

40
See Zwicker, T
e, “The Constitution of Opinion and the Pacification of Reading’,

in Sharpe and Zwicker (ed 7
(Cambridge, 2003), 2;2_(;12?, Reading, Society and Politics in Early Modern England

Introducing Lives 25

in this collection, rather than grand narratives, is an en i
a celebration of, the local, the particular, th; case mg;gen;]cm ‘,mh’
historical. We discern here a congruence with broader h;sr{;rit : m;::rc;
Sccpricisms about master narratives and overarching exp]amto(;gri?oc; |
a5 well as with the de-centring moves of recent literary tl;co ; In tis
case of writing early modern lives, many of our contribur(?; ar u:
that a full reinhabiting of the local and an embrace of the gaps agnd
silences in the archive, of the fragmentary and the episodic, are erucial
to comprehending and writing early modern lives.

What does such a reinhabiting of early modernity then teach us
about our own writing of early modern lives? Whatever our addiction
ve, coherence, and explanation, our contriburors surely imply

ideology of the modern biographical project and
rn lives as Enlight-

to narrati
the historicity and
consequently underline the risks of plotting pre-mode
enment biography. Similarly our return to the fragmentary and episodic
¢ condition of exemplarity point to the incongruence for
dernist model of developmental psychology
41 To urge a scepticism about modernizing
he fragmentary may seem to follow the
pectre, of the postmodern. And indeed
F the most interesting refigurings of the
ern insistence on the historic-
bling of the modernist
ave increasingly
the ideology
t which now

as well as to th
carly modern lives of amo
with its profound teleologies.
narratives and to reinhabit t
curns, some might say raise the s
it is not coincidental that some 0
carly modern have emerged from postmod
ity and ideologies of modernity and a disassemblr
categories of the natural and normative. But as critics h
objected, postmodernism has been less willing to accept
and historicity of its own moves and moment—a momen
appears itself transitory rather than cxen?plary. Rpp—

How then might we conceive and write egrly mo }fm 1gesn -
after postmodernity? For much of our Penf)d we dnvel :ic Toda§
about lives written for instruction, a;_)pllcauor}, anforp:nicminmem.
biographies and lives seem far more obvxous[yl\‘\.'n[renversc i
Whether as books, bi-ops 0T blogs, modern lIves tra e e fom
of the entertainment industry: What could appear ™

2 And yet when
early modern

AT d exemplarity?
ogY, § irirualicy, an AT
; technology SP Jes of representing lives from an
we reflect on twenty-

first-century Mo

;
¢ of Margaret Drabble’s characters

41 {p her recent The Sea Lady (New Yoglc(fg?lg)c}?al iy
urges, ‘The universe has shed the teleologt
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26 Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker
early modern perspective we can identify. some affinities. Though we 4
surely far removed from Renaissance SCripts of exemplarity, we u nun:
tionably take the lives of sporting celebrities and movie stars, even thc-:
ordinary figure raised to publicity through reality television, not op]
+s cultural icons but as the very models of selfhood. And today thi
obsession with celebrity, the cult of the makeover, the ubiquitous desire
1o craft social identity out of fashion evoke and echo and speak to the
impulses and desires of Renaissance self-fashioning. Despite the intense
d secularism of our own time, do we not also discern in
to find identity in popular icons some traces of
| as psychological dislocations that we have
lives? And for all our talk of entertainment
figurings of lives just as much as early

modern representations are sites of ideology and contestation. In urging
and explicating the exchanges among the carly modern, the modern,
and the contemporary we may find not only better ways of understand-
ing and writing carly modern lives but a greater willingness to historicize
and critically read the scripts of our own life narratives—ourselves.

scepticism an
contemporary yearnings
the spiritual anxiety as wel
‘dentified in early modern
and recreation, contemporary
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5
Gossip and Biography

Harold Love

Between 1661 and 1684 a small British community huddled on the
Atlantic shore of Morocco in the storm-beaten citadel of Tangier. Cut

off from local travel by the encircling Moors, the town’s elite filled their
days with conversation:

Gossip and scandal throve apace in the narrow circle of Tangerine society; social
jealousy was acute. It can be gathered from John Luke’s Journal’ that almost
every look and word was noticed and commented upon. He himself took a
deep interest in the affairs and intrigues of his neighbours; even the Governor
and the chief officers of the staff did not despise the diversion of an hour’s

gossip. ]

On one such occasion in 1671 ‘Major Fitzgerald recounted to his
Excellency the carriage of all the ladyes last night at his house, a pleasant
discourse wee had concerning Mistress Legg’. No doubt at the same
time Mistress Legg and her women friends were engaged in a parallel
discussion of the males: there was probably not much else to talk
about. John Luke himself underwent the experience of being looked at
‘something strangely’ when he attended a wedding reception organized
by his social betters. While such mutual scrutiny was understandable
among the inhabitants of an isolated garrison town, even a passing
acquaintance with Restoration comedy and the clandestine satire of
the period will indicate that it was also a defining activity of leisured,
upper-class life in the metropolis. Participants in this life nourished their
days with a highly seasoned diet of oral personal narratives, which as
well as providing precautionary models of how to avoid ridicule were

' EM.G. Routh, Tangier: England’s Lost Atlantic Outpost (London, 1912), 287.
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m of entertainment, promulgated through coff,
Ce-

ir main for

also their main , e
the incessant ‘visits', and other occasions of

TOWn

house conversations,

sociability. y
. ategory of .
Gossip was a subset of the wider category of news, whose circulagioy

through Britain during the .sevenreenth century has been ANatomized |,

Adam Fox.? The first greeting to a stranger met on the road or arriviny
in a town or village was likely to be “What newes?” (p. 341), Certaig
classes of traveller had a special role as news transmitters: these mi h!:
include professional carriers, petty chapmen, pedlars and Vagabont%{s
of a poor woman ‘who goeth abroad to sell sope and candels Ffom’
towne to towne to get her lyving and she useth to carrie tales betwene
neighbours.” At London, Paul’s Walk, the Royal and New Exchanges

and the theatre auditoria acted as clearing houses for oral informatior;
flowing in from the country and out to it again. Thames watermen were
another source of ropical news, in this resembling raxi-drivers today. In
the country a news hub function was performed by fairs, markets, inns,
especially those standing on well-travelled roads, and by churches and
conventicles on sermon days. On 8 June 1651 Ralph Josselin recorded
an occasion on which yearning after godliness and hunger for news
mingle discordantly:

a hearer at Halstec.i, the sermon very spirituall and profitable, lord blesse the
towne and contry in the labours of that man, heard as if the Scots were neare
Carlisle, the lord our god stand up for our helpe in whom I putt my trust:

) ) .
}?‘ great rumours of this weeke came to nothing, Cromwell recovers apace for
which gods name bee praised. 4

gzl;gelfarn:ivajeisngws"hulﬁ in its own right, rcgula.rly s_upplif:(.i with
hﬂppenings aroum){ thaVK/I C(ris and mail but also a listening point for
France, Iy, and thcé) e lterrane.ar{. Its news from Spain, southern
more timely than that [tto{rla" domlﬂ‘lons would have been chtcr and
traders, officials, diPIOmZiewed ar Whlle_h.all. Its leading inhabitants—
working on 5 gigantic bresi{:,lvaval and military officers, and contractors
rate informagjon was vj la ater—were professionals for whom accu-

vieal and who woyld spare no pains to secure 1t.

2

Adam Fox, Orat .
4035_ . "al and Litergse Culture in England 1500-1700 (Oxford, 2000), 335~
: Ibid, 343-5, 341,

The Diy,
7Y of Ral] .
247, o Josselin 1616-1683, ed. Alan Macfarlanc (Oxford, 1976):

Gossip and Biography 93

But gossip was something different, :.md .it is gossip that concerns us
here. We need then to ask how gossip differed and still differs from
other forms of orally circulated narrative.

A distinction which, while it should not be forced, is certainly in
conformity with our own experience is that gossip arises from a concern
with personalities rather than bare happenings. The whereabouts of the
Scots army was news bue whether the king of England was a papist and
when he might have become so and the sayings and foibles of prominent
courtiers belong with gossip. Individuals most commonly become the
focus of gossip when their behaviour departs in a singular way from
accepted norms; and yet, because gossip is essentially a narrative art
and draws on a repertoire of proven, pre-existing story types, it will
often elaborate on what was directly observed in ways dictated by those
types. A good story may attach itself to new protagonists as old ones
drop from memory. Often—indeed, almost always—gossip sets out to
erode personal dignity. It is the enemy of pretensions to virtue whether
fraudulent or perfectly justified. A further distinction, already implied,
is that gossip has to entertain. This becomes evident when we compare
Pepys, a diligent searcher after usable information, with Aubrey, an
anecdotalist. While Aubrey will sometimes hunt down informants in
order to verify claims, he is primarily interested in telling a good story.
His lives frequently turn their subject into a species of monster. He is
capable of admitting ancient jests (for example, the ‘switter swarter’
story about Raleigh) as biographical materials. Pepys will somerimes
record gossip of this kind but his primary aim in conversation is to
obtain information about people with whom he may have to deal pro-
fessionally. Fabulous or inaccurate data might be positively dangerous
to him. He also had to assess his informants carefully. Consider him on
that salcwater pyromaniac, Sir Robert Holmes:

He seems to be very well acquainted with the King’s mind and with all the
several faccions at Court, and spoke all with so much franknesse that I do take
him to be my Lord’s good friend, and one able to do him great service, being a
cunning fellow, and one (by his own confession to me) that canne put on two
several faces and look his enemies in the face with as much love as his friends.
B'-lf good God, what an age is this and what a world this is, that 2 man cannot
live without playing the knave and dissimulacion.’

2 Entry for 1 Sept. 1661, The Diary of Samuel Pepys, ed. Robert Latham and William
Mathews (London, 1970-83), ii. 169,
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9
-« of Tangier, as well no doubt as angling in Pepysiap ¢
2:6[]?: S,ig')[i;f)were egnter[:.lining each orh?r in an Aubre){—like Way g}ls
helping to make the city 1tscllf a place of interest and excltement, Tj,,
robably did this by discovering a great deal more dev.lant behavigy, in
the lives of their fellow citizens than they were ever guilty of,

In order to be entertaining rhe'good gossip has o bea performer, eyen
something of a stand-up comedian. In my .Englmb Clandestine Satire |
explore a negative symmetry between gOSSIP_ﬁﬂ_d fhe. verse lampoon,
arguing that the lampoon was a form of gossip in vgrmng and gossip,
in sufficiently skilled hands, a form of oral lampoon. Imerestingly, the
best-known lampoon writers were all male while the virtuosg 8ossips
like Catherine Sedley, Penelope Osbourne, and Mrs St John were gener-
ally female. A satirist of 1698 has left an account of Sedley in fy]| flight;

A witherd Countess next, who rails aloud
At the most reigning vices of the Croud,
And with the product of that ill turn'd brain,
Does all her Guests ar Visits entercain,
Thinks it a Crime for any one to be,

Either ill naturd or as leud as she,

A Soveraign Judge over her sex does sitr,
Giving full scope to that injurious witt,

Too old for Lust and prove against all shame,
Her only business now is to defame ... 7

Here we havea lampooner attacking a gossip. No doubr the compliment
was often returned but, while the verses remain, the more dazzling art

lmc the countess js preserved only imperfectly in her correspondence. A
etter from Ireland of 1686 conveys something of her deixis:

The march i i
you writ off concerning the Lord Arron I belieye true, for some

people ] f . .
i tﬁm tZ: ft:ri:;l""ga“e fFools. T doupr the pretty little widdow will come in

choyse is not ver d. I th i
toe [ove, : ¥ 8ood. I thought she would have bin true
- ﬁi Ge.ﬂ;i h":l:: marryed Tolmedge; sure she has Royall blood in her, she is
Bl Ihif o alctz ice mee offen, for letters from England are the only thinges
in gl e P upportable. Send the pevys true or false, I care not. I love

6
Harold :
7 nanm;vtcc; f’lﬁ(f::/]?[aez)rtdefrine’&ztire 16601702 (Oxford, 2004), 191-217.
Lr.ﬂ q Vgg' P20 ney’s Letter’ (1698), Leeds University Library, Brothertron MS
- de Sola

the Restonatipn (New Yo ;r iy Sedley 1639_; 701: A Study in the Life and Literature of
k1927), 3472, 4 if
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Cleatly this was something different, and much more in-your-face,
than her father’s af@ble charm that so amused Pepys in the theatre.?
Sedley pére is some[m?es represen,ted as a gossip (as for instance when
he appears as Medley in Etherege’s Tbe Man of Mode) but what can be
determined of his real-life conversation suggests that his actual line was
non-stop Wwit, smart simil.cs, and quick replies. The gossip fascinared
through a gift for storytelling rather than sprightliness of manner.

It should be stressed here thar, despite Sedley fille’s declared prefer-
ence for an ‘English lye’, gossip cannot be entirely careless of accuracy.
Its attractiveness lies in the possibility that the outrageous proposal
might just conceivably be true. Whenever that possibility is wholly lost,
the standing of the deliverer of the gossip is undermined. This applies
even in the case of present-day newspaper gossip columns. Practitioners
have variously defined the difference berween a salacious rumour and
a usable item as lying between ‘half a dozen phone calls’ and “close to
100 emails a day’.'® In ecarlier times this might involve having spies at
work.'! A gossip is assumed to embroider but will be the more appreci-
ated to the extent that she appears to be preternaturally informed. The
vero comes with much more force to the listener than the ben (or mal)
trovato, as well as being a compliment, since no one wans to think they
are seen by their informant as credulous. In addition, the gossip of the
Town was very often based on a direct acquaintance by both speaker and
hearers with the persons concerned, allowing a knowledgeable estimate
of the plausibility of an accusation. Where actual social closeness was
lacking, behaviour and deportment could be assessed as part of the
licensed voyeurism of the theatres or the patk. Even the king’s body
language was open to analysis as he lolled in the royal box among his
favourites.! However, there is a significant difference between gossip
and legend. Left to petrify, gossip quickly mutates into myth. Alan
Macfarlane, having compiled his detailed, document-based account of
the doings of two Restoration highwaymen named Smorthwait, found
that their names had become incorporated into a regional folk tale

> Sce e.g. Diary v, 288; viii. 72.
‘Careless whispers’, The Age (Melbourne) Magazine (February 2005), 36-8.
. ‘Sec on this Love, Clandestine Satire, 1634, 167, and Burnet’s story of Rochester
dlslgzmsing 4 Spy as a sentinel in order to obtain information about court intrigues.
Decorum dicrared that the other spectators should not turn their backs on the
Monarch, which might require pit attenders to adopt a owisted, side-on position. {t
Was equally forbidden to establish direct eye-contact with the monarch; however, Pepys's
3ccounts are evidence thar this did not inhibit careful, indeed often fascinated, scrutiny.
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96 .
had virtually nothing to do with theni actual deeds:ls‘ Despftc
that ha £ gossipers to reapply old stories, good gossip s always
the tendency Oh gda even the hour. Hearers have no wish g rehear
of the week, t cl ea)(;' heard and might just as well have been utterip,
what tlie)ezshggjdfgosgp is also fluid in the sense that it can be contesteg
Ll;egllii:w'hh different views and information, making ita stimulys to
ation.

co;&e}:::fﬁzs been said will suggest something of the op.erations of gossip
in Restoration England in an age when there was no n.v."d public source
of information about other people’s personal lives. While at one leve] an
almost universal pastime, it was one that at London had its recognized
virtuosi, performing their art at visits and sal.ons,. and through this
determining both the content and the governing inflections of what
was passed down the informational food chain. The “visit, as it has
been anatomized in the case of the Verneys by Susan E. Whyman,
was a key institution of gossip.14 Members of the landed ruling class
in town for the winter, consolidating themselves into a new, dominant
urban demographic, spent a good deal of their time on highly ritualized
observance of each others’ nominated visiting days.'> Gossip was the
primary activity of these meetings. “Where [ was visiting the other night’
narrates Rochester’s Artemiza, before launching into an unforgerrable
portrait of a bad, because overbearing and untrustworthy, gossip seizing
the floor and refusing to stop until she was totally out of breath. ! In
passages from Southerne’s The Wiver Excnse (1692) and Congreve’s The
Way of the World (1700), we learn of regular club-like cabals convened

solely for the purpose of exchanging gossip—a leisured-class counter-
part 1o the mectings of godmothers at a christening, which were the

;z:;‘;::}giiai}: ‘g;l:s(i)f t:e term, ‘7lSuch gatherings had a more oligarchic
Perilie Veme;é Ne& conomy than the s.alons of Kathe'rmc Sedley or

. 80ssip would certainly be transmitted and stale

13
] Alan Macfarlane, 77, Justice and the Mares Al (Oxford, 1981), 160-72.

In Susan E. Whyman, Sociability and p, .
& ,is‘::j?if I ]1660_ 1720 (Ox grd, ‘11'9;‘)”)],"8 1711 ll.g;f-SIuart England: The Cultural

5 e Works oj‘ﬁf;y Ef“;{?enﬂn, see also Love, Clandestine Satire, 66-79.

7 The Plays o Wi or'” Farl of Rochester, ed. Harold 1oye (Oxford, 1999), 65.
of Thomag Southerye, EZ";Congr eve, ed. Herbere Davis (Chicago, 1967), 396; The Warks
in Love, Clz:frde:tine,é‘at}rg 7J ;Jordan and Harold Love (Oxford, 1989), i, 289. Discussed
Common Bogies. Wonten, il“ -on lying-in as an occasion of gossip see Laura Gowing,
2003), 17 6 2 L0itch and Poyey in Sevmtfentb-cemmy Enzf[fma' (New Haven,

Gossip and Biography 97

ossip laughed out of court, but we should also assume an editorial
of reviewing function by which stories were shaped and approved for
the further circulation that woul'd take place once the participants were
returned to their regular dor.nesnc nc.:tworks.

Gossip owes its power to its capacity to CApOsE the subject to ridicule,
cither open or dissembled—the suppressed smile or the muffled laugh
behind the back, whet.her actually ol?sewed or only imagined. Buc
this power is not exercised s?lely for Its own sake. Here we need to
acknowledge what makes gossip so fascmatmg to social anthropologists,
which is as a way of defining norms for behaviour and encoding prac-
tical morality.'® The prospect of being gossipped about with the same
freedom as one gossips about others is so unpleasant that one can hardly
not pay attention to the lessons gossip teaches about what is acceptable
and what unacceptable. Not in Tangier in this case but Tripoli, three
Christians caught with prostitures had to pay a huge fine and ‘were
well drubbed into the Bargaine... Twas a deere bout! But they would
take noe Warning!”'> They had failed to learn from gossip. There is,
admittedly, a sub-class of individuals for whom gossip, whatever its
content, is not resented because it provides reassurance that they are still
reigning celebrities. Thomas Campion’s Latin epigram I. 23 ‘Ad Calum’
describes a great man who collects lampoons writren against himself
and enjoys reading them because they prove that he is still feared.20
Gossip also constructed boundaries around desirable social formations.
In order to be admitted to a circle one might have to pass a trial by
gossip, or a bad run ar the hand of the town gossips might lead to one’s
exclusion. A process of enrolment is described in a Restoration lampoon
in which the narrative of a duchess’s misdoings is agreed by a gossip
circle to qualify her for being ‘sworn of the Gang’.?! The gossip of the
Restoration Town was also an element in its most important and most
eagerly scrutinized form of commerce—that of the marriage market.
Members of gentry families came to London to seek spouses in what,

B A subject more fully considered in Love, Clandestine Satire, 193-8, and Patricia
Mei)gfer Spacks, Gossip (New York, 1985), 34 and n. 24.
C. R. Pennell (ed.), Piracy and Diplomacy in Seventeenth-century North Africa: The
{‘g’g";)ﬂf llJ{iFIThnmas Baker, English Consul in Tripoli, 1677-1685 (Londen and Toronto,
;Z? Campion’s Works, ed. Percival Vivian (Oxford, 1909), 240.
BL, Hatl. 7315, fo. 21 1%; more fully quoted in Love, Clandestine Satire, 206.
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int the case of the Verneys, was al“fays Pd“ma“l)’ 3 imallidat‘ )
(Like most of their class, caught ina Ewmw;ar trend o Agricultury]

rices, they could not afford for it to be .(?tf erwllse.) The social sige
Ef the activity was usually managed by their female town relatives, (]
business side by a trusted agent who f"‘_"ﬂd haggle, often for. mont}
end, over settlements, dowries, at'qd jointures. These negotiationg
in turn the object of intense, curious inspection by the Town at large,
The value of the commodified humm_l p’ropcrty.u‘nder offer wag very
much at the mercy of gossip. ‘Reputation’ as Patricia Mcyer Spacks hag
remarked ‘is social currency’.”? Rumours of unchastity in females of
venereal disease in males might shave thousands from an estimare, By
contrast, as Whyman records, approving gossip ‘drove up prices and
produced financial offers.? We know of no case in \.vhich an attack
through gossip on a woman’s chastity was dcllbcrarely implemented i
order to improve an intending husband’s chances in the market, bye
it would be rash to say that it never happened. One heiress found her
value as a matrimonial property enhanced by gossip that she was so
badly infected with syphilis that she could not live long. >

transactigp,,

e
1S on
were

GOSSIP AND BIOGRAPHY

Having obtained at least an imperfect sense of gossip as a phenomenon
in early modern Britain and its dependencies, we now need to look
more closely at the nagure of its relationship to biography. In one

sigificant case, that of Aubrey, the question has already been posed
and the answer given thac he g i

hy in its modern, print-mediated sense
r » records, correspondence, and newspapers. For the
so e);;: ?— c;n Petiod we also haye the coure depositions which have been
Y used by Alap Macfarlane and Laurg Gowing.? Anthony

2 )
% Spacks, Gossip, 31 23

Whyman, S, bili d 4,
ce The Sure: ! h D0ciavtlity and Power, 142,
Cr%ss, 1997;';' lé’ﬂ"f;lﬂg Works of Anne Wharton, ed. G. Greer and S. Hastings (Stump
acfar :
Bodiey %;::1; The Justice and the Mares Ale,

8Ossip, see ibid. lal’gf;ndpaw" i Seventeenth

Tests primarily
earl

Gowing, Domestic Dangers and Common
century England (New Haven, 2003). On

Gossip and Biogmplay 99
Wood was much more resourceful than Aubrey in his use of docuy-
mentary sources and comes closer t0 the modern ideal of biographica|
ractice but shows llFtlc interest in t.he personal as opposed 1o the
public lives of his sub]ects'. As Alan P'l'lt(fhfl['d has shown, given 4 juicy
anecdote by Aubrey.he might well ruin it in his tetelling. %6 Pritchardss
other important point is th:.it'most seventeenth—century biographers
saw their role as one of providing exemplary models of vice or virtue
from which private occurrences were rigorously excluded. Thomas Sprat
suppressed, or possibly even destroyed, Cowley's diverting letters to his
friends on the grounds thac they were 100 personal for the world at
large. That Swift, in the following century, was the subject of 5 long
series of biographical treatments is chiefly due to the preservation of
large bodies of correspondence, including the diary-like Journal 1 Stella,
but also reflects a massive shift of interest o the part of readers of
biographies towards the private person. Roger North, important both
as a theoretician and practitioner of biography, illustrates the same shift,
He had litcle time for biography composed solely on the basis of public
documents (notoriously subject to the distortions of party), preferring
that it should rest on close living acquaintance. A revisionist before his
time, his preferred form of life writing was not of great men ar all
but of figures whose lives provided a meaningful conformity to those
of the educated reading public. Most ancient biography was valueless
for him because it was constructed around a bare record of actions
and required to be padded ourt with fiction. Exemplary biography was
not biography at all but a form of rhetoric, The authority he claimed
or his own biographies rested on a lifelong intimare knowledge of
their subjects. As a legal adviser to members of the royal family and
witness of Privy Council meetings he had also been a close enough
observer of the political leaders of his day to reject assessments in White
Kennetrs Complear History of England (1706) made solely on the basis
of written and second-hand oral sources.?” Tzaak Walton could have
made a similar clajm of intimacy with his subjects and was respected
by North for that reason.?® I was appreciated, of course, that social
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" In hjs Examen; o, an Enquiry into the Credit and Veracity of a Pretended Complete
z;;wy (London, 1740).

1 984)?21%.“ North, Generat Preface and Life of Dr. John North, ed. Peter Millard (Toronto,

Scanned with CamScanner




100 Harold Love

behaviour was governed by insincerity and S‘flf_' dingiS,C and that the 4y,
of interpersonal negotiation was one of concealing one’s feal Motivatins
(notonly recognized by Pepys in the passage quoted C“rh_‘ff but an inces.
sant theme of Restoration comedy). Th_e good Northian biographer,
like the good gossip, must also be a sk‘llled decoder of pretence and
reader of disguised intentions. Only intimate knowledge could ensyre

this.

Yet a concern for the personal does not imply approval of gossip

25 a means to supplying this. Gossip is ma.de unreliable as a way of
representing individuality by its norm—cnfora.ng function. On one hand
it is stimulated by the unusual and eccentric as departures from the
norm thar deserve to be subjected to ridicule. This process may convey
2 vivid sense of individuality, though one that is always on the edge

of caricature. But at the secondary level where it delves for the hidden

meanings of observed actions, it consistently seeks to activate a small

repertoire of reductive story-types, in the sense that a chance meeting
beween two individuals might be turned into a liaison or a choice
of dress into an occasion for treason. This process works to erase the
real complexity of individual selves and their social relationships by
accommodating them to stercotypes. North deeply resented the power
by which gossip, especially once hardened into legend, might be used to
project false and distorted images. His Exanten: or an Enquiry into the
Credit and Veracity of a Pretended Complete History, published posthu-
mously in 1740, was written in response to the Whig Kennett's negative
view of the characters of Charles 11 and James II and those who, like
Notth himself and two of his brothers, had conscientiously served them.
North's response was to stigmatize the work as ‘4 continual Libel, or
rather Cloaca of Libels' (A1%). In one key passage, he upbraids Kennett

for a malicious and uncritical use of gossip:

His general Method of working up this fine Portraiture, is as gross as the Design,
for he deals in the very Language, and useth, almost, the very Words which, at
the Time, were current at Clubs, Cofec-houses, and factious Assemblies of the
IT"")’-Mcn. And he culls out of Libels, and Lampoons of the Town, choise Rela-
tions, Sentences and Flowers, which together with the factious Calumniations,
Lyes and Raileries then in Vogue, he applies to the like Purposes, for which they
were at first coined; that is to render the King litcle, and odious to the Peoplé:
and his Governmenc contemptible. (pp. 17-18)
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These oral sources are seen as disingenuously manipulated. On the beli
that the Popish Plot Martyr, Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, hag ;el;f
murdered by Catholics he writes: ’

Those who first launched s-uch a Rumour, had Reason for what they sent
forth. As for the Progress of it, we knew it depended on the idle Coffee-House
Company, with whom certain Hints and Nods, of a few choise Persons, went

for Inspiration. (p. 201)

Kennett's key accusation, that Charles IT had been a papist even before
his Restoration, is instanced by Fox as a perennial item of gossip_29 Yer,
while rejecting vulgar and malicious gossip (the kind mostly considered
in this chapter), North in his own approach to both his subjects and his
reader is very close to what Spacks has described as ‘serious gossip ... . the
kind that involves two people, leisure, intimate revelation and commen-
tary, ease and confidence’ and affords an opportunity for ‘emotional
sp\‘:cu]ation’.30 It would be good to have a different word for this kind
of gossip.

North’s method, presented by him as empirical rather than intersub-
jective, did not, paradoxically, lead to an assertion of the coherence
of the individual life. In the cases of both his beloved elder brothers,
Francis, Lord Guilford, Keeper of the Privy Seal, and John, Master
of Trinity College, Cambridge, he had to confront the emergence
of a submerged personality as each approached death. Francis sud-
denly became uncharacteristically ‘rigid’, suspicious, and parsimonious
and, what wounded Roger most, lost his pleasure in music.”' John,
following a severe stroke, was transformed from a pious dedicated
scholar into a layabout who delighted in buffoonery and risqué sto-
ties, devoting his formerly brilliant mind to ‘low concerns and rep-
tile conceits that scarce rose from the ground'.32 North’s method of
exact observation (‘the profession I make of truth, for better or worse’)
(p. 155) required him to record these things, much as Boswell did
with Johnson’s many oddities and inconsistencies, while lacking or not

® Fox, Oral and Literate Culture, 357, 30 Spacks, Gossip, 3.

y / i 29.In
The Life of the Lord Keeper North, ed. Mary Chan (Lewiston, NY, 1995), 129. Ir
this he diffcredf;mm GcorchHerberr, whose calling for his l_ute the Sunday before his
d“;{h is represented by Walton as a prefiguration of his entry into heaven.
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desiring Boswcl!’s :
grated q‘”“‘rjf;lz‘:ﬂo:i.ﬂfed out, even to admit such matters to 5 bi()g-
As Pritchar d-i‘alp break from reigning traditions of life witing,
raphy was a r‘?blle to interpret the move from Walton, say, via Y des
wou[]fT behp f;S‘Boswe” as reflecting a PngfCSSilon P biography o
;gﬁoso(;rl[ﬁcally or thealogically gl‘OU{‘ldCd plracnce ﬁm.][y Iozate q Wl‘fﬁin
s of print culture to biography as a written-down derjy.

R Py ion, and oral legend. Spacks sees the change,

i i rsatl
ative of gossip, conve : : the .
I believe anachronistically, as an effect of biography’s negotiations with

the novel.?? The point remains, howevcr,'that biograph)f’s new concern
with fabrications of the intimate rests }ilrectly or mefil:'{tedfy on oral
sources, premier among which was gossip. Even in Swift’s case, llfCrary
sources and correspondence were largely valued as a means of inter-
rogating questions that had become the matter of gossip, such as .the
nature of his relationships with Stella and Vanessa. The understanding
of histeric lives existed as oral legend prior to its being recorded in
documentary form and the nature of the documentation was likely to
be heavily influenced by the pressure of legend. Gilbert Burnet’s Some
Passages of the Life and Death of the Right Honourable John, Earl of
Rochester, so admired by Johnson, is at least based on acquaintance with
Rochester and a series of interviews with him in the period prior to his
death; bue the assessment of his subject that the biographer brought to
those interviews came from orally circulated stories of his subject’s wild
freaks and mocking of religion. North, having himself known Rochester,
regarded Burnet’s porrait as ‘mere froth, whipped up to serve a turn’. ¥
That this.does not seem to have bothered Burnet’s contemporaries arises
lErom their lackjr}g any other notion of how a contemporary life might
Tzzn:i‘:?;::h]z?;l; Sffﬁ a personal as o.pposed to an cxemPJary narrative.
A ciency of gossip as a ground for biography began
(0 be ecognized is marked by a sudden impatience over exactly this the-
oretical problem, only then percejyed bp bl Notsworsi |
1t was the losers i ghe biop . to be a problem. Not surprisingly
became acutely aware of i %;HP S Sn’fkles’ such as North, who first
- TlIS own writings are an attempt to rescuc

) imilate these to an aesthetically ;
capacity o assim P i

3 § acks 055ip, 92— 2( Anag] ronistical] bec.-msc t invelves a rea &
, G 3 i
% : i{? 9 _] 5 h 1st] ¥ i
from the novel in ts ach leved form to carlier life wming

North, -
erieral Preface and Life of Dr. John North, ed, Millard, 77.

Gossip and Biography 103

.1+ duals he respected from misrepresentation through gossip, using
indiv scrupulous record of his first-hand recollection of every aspect of
bloctif; iqiviﬂg selves and a critical analysis of the disputational practices of
O icrepresenters.

theY gslir“:epn today biographers, however scholarly and scientific their
methodology and howevex: subtle their theorization of the'ir practice, are
Jikely to be drawn 0 2 subject by_ a sense of presence that isa product of
social repute. Once research begms', the problems of testimony that. 50
worried North will be found to be just as present as they were for him.

As Jean Cocteau once warned:

Qur opinions are based on matter which in }miand ir} others gets deformed.
Our readiness to mythify and accept r.nyths is incredible. A falsified truth is
soon gospel to us. To it we add something of our own brew, and licdle by little
a likeness is formed which bears no relation to the original.?

Mythification, whose natural medium is gossip and which so soon hard-
ens into legend, continues to invade the core of the biographical project,
serving as a standing temptation to biographers to become storytellers,
holding their audience through the vibrancy of narrative, rather than
historians sceptically processing documentary traces, or philosophers
reflecting on the strange alchemy by which flesh is transmuted into text.
Most readers of contemporary biography clearly prefer it that way. The
withered countess’s salon has always been a more diverting place than
Roger North’s sober study.

As for Restoration Tangier, it remains, as it always was, a city withour
biography. A survey of its quarter-century under British rule reveals
stirring stories of military and naval heroism, engineering genius and
mercantile enterprise to set against others of chicanery, betrayal, and
neglect; but the individuals whose acts gave rise to these stories remain
litle more than names on muster-rolls, ships’ manifests, and treasury
dockets. In so far as any of the day-to-day human agents are still compre-
hensible to us a living presences it is only through the journals of John
Luke and ¢he peripatetic Henry Tonge, both of them arrant gossips.
Otherwise oblivion has scattered her poppy over all. Peter Millard has
argued that it was the fear of similar oblivion overtaking his brothers

35
Jean Cocteau, ‘OF the Pre-eminence of Fables', The Hand of a Stranger (Journal

p
% inconn), trans. Alec Brown (London, 1956), 107.
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and himself that inspired Roger Norths biographical project, While
i]f: planted trees that he knetw W(ljuld last for many generations ‘.,
was aware always of the terrible impermanence of things, especially
f people’ (p- 13). Again, the rarel?z examined 1mPtllse that moyeg i
Eiol;raphcr to negotiate the mysteries of another life, whatsoeyer the
means, the methodology, or the th.eor}.r, w111. often ha*:.re. bubbled up from
the undertow of the personal or its lingering, duplicitous, presence i,

gossip.
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